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PREFACE  

The thesis is about the presentation and promotion of the IBI/BEI Project, an Italian 

bilingual programme thought for the development of bilingualism in 6-to-11 years old children 

attending Italian state primary schools. It was planned in 2010 as a pilot project addressed to 

children of public schools in order to give everybody the chance of raising bilingual, an 

opportunity generally strictly relegated to private schools, so that to a restricted range of people 

who can economically afford the high fees of the private education.  

The purpose of the following research is the one to investigate about the effectiveness of 

the project by analysing its internal structure, advantages and how an educational system like 

this is able to influence humans’ cognitive development.  

From a structural point of view, the work is organised into four main chapters. The first 

chapter presents a series of the most shared theories concerning with the existence of the 

Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) for language acquisition and learning, providing theories of 

some of the most important researchers in the field and reporting concrete examples of cases 

studied scientifically over the time. The second chapter is a theoretical one too, and it is about 

Immersion Education in particular related to the importance of exploiting those ages included 

in the time span evinced from the Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH).  

The study then follows with other two chapters in which the IBI/BEI Project is officially 

introduced. In the first one there is an analysis made four years after the beginning of the project, 

a Monitoring Report whose data were collected in 2014 by the University of Modena and 

Reggio Emilia that show the achievement of important and successful results in the field of 

bilingual education.  
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Giving the fact that the 2014 Monitoring Report remains the only one officially redacted 

at these days,  the fourth and last chapter of the thesis proposes a current personal investigation 

and collection of data effectuated in one of the six selected primary schools involved in the 

IBI/BEI Project, the Scuola Primaria Copernico of the Istituto Comprensivo Copernico in 

Corsico (MI), in order to evaluate the structure of the programme as well as its developmental 

grade respect its starting about 8 years ago.   
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CHAPTER 1.  

The Critical Period Hypothesis 

The hypothesis of the existence of a limited well-determined period for language 

acquisition has been a consistent matter of investigation for several decades. 

Studies have involved many different scientific fields and analysis have brought to light 

the confirmation that languages learnt before puberty behave exactly like mother tongues, 

giving children a native-like competence in the phonological and morpho-syntactic spheres. 

Processes inside human brain are substantially selected and associated to one of the two 

hemispheres on the base of the nature of their acting. Although the left hemisphere is more 

dominant in analytical ad logical procedures, and the right one is commonly concerned with 

emotional and social cognitive aspects, the fact that in children language involves the activation 

of both cerebral areas has left to the Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH), a theory that enhances 

the idea that children tend to learn languages more easily than adults due to the high degree of 

plasticity of their developing brain. This cerebral flexibility makes them use both hemispheres 

in language acquisition processes, whereas in adults language is allowed only in one 

hemisphere, generally the left one. If the statement is true, learning languages in childhood 

gives you a more holistic grasp of its social and emotional context. 

1.1 The Clear Evidence of Language Recovery in Feral Children 

Basically, the main evidence showing the existence of a restricted age for language 

acquisition is represented by the so called feral children (also known as wild children). 
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Feral children are human children who have lived completely isolated from a very young 

age, deprived of any kind of human contacts due to circumstances of dramatic family abuse or 

abandon. Their solitary living condition has brought them inevitably to lack the development 

of those basic skills that humans reach generally while growing in a social environment, such 

as the one of walking in two or manipulate objects, as well as the one related with the correct 

acquisition and use of language. A normal cerebral development and a consistent exposure to 

affective and social stimuli are the two fundamental factors that guide the growth of such 

primary competences, and given the fact that feral children do not experience them in their 

confined situation, they undergo a condition of primitive regression where they move by 

walking in four and they communicate only through savage incomprehensible yells. (Fabbro F. 

2004). 

During the past decades, many feral children were found living in such inhumane isolated 

condition and when they were tried to be introduce in a common social environment they 

showed to be able to recover many developmental lost abilities with the exception of language. 

Evidences underlined that if the recovery had taken place before the puberty period, children 

would have acquired perfectly the language taught otherwise they would have met several 

problems in the process of language acquisition, and mainly they would have never been able 

to speak. 

1.1.1 The Case of Genie 

A case of feral children finding that made a great sensation in 1970 in California was the 

one of Genie, a 13-year old girl who has lived her entire life segregated, locked in a room by 

her father who thought she was mentally retarded and decided to isolate her completely from 

the rest of the world since she was a baby. 

Genie was enclosed when she was only 20 months and she remained alone in that room 

for about 13 years, a period during which she did not speak or have any interaction with 

anybody, neither with her blind mother who was controlled by the man too. When Genie was 

finally rescued she was found very skinny and undernourished, appearing physically like a 6-7 

years old child and having a cognitive development comparable with the one of a 15-months 

old baby. She showed particular developmental cognitive lacks, for instance she did not control 

sphincters or salivation, she was not capable of chewing and the most important thing was that 

she could not speak owing to her father’s ban about complain or interact. The extent of her 

isolation prevented her from being exposed to any significant amount of speech, and as a result 

she did not acquire language during her childhood. 
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After her salvation Genie moved the interest of several scientists, psychologists and 

linguists that saw in her case a unique chance to study some aspects related to human cognitive 

development. The girl did not show any serious neurological disease and after having 

introduced her in a normal social-affective environment there were substantial positive replies 

of the reactivation of the most of her cognitive functions, even though language acquisition 

remained always very limited. 

During the first meetings with the experts who followed her in the process of language 

development, she did not formulate any type of sound due to she had not been practically 

allowed to express words for all her life. Then after an year from the start of the research, she 

began to produce some small sentences made up of two words and after another year of time 

she was able to produce longer sentences of about 4-5 words. Despite these little but consistent 

progresses, at the age of 18 years she still had not acquired the basic structures of English 

grammar, for instance she did not learn the appropriate use of closed-words, also called 

functional words, such as articles, conjunctions, pronouns, prepositions, auxiliaries and 

possessive and demonstrative adjectives. An example of her sentences could have been “Mum 

loves you” in order to say “Mum loves me”, presenting serious prosodic and phono-articulatory 

difficulties too. 

Throughout the time scientists continued the study of Genie, seeing that she made great 

progressions with her overall mental and psychological development, but as far as it concerned 

her language acquisition and competence her grammar knowledge remained extremely limited. 

Obviously Genie’s case represented a precious occasion for scholars to get information 

and knowledge about human’s nature and mental developmental processes, and it contributed 

to confirm the existence of a Critical Period for language acquisition after which people should 

reveal significant phonological and morpho-syntactic deficits. 

1.2 The Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) in the Process of Second 

Language Acquisition (SLA): Theoretical Evidences 

Many neurological and psychological theories questioning about the real existence of a 

closed interval of time aimed for the acquisition and learning of second languages (SLA) have 

been made for years, since there seems to be a dominant fixed period of life in which languages 

should be acquired in order to handle a perfect native-like language competence of them. 

In particular one of the principal fields of investigation of such an issue has been concerned 

with the consequences of bilingualism on children mental development, because until the 
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middle of the 20th century most theories sustained the negativity of this type of education due 

to its appearance to rest cognitive growth and increase confusion and mixing between 

languages. People should have to wait until the second half of the ‘90s to see all these theories 

surpassed. 

1.2.1 Theories Before the Middle of the 20th Century: The Contrastive 

Beginning 

The contrasting view of the positive and negative consequences of bilingualism has been 

for long a matter of great interest. The assumptions in favour of this type of education are very 

recent, since it was only after the middle of the 20th century that scholars started to see new 

perspectives, whereas until that time there was the common belief that bilingual children 

suffered from academic retardation, had a lower IQ than their monolingual counterparts and 

were socially maladjusted. 

One of the first opinions against the usefulness of bilingual education was argued by the 

German teacher F. Jahn who claimed that children should have been taught one single language 

only, in order to prevent mental confusion deriving from the tendency of languages to open the 

mind of the child to different visions of the world. According to F. Jahn, this sort of cognitive 

pluralism would have conducted to harsh interior conflicts, and his theory was later shared by 

many European educationalists and teachers. 

The Danish linguist O. Jespersen continued the campaign by arguing that learning two 

different languages would have entailed to a superficial knowledge of both and as a 

consequence to a lack in the acquisition of those basic structures needed for the consolidation 

of concepts and rules. Moreover, he accused the excessive effort required to learn two different 

linguistic codes that would have consumed most of the energy of the child, preventing him from 

adopting it in the learning of other subjects. Later O. Jespersen’s hypothesis were declared 

wrong since scholars discovered that he formulated his conclusions only on the base of the 

grammatical approach in the process of SLA. In addition to it, recent studies have demonstrated 

that the brain of a child needs a plurality of stimuli to permit a developmental process, while a 

limited linguistic, cognitive or affective stimulation conducts to strong obstacles in the 

psychological developmental sphere (Fabbro F. 2004). 

Between 1930 and 1960 scholars conducted several other researches in order to 

demonstrate the negative effects of an early bilingual education reflected in the mental and 

cognitive development of a child. The earliest documented empirical works on the detrimental 

effects of bilingualism came from three articles published by D. J. Saer who in an extensive 
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study compared 1400 7-to-11 years old bilingual and monolingual children from Wales. 

Children were given a range of tests, including an IQ test, from which D. J. Saer concluded that 

bilingual children were significantly inferior than monolingual children, and that this difference 

became more evident with the increasing age. 

Other studies made in the same period by R. Pintner and D. Kellner echoed D. J. Saer’s 

findings. They compared the performances of English-speaking children and immigrants 

children on IQ scores and other cognitive tests, finding that foreign children scored poorly on 

IQ tests in comparison with other non-verbal tests of intelligence (Chin N. B., Wigglesworth G. 

2007). Also in this case results seemed at first to confirm the hypothesis that scholars wanted 

to demonstrate, the one of a minor cognitive development in bilingual children, but later in time 

it was verified the wrong reliability of data collected due to the assumption of deep 

methodological mistakes. In fact, R. Pintner and D. Kellner left behind many important 

variables which were necessary for having a concrete clear analysis of the phenomenon, such 

as: 

a) Age and gender of children; 

b) Socio-economic condition of children (most bilingual children were immigrants and 

as a consequence they were poorer than the most of the middle-class monolingual 

children); 

c) Socio-linguistic condition of children (bilingual children were generally obliged to 

learn the foreign language in which they were texted and these restrictive condition 

made them grow a feeling of great hostility against it); 

d) Level of the foreign language competence reached (tests were made in English 

which was not the bilingual children’s mother tongue, and this represented a 

substantial obstacles for testing their intellectual abilities. There could have 

determined a decrease of almost 5-10 points in the QIV). 

1.2.2 Theories After the Middle of the 20th Century: Other Perspectives 

Starting from the middle of the 20th century, researches have evolved from a predominantly 

pessimistic view of bilingualism to an optimistic one, as the beneficial effects of bilingualism 

on both the social and the cognitive ability of bilinguals began to become more widely 

documented. 

One of the first studies conducted to verify the so diffused idea of the damaging 

consequences of bilingual education were made by W. Lambert, a psychologist of the McGill 
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University (Lambert W., Tucker G. R. 1972). Through the development of his studies, W. 

Lambert proposed a clear support for early bilingual education by showing the differences 

evinced from tests that were made with the purpose to investigate the verbal and non-verbal 

cognitive development in monolingual and bilingual children. The findings drew attention to 

the fact that bilinguals were increasingly more intelligent than monolinguals both in verbal and 

non-verbal aspects, and obviously these results made a great sensation because they destroyed 

in a certain way the common ideas of the negative mental and cognitive effects of bilingual 

education. 

More or less in the same period, the neurosurgeon W. Penfield sided completely in favour 

of the early bilingual education too. He explained that the complete acquisition of a second 

language (SLA) is possible only during human’s first decade of life because the brain still 

presents a high degree of immaturity. As a consequence of that, once the decade is passed the 

child is able to enlarge his knowledge and vocabulary about the new language but he is not 

even able to acquire completely a language because some specific cognitive structures of the 

brain have already reached a critic degree of maturity. 

W. Penfield started his investigation by observing the foreign language competence of his 

little children and comparing it with his own experience. Although he studied three foreign 

languages at high school, at that time he could speak with great difficulty only German while 

his children who learnt foreign languages since they were very young spoke correctly and with 

a native-like accent both English, French and German. From one side he based his conclusions 

on personal empirical experiences while from the other on his scientific observational work on 

the mode of restoration of children’s aphasias, confirming that the right type of education and 

the degree of cerebral plasticity were the two main factors that determined such a success. 

What he noticed was the speed through which children diagnosed with aphasias before the 

age of 10 years had a rapid and good language recovery rather than adults, who suffered longer 

and had more problems to get possess of their language faculty. According to W. Penfield, the 

time and degree differences of the language recovery between children and adults could have 

only been explained by the diverse plasticity of their brain. In the ‘60s in fact there was the 

common belief that children affected by aphasias before the age of 10 years could have had a 

complete recover of their language competence, an hypothesis that was completely contradicted 

in recent years (Ricci Garotti F. 1999). 

By comparing his findings with the SLA, for W. Penfield the developmental nature of the 

human brain allows the definition of two main periods of time. For him languages should have 

been acquired within the first decade of life, due to the higher degree of plasticity of the brain 
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while in the years after the brain should have been specialized in the acquisition of information 

and theoretical knowledge. Right for this reason, he claimed that languages should have been 

the first subjects taught and learnt at school, especially during the age 3-to-6, in other words the 

developmental period when the brain is more flexible. 

In his studies he observed and compared immigrant children and their parents learning 

languages and he concluded that there were evident differences and difficulties for adults in 

their approach and acquisition processes, and according to him these were caused for seven 

well-determined factors (Fabbro F. 2004): 

a) Adults have less imitative competences than children; 

b) Adults have more inhibitions than children; 

c) Adults have less free-time than children; 

d) Adults are aware they are learning a new language and this awareness makes them 

feel anxiety of doing mistakes; 

e) Adults are required a higher language competence while for children expectations 

are lower; 

f) Mistakes made by adults find less comprehension than the ones made by children; 

g) Adults’ brain has a lower degree of  plasticity than children’s brain. 

W. Penfield thought that languages were formed by two main important systems: verbal 

units and the dictionary. For verbal units he meant perceptive, articulatory and grammatical 

aspects of a language, as well as its basic word-units. He sustained that the verbal units 

acquisition ended at the age of 6 years, so that a person who started to learn a foreign language 

in the second decade of his life would have encountered two main difficulties: a brain not even 

flexible enough to learn new verbal units, and less energy and hours of time to devolve to the 

study of the language, due to the amount of other subjects an adult should have to learn 

E. Lenneberg then sustained the idea of the immaturity of the brain of Penfield but he 

moved the focus on the process of the cerebral lateralisation of the language in the left 

hemisphere of the brain. According to him, when the development of the cerebral lateralisation 

of the language is completed it is not even possible to acquire completely a second language. 

In 1970 other two scholars, the Italian linguists R. Titone (Titone R. 1972) and G. Francescato 

(Francescato G. 1973), confirmed their hypothesis that an early bilingual education is the only 

form of education that enables the achievement of excellent results in language acquisition. In 

their opinion, only those children who have adopted the language in communicative 

environments by the end of their first decade of life could speak with native-like accent and 
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speech fluency in both L1 and L2. Moreover, they affirmed that an early immersion in foreign 

languages facilitates the acquisition of customs, culture and mentality of people coming from 

other countries. 

To conclude this view on some of the most important theories in favour of bilingual 

education, during the last twenty years the neuro-linguistic university professor M. Paradis 

confirmed the biological fundamentals of bilingual education. He noticed that a lot of students 

performing high grades in foreign languages at school were not so confident in using them 

correctly in a real conversation, while on the other hand students who used to get lower marks 

in foreign language tests appeared more confident in their concrete practice. He proposed a 

neuro-linguistic theory about the language acquisition that had important educational and 

teaching impact. 

Through his studies, M. Paradis gave prove that mother tongues are acquired and stored in 

the implicit memory while languages learnt after the first decade of life tend to be stored in the 

explicit memory. These two differential systems brought M. Paradis to confirm the preceding 

theories of W. Penfield about the existence of a Critical Period for having a native-like 

acquisition of languages, and he encouraged the educational system to provide an early 

educational path for foreign languages in order to make the information acquired stored in the 

implicit memory exactly like humans’ mother tongue. 

1.3 The Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) in the Process of Second 

Language Acquisition (SLA): Practical Evidences of the Age Function 

After the theoretical declaration about the hypothesis of the existence of a Critical Period 

for a phonological and syntactical acquisition of L2, there have been made several empirical 

researches and studies aimed at collecting every type of useful data confirming such a presence. 

The most of them affirmed that on the base of the same directional factors such as, language 

exposure or amount of time dedicated to the study of the L2, only children deeply exposed or, 

better said immersed, in an L2 before the age of 8 years were able to acquire pronunciation and 

syntactic skills comparable to those of native speakers of that language.  

1.3.1 Age Function in Children Diagnosed with Aphasia and Hemispherectomy  

Surgery 

As it as been previously mentioned, W. Penfield discovered through his scientific works 

that there could have been a total recovery of language in children diagnosed with aphasia when 
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they were before the age of 8 years, highlighting at the same time clear divergent consequences 

respect than adults suffering from the same disorder. 

Basically, aphasia is the term used to refer to a speech disorder provoked by a brain lesion 

in the left hemisphere, the one associated with language development. The main causes of 

aphasias are generally brain traumas, cancer or cerebral strokes, and children diagnosed with 

this disorder show an evident lacking verbal fluency, a telegraph expressive style as well as a 

consistent language recovery in the months after the injury. For many years neurologists have 

thought about a total recovery of the language competence when aphasias were diagnosed 

before puberty, but recent studies have demonstrated that when a child is diagnosed with 

aphasia before the age of 8 years the language recovery is almost excellent but never total. 

Nevertheless, there is the evidence that after that specific age the prognosis about the recovery 

is drastically worse, needing longer time for less progresses: 

“Per diversi anni ho seguito una bambina (K.B.) che all’età di sette anni e mezzo fu 

colta da un infarto nell’emisfero cerebrale sinistro. K.B. dopo la lesione diventò 

afasica e per alcuni mesi fu in grado di comprendere ma non di parlare. Lentamente 

ricominciò a esprimersi e dopo alcuni anni le sue capacità linguistiche potevano 

sembrare completamente recuperate. Tuttavia un approfondito esame neurologico, 

effettuato all’età di 14 anni, ha evidenziato la persistenza di lievi disturbi del 

linguaggio. Nel colloquio spontaneo K.B. tendeva ad omettere alcuni elementi 

grammaticali obbligatori, come i pronomi, gli articoli e gli ausiliari; diceva ad 

esempio: “Ieri_preparato_caffè.”. E’ quindi molto probabile che K.B. continui per 

tutta la vita a manifestare lievi disturbi grammaticali. Ciò significa che una lesione 

cerebrale successiva al periodo critico di acquisizione del linguaggio provoca deficit 

permanenti del linguaggio.” (Fabbro 2004: 79) 

There are also other cases in which the cerebral injury is so heavy that there is the necessity 

to remove entirely one of the two hemispheres of the brain. The neurosurgical procedure 

adopted is called hemispherectomy and it provokes consistent consequences to human brain 

functions, but always with great differences guided by the age. 

Adults subjected to such a surgical procedure present very serious cerebral deficit. If they 

have the left hemisphere removed, patients will have a complete paralysis of the right limbs 

and the total inability to speak and understand, a state commonly known as global aphasia. 

Different it appears instead the situation related with children, whose developmental plastic 

brain demonstrates a more limited symptomatology. This is concerned with the fact that the 

right hemisphere of a baby is able to compensate the phonologic and grammatical lacks of the 

left one. Moreover, some sub-cortex structures (thalamic and basal ganglia) are able to restore 

the main part of the sensorial and motor functions. For this reasons children subjected to the 

removal of the left hemisphere before the age of 8 years continue to perform a consistent 
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speaking ability and they demonstrate to understand the most of the notions and instructions 

given them, with the limitation of some grammatical structures such as the use of the passive 

form. A further evidence is represented by their capacity to play and run like exactly all the 

other children. 

“Fu introdotto il concetto di sintassi emidecorticata. In uno studio condotto con otto 

bambini sottoposti ad emisferectomia destra o sinistra in seguito a emiplegia infantile, 

Maureen Dennis (1980) rivelò che i due emisferi per identificare il significato di una 

frase sintatticamente complessa, effettuano su di essa differenti operazioni di codifica 

e decodifica., in particolare, i bambini che avevano subito emisferectomia sinistra 

forniscono prestazioni inferiori rispetto a quelli con emisferectomia destra sia 

riguardo alla velocità che alla facilità della discriminazione sintattica, nonostante 

avessero un’intelligenza verbale e non verbale simile. I risultati riscontrati da Dennis 

e Kohn (1975) su nuovi casi di emiplegia infantile sottoposta ad emisferectomia destra 

o sinistra mostrarono che alcune abilità sintattiche, tra cui la comprensione delle frasi 

passive negative come “Il camion non fu colpito dall’auto”, erano inferiori nei 

bambini con emisferectomia sinistra rispetto a quelli con emisferectomia destra.” 

(Battro A. M. 2002: 17) 

1.3.2 Age Function and Phonologic Evidences: The Accent 

Some studies developed in the USA and in the Netherlands (Fabbro F. 2004) demonstrated 

that only migrant children who had arrived in those countries before the age of 8 years were 

able to acquire a native-like perfect pronunciation of the foreign language. What came out was 

that their ability was completely independent from their educational level or the number of 

years they had spent in the new country, showing that a Chinese child who had arrived in the 

USA when he was 4 years old, at the age of 6 performed a flawless English pronunciation, 

while a 25-year old Chinese boy who had arrived in the country two years before was affected 

by a typical stranger-like performing accent.  

The foreign accent has been a matter of investigation for a long time and scholars all 

confirmed that children immersed in the L2 before the age of 8 years manage to perform a 

native pronunciation after only some years of permanence and contact with local people. 

Individuals immigrated in the same country later than that age are not even able to acquire a 

perfect pronunciation, and in addition to that their accent and diction are going to get worse 

with the increase of their age. 

On the base of these data, there can be identified three period about the acquisition of a 

foreign language pronunciation: 

a) Before the age of 8 years the acquisition and performance of the L2 pronunciation is 

perfectly native-like; 
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b) From the age of 8 to 22 years the L2 pronunciation is characterized by the evidence of 

a weak stranger accent; 

c) After the age of 22 years the L2 pronunciation is overpowered by a strong stranger 

accent. 

Many experimental studies and empirical researches have showed that immediately after 

the first year of life, it starts a slow reduction of humans’ ability to recognize the distinctive 

sounds of languages. In fact during the first year of birth a baby is autonomously able to 

differentiate the sounds of every language while after starting his communicative process with 

the production of words it seems that his skills related with the recognition of sounds becomes 

more limited, since the baby perceives only the phonemes of his mother tongue. After the age 

of 8 years children are not able to perceive, and so to pronounce in a perfect way, the sounds 

of a foreign language. This inability appears to be strictly related to a reduction of the 

accommodation process through which the internal cognitive schemes are modified after the 

assimilation of new structures coming from external stimuli. 

Obviously, all the consideration reached are made up by statistical data which do not 

highlight exceptions since basically there are great substantial individual differences between 

the way everyone acquires a language. 

1.3.3 Age Function and Syntactic Evidences: The Grammar 

Beyond a perfectly native-like pronunciation, the other most difficult goal to reach in the 

acquisition of the L2 is a complete grammatical competence. Studies concerning this latter point 

have evinced the existence of a specific Critical Period for the learning and mastery of grammar 

structures and rules of a language too, exactly as we have already testified with the phonological 

field. 

Among all, in L2 research no single study has contributed more to the case of the Critical 

Period effects than the one conducted by J. S. Johnson and E. L. Newport (Johnson J. S., 

Newport E. L. 1989)1. The participants were 46 Korean and Chinese learners of English, all of 

whom had lived in the United States for 5 years or more but who varied about their age of L2 

acquisition. They were asked to provide judgments about the grammaticality of some 276 

English sentences listened by audiotape, and participants provided binary judgements of 

                                                                   
1 See also: BIRDSONG D., 1999, Second Language Acquisition and the Critical Period Hypothesis, Mahwah, 

Earlbaum.  
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acceptability by circling “yes” or “no” on an answer sheet. The stimuli exemplified basic 

surface contrasts in English, for example: 

a) Regular verb morphology ( e.g. “Every Friday our neighbour washes her car”; * “Every 

Friday our neighbour wash her car); 

b) Irregular noun morphology ( e.g. “Two mice ran into the house this morning”; * “Two 

mouses ran into the house this morning”); 

c) Particles placement ( e.g. “The horse jumped over the fence yesterday”; * “ The horse 

jumped the fence over yesterday”). 

Of the main findings the most revealing was perhaps the age function, that is the 

distribution of participants’ scores in the instrument plotted against their age of acquisition of 

the L2. The experiment showed that the grammatical accuracy of participants in recognizing 

sentence acceptability decreased drastically in those participants arrived in the USA after the 

age of 8 years, giving that the result was completely independent from directional factors such 

as the number of years spent in the country, the amount of time of L2 exposure or their English 

learning motivation. 

The grammatical knowledge of a second language learnt after the Critical Period seems to 

be influenced also by the so called language distance that occurs between languages. The 

grammar competence of the L2, and so the ability of recognizing and judging the acceptability 

of sentences, is easier for those immigrants whose L1 is somehow near to the L2 they are 

learning. Taking into consideration the same developing conditions, such as the knowledge of 

the L1 or the amount of hours dedicated to the leaning of the L2, testers with an Italian L1 

commit less mistakes in English respect than testers with a Chinese or Indonesian L1. This is 

due to the fact that Italian and English belong to the same group of Indo-European languages 

and they share many grammar structures, while Chinese and Indonesian belong respectively to 

the Sino-Tibetan and Austronesian languages that are completely different from English. 

However, the language distance do not appear to be relevant for those testers that acquired the 

L2 before the age of 8 years, since many researches show that the most of them reach a complete 

grammar competence in both languages. 
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1.4 The Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) and the Mental 

Representation of Languages Acquired 

A point of great interest in favour of the existence of a Critical Period in language 

acquisition has been identified also through the cerebral representation of languages in a 

bilingual brain.  

Scientific investigations about how languages acquired are stored in our memory were 

conducted through the observation and analysis of bilingual patients with acquired speech 

disorders, and results claimed consistently that time and mode of language acquisition are the 

two main factors for determining the cerebral representation of each language. 

“Alcuni anni fa ho avuto modo di studiare una paziente (E. M.) che, dopo una lesione 

ai gangli dell’emisfero sinistro, non era più in grado di parlare la sua lingua materna, 

mentre riusciva a esprimersi nella seconda lingua, appresa alle elementari, e mai 

utilizzata nella vita di ogni giorno. La lesione ai gangli della base, una struttura della 

memoria procedurale, aveva compromesso l’uso della prima lingua rendendo 

possibile l’espressione solo nella seconda lingua, sostenuta a livello neurofunzionale 

da strutture corticali. Questo caso di afasia bilingue con recupero paradossale della 

seconda lingua prova che l’età e le modalità di apprendimento sono responsabili di 

una differente rappresentazione delle lingue nel cervello.” (Fabbro F. 2004) 

1.4.1 Experimental Studies of Neurophysiology 

Experimental studies conducted in the medical field of neurophysiology through the use 

of Event-Related Brain Potentials (ERPS), a technique derived from the 

electroencephalography, brought to light how the selection of languages cerebral placement is 

driven on the base of their time of learning. 

Before proceeding with the analysis of data collected, we need to make a description of 

the key building-blocks of languages used for conducting the research: the closed-class words 

(CC) and the open-class words (OC). The former refers to the grammar and its rules and 

structures, while the latter concerns with the semantic field, both investigated inside the 

bilingual brain.  

As far as it concerns the L1, tests showed that closed-class words (CC) are placed in the 

left frontal lobe of the brain, occupying space of the procedural memory. At the same time, 

semantic aspects (OC) of the language take place in both left and right rear lobes with a 

prevalence of the left one.  

The mental representation of these elements changes instead with the L2, with which we 

encounter a double solution managed by the difference in time of acquisition, finding that a 
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language learnt by the end of the Critical Period has its structures organized in the same 

cognitive areas of the L1. Open-class words (OC) seem to maintain their rear position in both 

languages while grammar structures of the L2 are represented in the left frontal lobe only when 

the language is acquired before the age of 8 years. In this case L2 shares the same cognitive 

structures of the L1, by allowing a major representation of the language in the procedural 

memory. 

The mastery of phonological and syntactic skills is one of the consequences related to this 

early foreign language acquisition, accompanied by a lower mental strain. However, the 

situation appears different instead with the L2 acquired after the age of 8 years, meaning after 

the closure of the Critical Period, when closed-class words (CC) will not be represented in the 

left frontal lobe anymore. We find these language structures placed in the rear areas of the brain, 

exactly in the same cerebral regions where open-class words (OC) are stored. The main cause 

is due to the maturation of some cerebral structures after the Critical Period that prevent the 

storage of the new language in the procedural memory, causing an inevitable phonological and 

syntactic competence limitation and a higher mental strain for comprehension and production. 

1.4.2 Functional Neuroanatomy in a Bilingual Brain 

Taking into consideration the results reached in neurophysiology, other tests were 

subsequently made in order to observe the behaviour of the cerebral structures of bilingual 

brains, when testers were submitted to tasks of comprehension and production of both words 

and sentences. 

In order to provide exhaustive evidences in this field, scholars used techniques of 

functional brain imaging such as FMRI and PET scans, which confirmed what came out from the 

preceding neurophysiology studies about the influence of modality and age in language learning 

for the determination of language cognitive representation. In particular, some researches show 

how open-class words have the same representation in left temporal parietal area of the brain 

in both L1 and L2. 

There have been made then other studies about the mental representation of structures 

involved in the comprehension and production of sentences in the two languages. Results 

evinced a substantial difference between testers selected, who were two groups of fluently 

bilinguals arrived in the United States at different ages. The first group was composed of 

members immigrated in the country before the age of 7 years, so before the closure of the 

Critical Period, and tests revealed the activation of similar cerebral regions for the 

comprehension and production of sentences in L1 and L2, respectively placed in the Wernicke 
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and in the Broca areas of the brain. The protagonists of the second group were instead people 

arrived in the United States when they had already passed the age of 7 years. In this case, tests 

gave prove that L1 and L2 stimuli activated the same cerebral regions in the Wernicke area, the 

one concerned with the comprehension, while in the Broca area the regions devoted to the 

representation of language production differed on the base of the language they chose. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1. Wernickle’s Area in the temporal 

lobe and Broca’s Area in the frontal lobe, 
devoted respectively to language 
comprehension and production. 

Several other studies then followed, observing the different cognitive representation of 

grammar and lexicon acquired in L2. One of the most recent of them conducted in 2003 

(Wartenburger I. et al. 2003) sees protagonists three groups of Italian-German bilinguals, 

selected on the base of their different age. It highlighted that the early L2 acquisition within the 

Critical Period enables a complete grammatical and phonological competence of the L2 by 

sharing the same structures of the L1. As a consequence, learning a second language after that 

period determines a bigger effort and energy expenditure: 

“In un importante lavoro pubblicato recentemente è stata studiata mediante FMRI, la 

rappresentazione cerebrale in tre gruppi di bilingui italiano-tedesco. Il primo gruppo 

è formato da bilingui che hanno acquisito le due lingue contemporaneamente 

(acquisizione di L2 prima dei 3 anni). Il secondo gruppo è formato da bilingui che 

hanno acquisito il tedesco prima degli otto anni (L2 acquisita prima degli otto anni). 

Il terzo gruppo è formato da bilingui che hanno appreso il tedesco dopo l’ottavo anno 

di età. I primi due gruppi possiedono una conoscenza perfetta del tedesco sia a livello 

fonologico, sia a livello morfosintattico, mentre i soggetti del terzo gruppo 

commettono numerosi errori morfosintattici e nell’uso del tedesco presentano un forte 

accento straniero. Nel primo gruppo l’attivazione cerebrale rilevata durante 

l’attivazione di compiti grammaticali è identica nelle due lingue (italiano e tedesco e 

coinvolge in maniera focalizzata le classiche aree del linguaggio. Nel secondo gruppo, 

nonostante le competenze linguistiche siano uguali a quelle del primo gruppo, la 
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seconda ha una rappresentazione mentale più estesa rispetto alla prima. Nel terzo 

gruppo la seconda lingua tende ad occupare in maniera più estesa numerose aree 

corticali e sottocorticali.” (Fabbro F. 2004) 
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CHAPTER 2. 

Immersion Education  

In the previous chapter we have argued about the hypothesis of the existence of a Critical 

Period (CPH) for language acquisition, a time included approximately within the age of 8 years, 

during which children seem to acquire phonological and morpho-syntactic language features in 

a way strictly comparable to that performed by native speakers.  

As far as it concerns the threatened issue, the following pages are about the presentation 

and promotion of a type of education aimed at exploiting at the best this suitable period, in 

order to make children in the position of learning their L2 in the same way they are used to 

learn their mother tongue. This educational system is known with the name of Immersion 

Education and it is programmed by using foreign languages to guide the development of 

contents of at least a half of the curricular non-linguistic school subjects. Here the L2 assumes 

a higher value inside the school system, since it looses its status of simple traditional curricular 

subject in order to become an educational tool, used for both the transmission of non-linguistic 

contents as well as for the daily communication.  

Schools that choose to take part in such an intensive programme are conscious about all 

the advantages that a system like this could bring to children submitted to long periods of 

language exposure, not only in terms of language acquisition but also advantages concerning 

with their cognitive development and personality growth. These types of programmes are 

thought in a way to exploit the Critical Period with the purpose of giving children the 

possibility to acquire naturally their L2 by following exactly the same process that involves the 

acquisition of their mother tongue.   
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2.1 The Vehicular L2: Learning in Practice 

The key component of Immersion Education is represented by the assumption of the L2 as 

vehicular language of contents, meaning that beyond the common curricular hours dedicated to 

the traditional teaching of the foreign language, students are taught contents of other curricular 

subjects such as Math, Science or Art by listening, speaking and interacting only through the 

L2. The foreign language literally becomes a vehicle used to transfer non-linguistic information, 

functioning both as learning subject and teaching tool.  

2.1.1 Differences between L2 Traditional and Vehicular Approach 

The first field of investigation for those who come in contact for the first time with such a 

different consideration of foreign languages at school, is the one that refers to the main  

divergences between the traditional teaching and acquisition of the L2 during foreign language 

lessons, and its adoption as vehicular tool during lessons of other subjects.  

With regards to the topic just mentioned, P. E. Balboni (Balboni P. E. 2012) reports in his 

work a classification about the different approaches characterizing both teachers and students 

found in the two situations taken under analysis, the one of a traditional language lesson and 

the one of a lesson guided by the interaction and the information transmission through the L2:    

 Foreign Language (L2) Vehicular Language (L2) 

Teachers Teach the language Promote the language 

Students  Learn how to use the 
language 

Use the language 

 

Table 1. Main differences of 
teachers and students’ behaviour by facing the 

L2 as foreign language or as vehicular subject 

mean. 

The table exemplifies clearly the contrasted perception of the L2 in the two different 

contexts. It shows that in a traditional educational environment, where the L2 is considered a 

common curricular subject, foreign language lessons are built up on a rational approach in 

which teachers are used to explain for the most linguistic grammatical rules and structures that 
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students have to learn in order to be prepared to adopt them in hypothetical concrete future 

situations. The second part instead, the one promoting the L2 as information transfer, claims a 

more direct approach to the language in which students are not requested to assimilate 

theoretical rules but they are expected to acquire them through their practice in real time.  

The main purpose for having the L2 chosen as vehicular language is to guarantee a 

considerable improvement in quality and time of foreign language acquisition, a goal that can 

be achieved only through the conjunction of a series of factors that we can sum up as follows, 

by reporting the analysis made by P. E. Balboni (Balboni P. E. 2012): 

a) The increase of the time spent in L2 exposure. The foreign language is adopted to 

transfer the information during non-linguistic curricular lessons, meaning that in 

addition to the common curricular hours dedicated to the foreign language teaching, 

students are found immersed in their L2 also when they are attending lessons of other 

subjects. As a consequence of that, the amount of hours in which students are in contact 

with the foreign language improves consistently respect than traditional education; 

b) The authenticity of the language spoken, as well as of the activities and the materials 

proposed during lessons. Referring to the concept of vehicular language we have already 

mentioned, the L2 is selected to talk about topics of other school subjects, for instance 

teaching units of Math, Science, Arts, etc. and not to talk about itself and its internal 

structures. In other words, the language is adopted to gain extra-linguistic goals, to made 

real-world tasks; 

c) The curricular extra-linguistic knowledge helps with the comprehension of the input 

given by using the L2, due to the fact that students already know something about the 

topics they are facing by listening the lesson conducted in the foreign language;  

d) The movement of the attention which is not even focused on the language itself.  

Attention skips from the structural form of the foreign language to the non-linguistic 

contents the L2 transmits. This achievement is well-known  as S. Krashen’s Rule of 

Forgetting which claims that people tend to acquire languages better when they are 

unconscious they are learning them, because this lack of awareness prevents the process 

of acquisition to be influenced by the affective filter; 

e) The indirect acquisition of the foreign language. Even students who do not like studying 

foreign languages or who are not really proficient in them, they are in a sort of way 

obliged to acquire the L2 while they are listening and interacting in lessons which are 

more suitable for them, for instance lessons of Math or Science. 
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Basically, the vehicular adoption of the L2 makes students in the condition of acquiring 

the foreign language in which they are immersed in a total natural way, by promoting its 

practical adoption in real contexts. Students are so showed the usefulness linked to the act of 

learning the L2,  since they need it for the achievement of immediate goals.  

2.1.2 The Threshold Theory: The L2 Collectable Proficiency  

As we have just argued, the principal purpose related  with the assumption of vehicular 

foreign languages is the one to promote a higher degree of language proficiency derived from 

the immersion of students in their L2. Nevertheless, an important issue to take into account here 

is the J. Cummins’ Threshold Theory (Coonan C. M. 2012) which, referring to the positive 

effects depending from such a type of linguistic stimulus exposure, explains that evident results 

are not directly identifiable as they need longer periods of time to bloom.  

In proposing his theory, J. Cummins takes as idiomatic feature the image of a house made 

up of three floors connected by two stairs. The former three are the representations of three 

different levels of bilingualism while the latter two idealize respectively the vehicular use of 

L1 and L2. Finally, the two divisions between the first and the second floor, as well as between 

the second and the third floor, represent the two Threshold Levels on which the whole metaphor 

is built up. 

The scholar explains that when a child is on the first floor, he still has not reached the first 

Threshold Level and so he has serious difficulties in facing the curricular requests in both L1 

and L2. Then, when he arrives on the second floor, so when he reaches a higher level of 

bilingualism, he shows an appropriate language competence only in one of the two vehicular 

linguistic codes, and the place is generally covered by the L1. At the end, on the third floor or 

last level of bilingualism development, the child is expected to have achieved a conscious 

knowledge and mastery in both L1 and L2 that enable him to benefit of all the cognitive, cultural 

and social advantages of bilingualism.  

Obviously, there are some favourable conditions that help the achievement of the 

abovementioned satisfactory results in school programmes guided by vehicular L2. The 

linguistic input received by students have to be made up by authentic materials, contents and 

contexts in order to enable children to face stimuli by reflecting authentic features of the written 

and spoken language. In addition to it, activities proposed during immersive lessons have to be 

likely to those of a natural approach and they have to be close to the interests of students.  

It is important to underline that the vehicular use of a foreign language enables the 

achievement of results that with great difficulties can be achieved in a traditional system, 
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Figure 2. Graphic representation of 
Cummins's Threshold Theory. 

because the child learn in addition to the language, also the way of thinking of the content 

learnt.           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.2 Perspectives of Immersion Education: Meanings and Types 

Before going on with the development of the discussion it is important to start by giving a 

definition of what effectively is an Immersion Education, followed by the explanation of the 

main types of it.  

Substantially Immersion Education is a form of school system whose curricular subjects 

are mastered though the adoption of the L2 as vehicular language of contents. It is the most 

intensive representation of the use of vehicular foreign languages as teaching tools, because in 

immersion programmes children are literally immersed in their L2 in at least a half of the school 

subjects of their educational path.  

Balanced Bilinguals 

Children at the higher level have: 

- Age-appropriate competence in both 
languages 

- Cognitive advantages 

Second Threshold 

Children at the middle level have: 
- Age- appropriate competence in one but 

not in both languages 
- Unlikely to have cognitive advantages or 

disadvantages 

First Threshold 

Children at the lower level have: 
- Low levels of competence in both L1 and 

L2  
- Likely cognitive disadvantages 
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In the following paragraphs we are going to see that Immersion Education can be of double 

nature on the base of the number of subjects involved, but that at the same time all immersion 

programmes share the same unfailing common features.  

The aim of the system is the one to promote the development of bilingualism by exalting 

an intensive contact with the L2, a language that leaves in a certain sense its common status of 

traditional curricular subject learnt by following  methods of structural analysis and exercises, 

in order to become a useful educational tool. Immersion Education gives children the right 

environment and stimuli to acquire not only a different language but also in a different 

language.  

2.2.1 Traditional Types of Immersion Educational Programmes 

The first programme of Immersion Education took place in 1965 in Canada and it is one 

of the most famous and researched bilingual programmes in the world. It was launched in the 

French-speaking province of Quebec, requested by some parents who wanted for their children 

a stronger French education than the one they had received at school. Having consulted with 

some specialists in bilingualism, they proposed a radical programme which involved their 

English-speaking children being place in their education entirely in French. By so doing, 

children learnt to read and write in French earlier than in English whereas their mother tongue 

was introduced in the school curriculum only later, in the third year of elementary school. 

The Canadian example is one of the numerous different types of immersion programmes 

existing now. They all varied according to the structural organization chosen by every single 

school but from a traditional point of view, in order to gain recognition in the field, a programme 

of Immersion Education needs to have at least 50% of the curricular subjects taught in 

children’s L1 and the other 50% taught by using their L2 as vehicular language.  

Basically a first distinction can be made between Partial Immersion and Total Immersion. 

The former is less intensive because L1 and L2 share equally students’ curricular subjects so 

that they are immersed in the L2 only for a half of their timetable. The latter instead is a strong 

form of immersion that sees the whole contents of the educational path taught through the L2.  

The abovementioned traditional classification foresees then the following general division 

which, starting its diffusion in Canada, is nowadays the base of the structural organisation of 

immersion educational programmes all over the world (Hamers J. F., Blanc M. H. A., 1989): 

a) Early Total Immersion: Education in L2 starts in kindergarten, an year before the child 

begins primary school and then it continues for the first two years of primary school. 
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Children are given all the instructions only in L2 so that they acquire their literacy skills 

in the foreign language. L1 is then introduced only in the third year of primary school 

and it is taught for daily periods of thirty-five minutes. The amount of time taught in L2 

drops then consequently and reaches 50% by the end of primary school.  

Evidences from this type of  Immersion Education show that at the beginning of the L2 

immersion, children tend to communicate with their peers and teachers by using their 

L1. Nevertheless very soon L2 is adopted as main medium of communication inside the 

classroom. After the L1 introduction in the third year, there is a bilingual stage in which 

some subjects are taught in children’s first language and the others in their second one. 

Finally, during a consolidation stage, the child can choose to take certain subjects in L1 

or in L2.   

 

 

Figure 3.  Organisation of L1 and 

L2 teaching hours distribution in Canadian 
Early Total Immersion Programmes. 

b) Early Partial Immersion: Both L1 and L2 are adopted as main means of communication 

from the onset of schooling. There is not a predominance of one of them but it has to be 

pointed out that the relative use of both languages changes widely from one school 

programme to another. 
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Figure 4.  Organisation of L1 and L2 teaching 

hours distribution in Canadian Early Partial 
Immersion Programmes. 

c) Late Immersion: This programme is thought to be developed in high schools and its 

purpose is the one of giving students the possibility to enlarge their L2 knowledge, in 

particular the programme aims at enabling students to attain a functional bilingualism 

by the time they finish high school. 

 

Figure 5. Organisation of L1 and L2 teaching 
hours distribution in Canadian Late 

Immersion Programmes. 
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All these programmes have showed the achievement of incredible successful results, 

obviously with changes between the degree of intensity of the immersion in the L2. The primate 

of proficiency in reading, writing, listening and speaking has been given to Early Total 

Immersion programmes since students have a major contact with the foreign language in terms 

of amount of hours and duration in time. Moreover, it involves in the learning process that years 

included in the Critical Period for language acquisition.   

By the way, results of data collected in Canadian immersion programmes compared with 

traditional educational systems can be clearly simplified in the following five points: 

a) No evidences of sufferance in terms of L1 development; 

b) No evidences of long-term deficits with respect to subject matter; 

c) No evidences of negative effects on the cognitive development of students; 

d) Evidences of a higher L2 proficiency; 

e) Evidences of the suitability of the immersion methodology for all students including 

learning impaired students.   

2.2.2 Common Features of Immersion Educational Programmes 

S. Krashen, one of the most famous investigators in language acquisition and learning, 

argued that in a traditional educational system formed by theoretical lessons students  have the 

only possibility of learning languages and not the one of acquiring them. His explanation about 

the issue referred to the wrong type of input that students seemed to receive during traditional 

lessons, where they are stimulated to reflect on grammar functions and they are asked to do 

structural exercises, being involved in a sort of mechanistic study of the foreign language. 

Consequences of the traditional method is the inevitable storage of all the information acquired 

in the short-term memory, where after a period of disuse it will be deleted rather than being 

stored in the procedural long-term memory.   

Through his assumption the scholar moved the attention on the necessity to change the 

traditional way of doing language by promoting a campaign aimed at creating the right 

conditions in the educational system able to guarantee a learning in practice. In fact the main 

topic he pointed out was that the only real way to acquire languages was through their practice, 

so that following his reasoning he promoted the Natural Approach explaining that for him 

foreign languages have to be learnt by being practiced in natural circumstances, exactly as it 

happens when children learn their mother tongue.  
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We can firmly affirm that S. Krashen’s considerations are nowadays the building blocks 

of Immersion Education, where the language learning development is promoted through games 

and interacting communicative activities. In these systems the competence level in language 

acquisition depends exclusively on the type of input given, and even though beyond traditional 

types of Immersion Education there is a vast range of programmes personalized on the base of 

schools’ choices, there have to be always some unavoidable features and structural 

methodologies in common for all of them (Johnson R. K., Swain M. 1997):  

a) The L2 is a medium of instruction: The choice of using the L2 as content transfer is 

driven by the purpose of maximizing the quantity of comprehensible input which 

students receive every week, enlarging the purposeful use of the target language in the 

classroom; 

b) The immersion curriculum parallels the local L1 curriculum: The immersion 

curriculum consists of contents of non-linguistic subjects taught through the support of 

the L2. The L2 medium curriculum has to follow the L1 medium curriculum and it must 

be defined in terms of L1 speakers’ needs, aspiration, goals and educational norms. The 

way contents are covered should be different at least until L2 proficiency of students 

reaches a level through which they can study as effectively through the L2 as through 

the L1; 

c) Overt support exists for the L1: At a minimum the L1 is taught as a subject in the 

curriculum at some stages and to advanced levels; 

d) The programme aims for adding bilingualism: By the end of the programme, L2 

proficiency in subject contents should be comparable to the competence of those who 

have studied the same curricular contents through their L1. In addition to it, those who 

have attended immersion programmes should perform a higher level of L2 proficiency; 

e) Exposure to the L2 is largely confined to the classroom: The traditional immersion 

educational programme is the one in which students have little or no exposure to the L2 

outside the classroom; 

f) Students enter with similar levels of L2 proficiency: It is like normal classes of 

traditional schools where classes are made up by students of the same age and 

competence level; 

g) Teachers are bilingual: Teachers are requested a perfect language knowledge in 

addition to a pedagogical approach. During immersion lessons they are expected to 

propose interesting activities able to stimulate the right process of acquisition, managing 
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the achievement of different goals. Games should be their main teaching tools because 

their students should acquire by following the natural approach.  

h) The classroom culture is that of the local L1 community: The classroom culture of the 

traditional immersion programme like its curriculum is the one of the community from 

which students are drawn, not that of a community where the target language is the L1. 

2.3 Perspectives of Immersion Education: Time and Mode 

Two questions asked frequently about programmes of Immersion Education regard 

respectively the issues of which are the most recommended time and mode for having a perfect 

language acquisition. In particular, parents want to know if there is a well-determined age in 

which their children are more comfortable to learn a new language or, on the contrary, if there 

could be cognitive damages caused by the excessive efforts of an early starting.   

2.3.1 Time Issue 

Arguing about the hypothesis of the existence of a Critical Period for language acquisition, 

we have already explained that languages should be learnt within the age of 8 years in order to 

provide children with a native-like phonological and morpho-syntactic knowledge. 

Nevertheless, we have to take into account the fact that this restrictive period of our life that 

seems to be aimed at language acquisition does not prevent people from learning a foreign 

language in their adulthood. 

Scientific studies have demonstrated over the time that people are programmed to acquire 

languages during the entire course of their life, but starting the learning process before or after 

the closure of the Critical Period  determines deep changes. First of all, differences are found 

in the degree of the efforts needed to achieve competence goals and in addition to it the levels 

of language proficiency that adults can reach will be in any case lower than the ones achievable 

by an early immersed child. 

The importance of having contact with foreign languages during our childhood is a matter 

widely recognized also by governmental authorities, in first place by the European Union which 

on the 3rd January 1998 published the Gazzetta Ufficiale delle Comunità Europee where there 

was reported the Resolution of the European Council,  an agreement dated back on 16th 

December 1997. The document was about the Early Teaching of the European Union 

Languages and it claimed that:  



30 
 

“While reaffirming the principle of equal status for each of the languages of the Union, 

thought should therefore be given to the tools required to fulfil the dual aim of 

maintaining cultural and linguistic diversity and promoting European 

multilingualism. Learning at an early age may be a significant factor in language 

learning and may thus contribute towards achieving these objectives. It may, in the 

medium term, enable each citizen to have access to the cultural wealth rooted in the 

linguistic diversity of the Union.” 2 

Going back to the previous chapter, we are highlighting another time in this paragraph the 

importance of being immersed in the L2 since the earliest stages of our life. Psycholinguistic 

studies developed in the field of the Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) gave prove of the 

existence of a well-determined time frame during which humans are more suitable for language 

acquisition, meaning that while experiencing the same amount of hours of exposure and social 

conditions, only individuals immersed in a second language before the age of 8 years are able 

to perform native-like pronunciation and syntactic skills.  

Obviously, there are many divergences from one person to another on the base of the 

personal language acquisition aptitude of people, but tests showed clearly that even the most 

predisposed children are not able to fully acquire phonological and grammatical competences 

of a second language  after the age of 10-14 years.    

2.3.2 Mode Issue 

Enabling students to develop content knowledge when they are educated in their L2, 

meaning in a language in which they have limited proficiency, is not easy. As a consequence 

of that, teachers have to perform a variety of tasks and roles to ensure that students acquire 

skills and knowledge programmed in their educational path at the same level of those students 

who are learning them in their native language.     

In order to gain the abovementioned purpose, teachers are expected to be skilled in what 

F. Genesee (Genesee F. 1994) identified as:  

a) Negotiating meaning; 

b) Monitoring  

c) Making instructional decision;  

d) Assuming model roles for the use of language, cultural behaviours and learning 

strategies;  

                                                                   
2  See the entire document in:  OFFICIAL JOURNAL OF THE EUROPEAN COMMUNITIES, 1997, Council Resolution of 

16th December 1997 on the Early Teaching of European Union Language. 
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e) Structuring the educational environment.  

Immersion programmes are structured in a way to promote the double teaching action of 

both non-linguistic contents and the L2 at the same time. Lessons managed using the second 

language as vehicular mean require a constant assurance of teachers about the real 

comprehensibility of the messages they are transmitting, in order to avoid difficulties for 

students in developing skills and knowledge planned in their curriculum.  Having said that, as 

F. Genesee pointed out, an important step associated with immersion lessons is the one to 

negotiate meanings of words and sentences by continually checking their understanding. 

Teachers are requested to make language and non-linguistic contents accessible through a 

process of exchange of meanings, trying to make themselves understood and to understand each 

other, in a sort of give and take in which each participant send and receive comprehensible 

messages.  

The role of teachers in this field is to elaborate the most comprehensible input they can by 

speaking slowly, emphasizing key words or phrases and by simplifying their language using 

more common vocabulary, high frequency grammatical structures and synonyms. F. Genesee 

reported the example of a sixth-grade student who, during a lesson about religious practice in 

Ancient Egypt, indicated that: “Egyptian often killed an animal for gods” a statement later 

explained by the teacher, who said: “Yes, it was a sacrifice.” The example makes us clearly 

understand how teachers should use content lessons as a mean for stretching the vocabulary of 

students, increasing their knowledge to more sophisticated forms of academic discourse and for 

explicitly develop language skills. In addition to it, redundancy provides additional support for 

meanings as well as exemplification and body language, such as gestures and facial expressions, 

also help to link words and sentences to their meanings. 

Another key aspect is the uninterrupted monitoring teachers have to act during the lesson. 

While teachers continuously monitor content mastery and language development, they observe 

and analyse verbal and non-verbal performances of students, checking for understanding of 

language and concepts because it is often difficult to ascertain whether students have difficulties 

with content because their lack of language proficiency or despite it. 

Teachers have to manipulate the language in a way to make their academic subject 

comprehensible and accessible to everybody, in order to guarantee the assumption of contents 

of non-linguistic subjects. In the meanwhile, L2 continues its learning improvement and it is a 

common practice to act grammatical language digressions to introduce new structures during 

the explanation of topics of other nature.  
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Providing instructions in L2 requires a greater repertoire than that of teachers in 

monolingual settings, and obviously teachers who lack repertoire lack the possibility to respond 

to their learners’ needs. Moreover, we can confirm that teachers are assigned the role of models 

for their students of both linguistically and culturally appropriate behaviours. They model 

academic and social language students will need, giving them the possibility to acquire 

simultaneously new knowledge and how to talk about them. 

To conclude, the educational environment plays an important role too, which if carefully 

structured and provided with the correct stimuli can represent an extremely important support 

for students to succeed in their learning process. 

2.4 Immersion Education: Effects of Bilingualism on the Child 

Cognitive Development and Personality 

If the first purpose of an immersion educational programme is the one to transmit academic 

teaching contents by using the L2 as information transfer, the second one is to guarantee the 

achievement of the same developmental level and subject knowledge acquisition of non-

immersive educational systems. It has to assure additions and not losses in terms of language 

and content acquisition and learning.  

As far as it concerns this point, there have been made numerous empirical researches over 

the time to find out clear evidences about the levels reached by bilingual children in 

comparisons with their monolingual peers, and the most of the data collected demonstrate an 

evident divergence between them, with higher performances in cognitive development, 

knowledge acquisition and social skills associated to bilinguals. Cognitive advantages are 

related both to the linguistic and non-linguistic spheres. The former includes a major awareness 

of language structures and functions, as bilingual children tend to notice intuitively language 

structures and they enjoy comparing language functionality. They show a major capacity of 

distinguishing between form and content of words because they grow up with the consciousness 

that there are two or more terms that can be used to define the same object.  

Cognitive advantages of the non-linguistic sphere include instead the acceptance that other 

people could see reality from a different perspective than theirs and they develop this cognitive 

decentralisation, also called by psychologist Theory of Mind, due to their frequent necessity to 

evaluate the language competence of their interlocutors. Another non-linguistic aspect is related 

to their major attention, which we can also call Executive Control of the Attention, respect to 
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monolingual peers because they tend to skip from one linguistic code to another, so  that they 

are more suitable to isolate the activity they are facing from external interferences.   

With regards to their academic results, bilinguals show the same level of knowledge 

reached than monolinguals, often higher than theirs.  

R. Titone (Titone R. 1996) speaks about an empirical research made with two groups of 5-

to-8 years old children attending elementary school. The first group  was composed of 27 

bilingual children of three different language compositions (Italian-English, Italian-French and 

Italian-German), whereas the second group was formed by 182 Italian monolingual children. 

Both groups of the experiment were given tests of two different fields: a comprehension test, 

the Bilingual Measures Test, and a sociometric test in which children were asked about aspects 

such as: 

a) Isolation-popularity;  

b) Affective expansion;  

c) Active reject of group participation;  

d) Personal perception inside the social group.  

After the analysis of data, results claimed that bilingual children were significantly more 

sociable than their monolingual counterparts with regards to interaction with other people, and 

they also showed a consistent open-mindedness and acceptability towards other cultures. In a 

sort of way bilingualism conducted to biculturalism and biculturalism implied the awareness of 

the existence of cultural differences and in the acceptance of them.  

In addition to it, sequel monitoring in comparing children’s language competence (Hamers 

J. F., Blanc M. H. A. 1989), revealed greater flexibility and facility in concept formation in 

bilinguals depending on their ability to manipulate two symbolic systems, followed by several 

others evident cognitive advantages, for instance: 

a) Greater ability in reconstructing perceptual situations; 

b) Superior results in verbal and non-verbal intelligence; 

c) Verbal originality and verbal divergent tests; 

d) Greater sensibility to semantic relations between words; 

e) Higher scores of Piagetian concept-formation tasks; 

f) Better performance in rule-formation tasks 
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Bilinguals show a greater divergent thinking and ability to reflect on the language they 

adopt in order to understand in practical the structures on the base of their language skills.  

To sum up, the cognitive advantages linked to bilingual experience seem to be mainly at 

the level of a higher creativity and reorganisation of information.  

As we have already argued in parahraph 2.1.2 speaking about the Threchold Theory, an 

important issue to take into account about raising children bilinguals through the choice of an 

Immersion Education is that the effects of this type of education are cumulative, meaning that 

they are noticeable only after some time passed from the beginning of the educational path. It 

is commonly known that evaluations effected in early total immersion students during the first 

or the second years showed results generally lower than those of students attending non-

immersive schools, cause the fact that they are put in the condition of facing the double 

difficulty of learning new concepts through a language they are not used to adopt or with which 

they are not really comfortable. As a consequence of that, immersion students need more time 

to reach the same levels of what monolinguals students learn in their L1. 

On the other hand, numerous studies declare that bilinguals’ results  are equal or even 

better than the ones of students involved in traditional programmes if they are tested in the last 

year of their education. This is the reason why immersion educational programmes need long-

term continuity and projection in order to allow children to continue their language immersion, 

learning in an environment aimed at giving them all the right stimuli addressed to enable the 

L2 practice and acquisition in a natural way. 
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CHAPTER 3.  

An Italian Example of Immersion Education: 

The IBI/BEI Project 

At these days in Italy there are many projects of Immersion Education started with the 

common purpose of gaining bilingualism, especially in the northern regions of the country 

where the assumption of German is almost necessary for citizens’ daily life.  

In the following pages we are going to propose a programme known with the name of 

IBI/BEI Project, an acronym that stays for Istruzione Bilingue Italia (IBI) or its English 

counterpart Bilingual Education Italy (BEI), which is focused on the promotion of an English-

Italian bilingual education for 6-to-11 years old pupils attending Italian state primary schools. 

The project, managed by an immersive conduction of non-linguistic subjects using English L2 

as vehicle of contents, started in 2010 only in 6 well selected primary schools in the region of 

Lombardy. Conceived as a pilot bilingual experience, its launch in the traditional Italian 

educational system was inspired by a similar Spanish version, called Bilingual Education 

Project (BEP), dated back to 1996. The principle placed on the base of the BEP Project was to 

assure the development of bilingualism in elementary schools through the offering of a double 

parallel English-Spanish curriculum, where students were immersed in their English L2 for 

about a 40% of the curricular hours. Giving the effectiveness of its results, this project, made 

up through an agreement between the British Council Spain, the Ministerio de Educaciòn, 

Cultura y Deporte and the Comunidades Autònomas de España, counts to these days the 

involvement of about 80.000 students from 3-to-16 years old in almost 700 state schools in the 

country.  
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The successive Italian agreement between the British Council Italy, the Italian Ministry of 

Education and the USR Lombardia (the Regional Education Office of Lombardy) determined 

for the IBI/BEI Project a similar but reduced structure, providing a lower percentage of L2 

exposure from 40% to 25% in children’s English-Italian curriculum.      

3.1 The Bilingual Education Project (BEP): The Spanish Starting Point 

The Spanish BEP Project started in 1996, following an agreement between the British 

Council Spain, the Ministerio de Educaciòn, Cultura y Deporte and the Comunidades 

Autònomas de España. It derived its inspiration from the British Council School in Madrid but 

soon it assumed its own distinctive identity as a programme explicitly addressed to children 

attending the Spanish state school system. 

3.1.1 Reasons of Development and Territorial Distribution 

Inside the BEP Project’s Monitoring Report conducted in 2010, A. Dobson, M. D. Murillo 

Perez and R. Johnstone give readers an explanation about the main reasons that encouraged the 

decision of assuming such a new type of Immersion Education in the Spanish traditional 

educational system of state primary schools. The document reports as follows:   

“According to senior figures within the BEP, one of the reasons for initiating an early 

bilingual educational programme was an increasingly widespread feeling of 

dissatisfaction among teachers and parents in Spain with the outcomes of what might 

be termed the mainstream model of teaching a Modern (foreign) Language at Primary 

School (MLPS), based on relatively small amounts of time per week being made 

available.” 3   

The issue that stood at the bottom of the choice of an education guided by an intensive 

language exposure, was the shared idea of both parents and teachers that the Spanish traditional 

educational system promoted a way of teaching the L2 in state primary schools not sufficient 

for achieving truly proficient results in children’s language competence. By contrast, an early 

bilingual educational approach appeared to be the perfect solution designed to develop the same 

                                                                   
3 DOBSON A., MURILLO PEREZ M.D. AND JOHNSTONE R., 2010, Bilingual education Project Spain: Findings of the 

Independent Evaluation of the Bilingual Education Project Ministry of Education (Span) and British Council 

(Spain), p. 12. 

Available on: https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/sites/teacheng/files/BEP.%20Ingl%C3%A9s%20.pdf 
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purpose, by offering in its structure three potential key factors, which differentiated it 

considerably from MLPS. These were: 

a) The early start: L2 exposure often started not only at primary school but also in pre-

school years at the age of 3, taking more linguistic advantages deriving from the Critical 

Period; 

b) The increase in time:  Bilingual education determined a significant growth in time 

exposure for the learning and use of the L2; 

c) The increase in intensity of challenge: During bilingual lessons, children were 

challenged not only to acquire the L2 but also to learn other important school subjects 

and to develop new skills through the medium of that language. 

At the beginning, the BEP Project started with the involvement of about 44 primary state 

schools in the whole country, a number later confirmed in the years after except for one school, 

which had dropped out. It was agreed, at an early stage, that the number of schools would have 

not been increased until the first BEP children had completed their bilingual education at 

primary school, and had continued it for at least three years at secondary school. In the school 

year 2008/2009 there were in Spain 74 primary schools and 40 secondary schools involved in 

the BEP Project, distributed as follows: 

 

 
Number of  

Primary Schools 
 

Number of  
Secondary Schools 

Aragón 21 4 

Asturias 2 2 

Baleares 2 2 

Cantabria 1 1 

Castilla-La Mancha 7 7 

Castilla y León 19 10 

Extremadura 2 0 

Madrid 10 10 

Murcia 2 1 

Navarra 6 1 

Ceuta 1 1 



38 
 

Melilla  1 1 

Table 2. Distribution of primary and 
secondary BEP state schools in Spain  

in the school year 2008/2009. 

3.1.2 Key Features and Purposes 

Dobson, M. D. Murillo Perez and R. Johnstone continue the Monitoring Report by 

proposing a detailed list of the BEP Project‘s published aims4. They were respectively: 

a) Promoting the acquisition and learning of both languages through an integrated content-

based curriculum; 

b) Encouraging awareness of the diversity of both cultures; 

c) Facilitating the exchange of teachers and children; 

d) Encouraging the use of modern technologies in learning other languages; 

e) Promoting the certification of studies under both educational systems. 

The abovementioned goals were then followed by some common features, which all schools 

involved in the project should have shared: 

a) The project operates exclusively in state schools and not in private or fee-paying ones; 

b) The project begins at an early age, normally when pupils are 3 or 4 years old; 

c) The project is based on a whole-school5 approach, in order to ensure that all children of 

the school have the same opportunity, regardless of socio-economic or other 

circumstances; 

d) The project is supported by a set of guidelines6 which were shaped not only by staff of 

the Ministry and British Council but also by participating teachers; 

                                                                   
4 DOBSON A., MURILLO PEREZ M.D. AND JOHNSTONE R., 2010, Bilingual education Project Spain: Findings of the 

Independent Evaluation of the Bilingual Education Project Ministry of Education (Span) and British Council 

(Spain), p. 12.  

Available on: https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/sites/teacheng/files/BEP.%20Ingl%C3%A9s%20.pdf 
5 This means that when a primary school embarks on the BEP, all classes in the first year receive the same early 

bilingual education (EBE), thereby avoiding a two-track approach (in which one track has EBE and the other a 

mainly monolingual education in the national language). When classes in the first year move up to the second 

year, their EBE continues, so that when the first cohort have reached the final year of primary school education, 

the whole school is being educated bilingually. 
6 These guidelines were subsequently endorsed by the Spanish Ministry as reflecting a curriculum which was 

considered to be appropriate for EBE and also was acceptable as a valid curriculum for children at school in Spain. 
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e) Before a school joins the BEP Project, there is a visit by staff from the British Council 

and/or Ministry, in order to discuss with staff and parents what the programme means 

and to check that they are in favour of the participation of the school; 

f) A significant amount of curricular time is allocated to the English L2, roughly 

equivalent to 40% per week, allowing pupils to learn subjects such as Science, History 

and Geography through English; 

g) L2 reading and writing skills are introduced from an early point, in order to complement 

the oral skills of listening and speaking and to promote an underlying general 

competence in language; 

h) From the beginning of the project there was an agreement with the associated secondary 

schools in order to assure a bilingual education continuity in the educational system; 

i) The schools are situated in 10 of the 17 autonomous regions of Spain, plus Ceuta and 

Melilla, covering a range of socio-economic, ethnic, linguistic and other contexts; 

j) Supernumerary teachers were made available to each participating school in order to 

support the everyday classroom teachers in implementing the EBE programme; 

k) Further support at national level is made available through the appointment of a key 

person in each of the Ministry and the British Council. This person oversees the project 

by visiting schools and by arranging for initial training and for Continuing Professional 

Development (CPD).  The staff of the British Council is tasked also to include liaison 

with schools, develop the BEP website, and produce  magazines about the project 

(entitled Hand in Hand).  

3.2 The Italian Counterpart: The IBI/BEI Project’s Overview  

The IBI/BEI Project is a pilot project of 

Immersion Education aimed at the promotion of 

bilingualism in Italian state primary schools.  

In 2010 the British Council Italy, the Italian 

Ministry of Education and the USR Lombardia (the 

Regional Education Office of Lombardy) signed up an 

agreement intended to develop a new project by 

following a similar experience which had been 

previously implemented  in Spain in 1996. Taken into account the Spanish successful results, 

the idea focused on the promotion of a parallel English-Italian school curriculum for 6-to-11 

Figure 6. Bilingual Education Italy/ 

Istruzione Bilingue Italia. 
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years old pupils attending state primary schools, and it arose on the base of all the most 

consolidated researches about bilingual education of that time. Theories about bilingualism had 

clearly demonstrated consistent linguistic, cultural, social and cognitive advantages in children 

raised up in contact with two or more foreign languages since the early stages of their lives, in 

addition to an apparently absence of losses in children’s mother tongue structural acquisition, 

as well as in the acquisition of contents of other key subjects conducted via the support of the 

L2.  

3.2.1 Criteria of Selection for the IBI/BEI Project’s Inclusion    

The project started in September 2010, at the beginning of the school year 2010/2011, and 

it was thought to last at least 5 years so that to cover the first IBI/BEI children’s entire educational 

path at primary school. In 2014 the steering committee of the project assigned the role of 

monitoring the experience to the University of Modena and Reggio Emilia in order to collect 

useful data about the results of the project, and a successful report7 was then exposed on 15th 

April 2014.  

The protagonists involved in the IBI/BEI Project were 6 first classes of 6 primary state 

schools in the region of Lombardy, selected among 42 schools that had applied. These were:  

 
Selected Primary School 

 
Location 

Istituto Comprensivo Como Lora-Liporno Como 

Istituto Comprensivo Fermi Villasanta, Monza Brianza 

Istituto Comprensivo Ciresola Milano  

Istituto Comprensivo Diaz Milano  

Istituto Comprensivo Copernico Corsico, Milano 

Istituto Comprensivo via Cialdini Meda Meda, Monza Brianza 

Table 3. List of the 6 state primary schools 

selected for the involvement in the IBI/BEI 

Project. 

                                                                   
7 BRITISH COUNCIL ITALIA, M.I.U.R. – D.G. PER GLI ORIENTAMENTI SCOLASTICI E PER L’AUTONOMIA SCOLASTICA, 

UFFICIO SCOLASTICO REGIONALE PER LA LOMBARDIA, GRUPPO DI MONITORAGGIO DEL PROGETTO IBI/BEI 

(UNIMORE), 2014, Il Progetto IBI/ BEI nella scuola primaria: sintesi del rapporto di monitoraggio.  

Available on: https://www.britishcouncil.it/sites/default/files/final_sintesi.pdf 

 

https://www.britishcouncil.it/sites/default/files/final_sintesi.pdf
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Since the project entailed the adoption of English L2 for the teaching of non-linguistic 

subjects, the two building blocks on the base of the selective criteria for the inclusion were:  

a) The presence of well qualified teachers able to transmit the best linguistic input to 

children during their language exposure; 

b) The assurance to have the project continued in the years after its beginning because, as 

we have already mentioned in paragraph 2.1.2, results of Immersion Education need 

long period of time to succeed.   

In addition to the abovementioned two fundamental features, there had been defined other 

specific criteria for the selection of schools, and these included: 

a) Teachers’ L2 competence level: The project required the presence of teachers with an 

English language competence of at least level B2, according to the descriptors of the 

Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR)8 defined by the 

Council of Europe; 

b) Endless developmental training: The project required the willingness of schools’ 

principals and teachers to take part  to projection meetings, training courses for 

language consolidation as well as for all the aspects concerning with the 

methodological field, conferences and  seminars; 

c) Percentage of children: The start up of the project requested the involvement of at least 

the 50% of children attending the first year in each school that had applied; 

d) Long-lasting continuity: The school should assure continuity of the project for all the 5 

years of primary school for children who had started the project from the first year; 

e) L2 exposure: The amount of time of English exposure was not expected to be inferior 

than 25% per week of the whole curricular hours; 

f) External teachers: The necessity of accepting the presence of language assistants in the 

school in order to give support to IBI/BEI teachers during the development of lessons.  

                                                                   
8 The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) is an international standard for 

describing language ability. It describes language ability on a six-point scale, from A1 for beginners, up to C2 for 

those who have mastered a language. This makes it easy for anyone involved in language teaching and testing, 

such as teachers or learners, to see the level of different qualifications. B2 is classified as Advanced Mid Level. 

Available on:  

https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=090000168045b1

5e 
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3.2.2 The IBI/BEI Project’s Internal Structure and Purposes 

The core principle guiding the educational framework of the project was the one that 

foresaw the 25% of the school subjects taught using English as information transfer. It means 

that it entailed the teaching of three non-linguistic subjects to be delivered in children’s L2, 

which became also the language of the classroom interaction, in a way to provide a fully 

immersion educational environment.  

In addition to English Literacy, which had been already part of the traditional curriculum, 

at least two other non-linguistic subjects selected among Art, Geography and Science should 

have been taught by adopting the L2 as vehicular language of contents. By so doing it was 

covered a time span of about 6-to-7 hours per week of language immersion where children 

could have experienced the language at all.  

Since the project was aimed at the achievement of bilingualism, on February 2010 all 

teachers were tested about their language level because they were required a mastery in English 

of at least a level B2, according to the descriptors of the Common European Framework of 

Reference for Languages (CEFR) of the Council of Europe. Later the memorandum of 

understanding concluded on 25th February 2010 established the formation of the following 

governing bodies, aimed at the management of the projects: 

a) The Management Committee, composed of: 

- The delegate  of the USR Lombardia, Gisella Langè; 

- The delegate of the Italian Ministry of Education, Letizia Cinganotto; 

- The delegate of the British Council Italy, Franz Fitzpatrick; 

- The delegate of the Bilingual Education Project (BEP) in Spain, Simon Creasey.   

b) The Operational Team, composed of: 

- The Development Officer, Roberta Pugliese; 

- The delegate of the British Council Italy, Catherine Shaw. 

c) The Working Group created by the USR Lombardia, composed of: 

- Francesca Costa; 

- Enrica Dozio; 

- Roberta Pugliese; 

- Gisella Langè.  
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The evaluation of the results of the pilot project was assigned to the University of Modena 

and Reggio Emilia, whose scholars were asked to conduct a Monitoring Report9  of the 

experience, later exposed on 15th April 2014. Data collected confirmed the assumption on the 

base of the willingness to develop the IBI/BEI Project, showing that in a bilingual education 

environment like the one proposed all children learnt their English L2 more easily, without 

depriving their mother tongue or the acquisition of contents of other curricular subject. 

Moreover, results pointed out a level of knowledge comparable (and sometimes higher) to those 

of IBI/BEI children’s monolingual counterparts, in addition to highlight a higher degree of open-

mindedness and rational-thinking.    

3.3 The Monitoring: Techniques and Approaches  

The Monitoring Report conducted in 2014 by the University of Modena and Reggio Emilia 

focused its attention on three main fields, which were: 

a) Motivation: The reasons that moved all the subjects involved in the project to take part 

of it;  

b) Practice: Steps for the activation of the project, preparation of teachers, difficulties and 

teaching methods; 

c) Skills: Abilities acquired by children through a comparison with children attending 

traditional Italian monolingual schools. 

Initially, scholars wanted to get information about the type of motivational approach 

selected by children, teachers and parents in their choice of being involved in the IBI/BEI 

Project. The second part of the research was addressed instead to the investigation of the 

practices adopted for the initial activation and the following development, whereas the last field 

of interest regarded the evaluation of children’s skills in terms of language and non-linguistic 

contents acquisition.  

The research tools selected for the collection of data were three: 

                                                                   
9 BRITISH COUNCIL ITALIA, M.I.U.R. – D.G. PER GLI ORIENTAMENTI SCOLASTICI E PER L’AUTONOMIA SCOLASTICA, 

UFFICIO SCOLASTICO REGIONALE PER LA LOMBARDIA, GRUPPO DI MONITORAGGIO DEL PROGETTO IBI/BEI 

(UNIMORE), 2014, Il Progetto IBI/ BEI nella scuola primaria: sintesi del rapporto di monitoraggio. 

Available on: https://www.britishcouncil.it/sites/default/files/final_sintesi.pdf 

 

https://www.britishcouncil.it/sites/default/files/final_sintesi.pdf
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a) A questionnaire addressed to all the teachers involved in the project, about: 

 - Motivation; 

 - Projection modality; 

 - Modality of implementation and impact of the IBI/BEI Project; 

 - Training needs. 

b) Interviews addressed to principals, teachers, children and parents involved in the 

project,  aimed at enlarging and comparing the amount of data concerning with 

motivation and feelings about the project; 

c) Analysis of a common task addressed to all fourth-year students in order to collect a 

preliminary measurement of academic results achieved in L2 during the period of 

submission to the project. 

We are going to propose here a synthesis tab (Table 4.) redacted inside the 2014 official 

Monitoring Report, which illustrates the right number of samples taken into account for the 

analysis: 

 N° of samples analysed 

Questionnaire  46 teachers  

Interview  6 principals 

17 teachers 

46 children 

38 parents 

Task 1: 

Skills in oral production  

60 children (10 for each school) 

Task 2: 

Skills in written production 

120 children (20 for each school) 

Table 4. Type of tasks and number of subjects 

involved in the IBI/BEI Project’s Monitoring 

Report redacted in 2014. 
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3.3.1 Motivational Approach and Initial Fears of IBI/BEI Characters 

From the analysis of data, it came to light an initial strong motivation of families. Many 

parents chose to enrol their children in the IBI/BEI Project in order to give them an intensive 

early contact with their English L2, aware about the importance linked to the knowledge of the 

language for their children’s present daily life and future working perspectives. At the same 

time, the majority of teachers interviewed explained the common motivational factor associated 

to the chance of exploiting at the best all the cognitive advantages deriving from the Critical 

Period. By so doing, they wanted to assure children with a major language competence and 

open-mindedness. Children, on the other hand, showed a great motivation in learning their 

English L2 in such an intensive way and they often shared a feeling of happiness caused by 

their perception of being luckier than their monolingual peers. Maybe most of their reasons 

were driven by their parents opinions, but the important aspect here was  their positive approach 

to the bilingual experience they were facing .  

We can not hide the fact that, besides motivation, data highlighted also some fears 

concerning with the beginning of the project. Obviously, teachers worried about their personal 

language competence, generally thinking to be not sufficient enough for the development of 

lessons about non-linguistic contents. Initial fears of parents were instead about the following 

topics: 

a) The reduction of the lexicon acquired in Italian, as well as of contents of the non-

linguistic subjects respect than children who studied them in their mother tongue in 

traditional schools; 

b) The difficulties children have to face when they study using English as vehicular 

language; 

c) The problem of being prepared enough in order to assist children while they do their 

English homework in the IBI/BEI subjects; 

d) The appropriateness of Italian teachers’ language pronunciation that could have 

conduct to a wrong acquisition of language accents, and the consequent wrong way of 

speaking the L2. 

In a second time, parents expressed additional fears about the lack of:  

a) A systematic grammatical approach, typical of traditional language lessons; 

b) A systematic study of subjects, as requested in the middle school; 



46 
 

c) The availability of textbooks; 

d) A systematic approach in the lexical acquisition of the Italian language. 

3.3.2 The IBI/BEI Project’s Planning and Practice 

The initial planning of the IBI/BEI Project educational path was conducted for the most 

through  the set up of individual meetings in each school (59%), whereas more limited were 

planning situations promoted at regional level (14%). 

As far as it concern the selection of the appropriate teaching tools and materials for the 

development of IBI/BEI lessons, teachers claimed that they had generally chosen between two 

different strategies: 

a) About 50% of teachers tested affirmed to prepare their teaching materials ex novo: 

- 25% on their own;  

- 18% in collaboration with colleagues of the same school;  

- 7% in collaboration with groups at regional level.  

b) About 48% of teachers tested affirmed to adapt their teaching materials from existing 

textbooks and exercises. 

- 23% on their own; 

- 18% in collaboration with colleagues of the same school; 

- 7% in collaboration with groups at regional level. 

c) The remainder 2% of teachers tested affirmed to have their teaching materials shared 

and exchanged with teachers of other schools.  

Data highlighted a consistent involvement of teachers in the organisation and preparation 

of the teaching materials needed in class, in order to develop content lessons in a proficient 

way.  

 Creation of new materials 

 
Adaptation of pre-existing 

materials 
 

Alone  25% 23% 

Between colleagues of the 

same school 

18% 18% 

Between colleagues of other 

schools 

1% 1% 
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Regional group meetings 7% 7% 

Table 5. Graphic representation of the main 
processes of creation of IBI/BEI teaching 

materials. 

By collecting answers about IBI/BEI teachers’ favourite teaching methods, scholars 

observed that they tended to promote Active-Learning activities driven by S. Krashen’s theory 

of the Natural Approach (Krashen S., Terrell T. D., 1983) according to which children are 

expected to activate their learning process by directly experiencing the reality. In particular, the 

learning activities in which teachers appeared to be more confident for assure children’s 

cognitive and linguistic development were respectively the following: 

a) Story-telling activities; 

b) Role-play activities; 

c) Work in groups activities. 

These three were then followed by other activities of minor impact, which were: 

a) Realisation of projects and PowerPoint presentations; 

b) Total Physical Response (TPR)10 activities; 

c) Problem-solving activities; 

d) Web researches; 

e) Online/blended learning. 

In particular, as it can be evinced from Table 6, for each IBI/BEI subject teachers selected some 

specific activities suitable for the right development of every single curricular content:  

Subject Common teaching activities 

Science  - Experiments 

- Description of processes 

- Construction of models 

- Observation and hypothesis making 

                                                                   
10 The Total Physical Response (TPR) is a language teaching method based on the coordination of language and 

physical movement. In TPR, instructors give commands to students in the target language with body movements, 

and students respond with whole-body actions. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Language_teaching_method
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Geography  - Environmental observation 

- Researches 

- Maps reading and orienteering 

- Graphic representation of places 

- Posters 

Art  - Creativity 

- Manipulation  

- Picture reading  

- Artistic practices 

Table 6. Main activities associated to the 

subjects involved in the IBI/BEI Project. 

3.3.3 Skills Acquired, Difficulties Faced and Future Fears 

The 2014 official Monitoring Report highlighted that IBI/BEI children developed for the 

most oral language skills, so that they performed highly better results in listening (oral 

comprehension) and interaction (oral production), rather than in reading (written 

comprehension) or writing (written production). Moreover, another important aspect was that 

children performed great open-mindedness and global culture knowledge, increasingly better 

than the one performed by children of the traditional Italian monolingual curriculum. 

Tests asked then about children’s approach with their IBI/BEI homework, with the purpose 

of collecting information about the effectiveness of their assignment, or on the other hand, to 

point the attention on the difficulties faced. Parents confirmed that their children were for the 

most autonomous, they generally asked them very little help because they tended to consult 

dictionaries or online resources for getting help in an autonomous way. 

The last point of the interview was about future perspectives and fears related to the 

project, asked to both teachers, principals and parents. What came out was the shared idea to 

need the creation of some well-determined guidelines aimed at having a vertical improvement 

of the IBI/BEI Project in the secondary school, in order to guarantee continuity of the educational 

path in which children had been involved. Without this sort of planning, there was the risk to 

have all the efforts made during the previous 5 years of primary school completely vanished 

with the start of middle school, where instead children would restart to learn their L2 from a 

lower level. Teachers, principals and parents agreed to worry about the possibility to see 

frustrated all the results achieved, by inserting children in educational contexts unable to offer 

them the chance to enlarge their knowledge. 
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3.4 The IBI/BEI Teacher’s Profile 

According to the results of the 46 questionnaires analysed, teachers involved in the IBI/BEI 

Project were all qualified, with a high percentage of graduated teachers but with the most 

consistent one (76%) of certified with C1 and C2 advanced levels. 

We are going to propose here in Table 7. a summarized description of the main features of 

the testers analysed for the conduction of the monitoring: 

 

 

 

Percentage Average 

(%) 

Average age 46-55 (46%) 

Average years of service  21-30 (24%) 

Average level of education Degree (54%) 

Foreign Language Degree (20%) 

Language competence certification Yes (76%) 

Level of certified language competence B1/B2 (75%) 

C1/C2 (25%) 

Continuity for the whole project  Yes (67%) 

Table 7. Framework of IBI/BEI teachers' 

competences. 

For their formation, IBI/BEI teachers appreciated the opportunity to enrol in courses aimed 

at their language improvement and practical orientation, as well as to have the chance of sharing 

knowledge and perplexities with colleagues of other schools both in Italy and abroad. The most 

of them went directly to Spain to look and learn how to manage the project, focusing on the 

development of BEP one.    

With regards to the weaknesses revealed of the initial training, teachers indicated the 

necessity of having more methodological directions and specific language improvement 

addressed to the classroom management, so that of being prepared to run also emotional 

circumstances, little fights or illnesses.   

During their training courses teachers answered to like for the most practical activities 

where they were given useful teaching materials they could propose again during their IBI/BEI 
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lessons and Micro-teaching11 activities were really appreciated too, especially role-play 

activities where teachers were asked to identify themselves with their hypothetical IBI/BEI 

students. 

Testers were asked also about their personal consideration of needs to take into account in 

order to have a better future development of the project, and answers revealed three main points: 

a) The necessity to improve the language training, which should be aimed from one side 

at the development of non-linguistic subject (48%) and from the other at the IBI/BEI 

class management (37%); 

b) The necessity to add trainings addressed to the modality of testing and assessment of 

students (17%) in IBI/BEI subject; 

c) The necessity to improve trainings addressed to the creation and projection of IBI/BEI 

materials (15%). 

All teachers involved declared to have changed their teaching method by adopting a more 

Practical-Communicative approach, so that to make children in the condition of acquiring by 

doing different stimulating activities. Experiments, conceptual maps, PowerPoint presentations, 

exercises of role-play were only some of the activities selected for the development of IBI/BEI 

lessons, able to excite children during their learning process and to stimulate them to investigate 

on the subject, as well as on the L2 adopted.  

3.5 The IBI/BEI Children’s Profile  

The Monitoring Report contains teachers’ considerations about the main differences 

noticed between IBI/BEI children and children attending the traditional Italian monolingual 

curriculum.  

Results evinced for the most consistent divergences of qualitative nature (67%), 

highlighting relevant open-mindedness, rational-thinking and active learning. Children were in 

complex more flexible from a cognitive point of view and appeared able to have a cross transfer 

of knowledge and competence between the L1 and L2.  

At the same time, data showed differences of quantitative nature too. Teachers expressed 

the presence of a higher and better knowledge of the L2 in all the four main language skills 

                                                                   
11 Micro-teaching is a teacher training and faculty development technique whereby the teacher reviews a recording 

of a teaching session, in order to get constructive feedback from peers and/or students about what has worked and 

what improvements can be made to their teaching technique.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Teacher
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Teaching
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(reading, writing, listening and speaking) concerning with the field of language acquisition and 

content learning at the same way.  

3.5.1 Children’s Perspectives: Data Collected From the Focus Group 

Scholars developed the focus group with  IBI/BEI children around questions in which they 

were asked to give details about the activities promoted by teachers during lessons of those 

curricular subjects involved in the project, often driven to explain methodological differences 

between the three subjects learnt in English and the others taught in Italian. Some of them were:  

a) Do you know your class is part of a project called IBI/BEI Project?  

b) Do you know what does it mean? 

c) Describe some activities you do in class. 

d) Thinking about the three subjects you learn in English, could you tell me at least three 

things you have learnt to do in English for each subject? 

e) Could you tell me also three things you have learnt to do in Italian in the other subjects? 

f) Which activities do you prefer doing during IBI/BEI lessons? 

g) Which activities do you not like doing during IBI/BEI lessons? 

Data underlined that all students were conscious of being involved in the IBI/BEI Project 

and they shared an enthusiastic common sensation of gratitude, feeling luckier and more 

favoured respect than children attending the monolingual traditional school curriculum. The 

discussion clearly evinced a strong motivation of children and their ability to describe, either in 

Italian or in English, learning activities and language skills developed during IBI/BEI lessons 

(many times with code-switching when children passed spontaneously from one language to 

the other). 

Learning activities that children pointed out to like more for each IBI/BEI subject were: 

Subject Activity 

Literacy 

- Story-telling 

- Reading books  

- Explaining grammar 

- Interacting methods 

- Singing songs 

Science - Experiments 



52 
 

- Work in groups 

- Creation of posters 

- Singing songs 

Geography 
- PowerPoint presentations 

- Reading maps 

Art  

- Drawing and painting 

- PowerPoint presentations about 

biographies and techniques of artists 

Table 8. Framework taken from the 2014 

Monitoring Report of children's favoured 

activities in  IBI/BEI subjects. 

3.5.2 The IBI/BEI Children’s Competence Level: The Common Task 

In order to check the language level reached by IBI/BEI children, all fourth-year students 

of the 6 schools selected for the involvement in the IBI/BEI Project were tested in a common 

task elaborated by a collaboration between teachers of all the 6 schools.  

The task produced was of double nature and children were tested in written and oral 

production, deciding then to collect for the analysis only a small range of data, which included:  

a) 20 samples of written production tasks for each school; 

b) 10 records of oral production tasks for each school. 

For the written task, teachers chose the development of the topic The Mountains. Having 

a picture as visual aid and some helpful guidelines, children were expected to write a text about 

the topic of mountains which they had already studied during the school year. 
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Written Task 

 

Look at the picture and describe what you see. 

For example, you can write about: 

- The origins of mountains; 

- The types of mountains you know; 

- Any special type of mountain; 

- The animals and plants you can 

find in the mountains. 

 

Table 9. Written Task submitted for getting 
information about competences and language 

level of children involved in the IBI/BEI 

Project. 

The spoken task was organized in a similar way. Having a picture as visual aid and some 

helpful guidelines, children were asked to speak about the topic of Water, about which they got 

information during the year. As we can see from Table 10. which reports the requested task, 

the guidelines would have permit children to range from the sources of water or the water circle 

to the climate, allowing an open space of expression.   

Spoken Task 

 

Look at the picture and describe what you see. 

For example, you can talk about: 

- Where the water you can see in 

the picture comes from; 

- Where it goes; 

- The important role this water plays 

in our daily life. 

 

 

 

Table 10. Spoken Task submitted for getting 

information about the language competence 

level of children involved in the IBI/BEI 

Project. 



54 
 

3.5.3 Results of the Common Tasks 

Taking into account the parameters of the Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages, data collected through the common task of written production showed that in more 

than the 50% of samples analysed children were able to 

discuss about common topics, also with the inclusion of 

some personal observations. Obviously, some formal 

mistakes were not excluded but they did not represent a 

big deal, since they did not compromise the 

comprehensibility of the message.   

On the whole, the quality of IBI/BEI children’s 

writings qualified them at an A2 level (Waystage) of the 

Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages. The consistent presence of personal 

considerations covered one of the most important 

descriptors of the competence level and, in addition to it, 

many times children liked adding descriptive drawings in 

order to sum up what they had already explained or as 

schematic support.  

Results collected in the 2014 Monitoring Report claimed a level of written production of 

IBI/BEI children higher than the one generally expected from their peers of the traditional 

monolingual curriculum at the end of their fifth year of primary school. They showed relevant 

language creativity where children tended to made up new words by taking off the final vowel 

of the Italian version, for example they used the word versant for the Italian versante. Moreover, 

they demonstrated great ability of elaborating texts by adopting simple elements of cohesion, 

and they gave prove of managing strong competence in non-linguistic contents of subjects, 

which in this case was represented by Geography.     

The spoken task highlighted the same successful data, with the most of testers able to 

discuss fluently about common issues although a major repetitiveness emerged respect than the 

written task. 

In conclusion, tests evinced clearly the achievement of an A2 competence level in children 

attending the fourth-year of primary school, where generally an A1 level is expected at the end 

of the entire educational path, meaning at the end of the fifth year. In addition to it, many 

cognitive advantages emerged from children’s early contact with the L2 and their consequent 

Figure 7. Example of IBI/BEI 

children’s writing task  



55 
 

immersion in the foreign language, defining openness and respect towards other people and 

way of thinking.    
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CHAPTER 4.  

Personal Investigation Conducted Four Years After the 

2014 Official Monitoring Report 

After having analysed all the information material concerning with the IBI/BEI Project 

introduced in the previous chapter, on May 2018 I conducted my own observational monitoring 

and research in the field. The purpose of the work was the one to collect updated data about the 

proceeding of this bilingual educational system after four years from the publication of the first 

official Monitoring Report in 2014, in order to investigate on the development of this important 

programme, aimed at the promotion of an English-Italian bilingualism in pupils attending 

Italian state primary schools.  

4.1 Part 1: The Monitoring in Class 

The observational monitoring was conducted in a week during the first days of May 2018, 

and among all the 6 primary schools selected for being settings of the IBI/BEI Project, the one 

chosen for running the research was the Scuola Primaria Copernico of the Istituto Comprensivo 

Copernico in Corsico, a suburban city in the province of Milan.  

The aim of the visit was the one to gain concrete proves about the successful development 

of the bilingual educational path driven by the project, in order to evaluate the real effectiveness 

of the programme itself. In particular, there was the will to compare these days situation with 
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the starting one, described four years before in the official  Monitoring Report12 redacted by the 

University of Modena and Reggio Emilia in 2014, hoping to find out an improved bilingual 

reality as the report had previously suggested on its conclusive pages.  

Basically, the monitoring act was organized into two main stages. From one side a direct 

observation of the management of lessons, permitting the analysis of teaching and learning 

techniques and approaches, in addition to get more information about the internal structure of 

the project and its potential growth. On the other side instead, IBI/BEI children and teachers 

were asked to fill in two different questionnaires structured in a way to collect useful data about 

personal motivation, feelings, difficulties and results.  

4.1.1 School Organisation  

One of the first aspects noticed has been about the effective number of students involved 

in the bilingual English-Italian curriculum, subsequently followed by the issue concerning with 

the distribution of the weekly amount of immersion hours in the L2.  

In Chapter 3 we have already mentioned that the selection for getting the inclusion in the 

IBI/BEI Project had requested a series of fundamental features, which each school needed to 

possess in order to obtain the enrolment in the programme. One of these had imposed the 

participation of at least a half of the school classes, meaning that at least 1 out of 2 first-year 

classes of the traditional Italian monolingual curriculum should have been entirely in favour to 

start the English-Italian curriculum promoted by the IBI/BEI Project. By so doing, they created 

a school with a double educational path where children could have chosen between the 

traditional Italian monolingual curriculum or the English-Italian bilingual one, conducted by 

the IBI/BEI Project. At these days the Scuola Primaria Copernico can boast a full involvement 

of its students, since all children from the first to the fifth year of primary school take part in 

the English-Italian educational programme.  

With regards to the number of non-linguistic subjects taught using the L2 as vehicle of 

information, exactly like the initial framework announced, at the beginning of the experience 

IBI/BEI children were taught three in their English L2. These included respectively English 

Literacy and the choice of two more subjects between Science, Art and Geography in order to 

cover a weekly time span of about 7 hours of English language immersion.  

                                                                   
12 BRITISH COUNCIL ITALIA, M.I.U.R. – D.G. PER GLI ORIENTAMENTI SCOLASTICI E PER L’AUTONOMIA 

SCOLASTICA, UFFICIO SCOLASTICO REGIONALE PER LA LOMBARDIA, GRUPPO DI MONITORAGGIO DEL PROGETTO 

IBI/BEI (UNIMORE), 2014, Il Progetto IBI/ BEI nella scuola primaria: sintesi del rapporto di monitoraggio.  

Available on: https://www.britishcouncil.it/sites/default/files/final_sintesi.pdf 

https://www.britishcouncil.it/sites/default/files/final_sintesi.pdf
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The situation changed after a few years, and the definite amount of curricular hours 

dedicated to non-linguistic lessons conducted in the L2 was reduced from 7 to 5 per week due 

to the idea of having an excessive L2 exposition that would have been an obstacle for the 

complete natural assumption of children’s L1. As a consequence of that, the curricular 

programme driven by IBI/BEI Project was integrated with the Content and Language Integrated 

Learning (CLIL)13 approach in order to made up an IBI/BEI + CLIL curriculum where at these 

days teachers teach  in English all the curricular subjects that children learn in Italian too, 

creating a parallel educational path.    

4.1.2 IBI/BEI Lessons 

The research was conducted in the 3 fourth-grade classes of the school (section A, B and 

C), gaining an overall involvement of 61 children. The components of the three classes taken 

into account were heterogeneous since there were relevant differences concerning with personal 

competences and language level of testers, in addition to a consistent presence of children with 

special educational needs (SEN)14 too.  

The IBI/BEI lessons observed during the week were 

developed facing educational topics of different 

subjects including History, Geography, Science, Music 

and English Literature and Culture. As the project 

requests, in all of them children were expected to adopt 

just their L2 for communication, and their guiding 

teachers spoke to and with them in English, either for 

the explanation of contents or for giving general 

information regarding the classroom management.  

In order to help the promotion of the L2 the IBI/BEI 

learning environment had been enhanced by many 

stimulating linguistic inputs aimed at address children 

in their English speech. For instance, walls were 

decorated with explanatory posters, and handmade 

works created by children were placed on closets and 

shelves.                  

                                                                   
13 CLIL is the acronym of Content Language Integrated Learning and refers to a teaching approach through which 

non-linguistic contents are taught through the vehicle of foreign languages. 

For more detailed consult:  http://www.miur.gov.it/clil 
14 SEN is the English acronym of what in Italian is called BES (Bisogni Educativi Speciali) 

Figure 8. Poster on the IBI/BEI 

classroom's walls. 
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All lessons observed promoted the so called Active Learning, a teaching approach through 

which children are expected to acquire both subject contents and linguistic skills by playing 

games and doing practical exciting activities, planned so that to drive the process of learning in 

a natural way. Activities teachers present to the class need to be always varied in their nature, 

in order to catch continually children’s attention and promoting at the same time their interest 

in what they are learning. About the matter just mentioned, some of the main IBI/BEI activities 

included:  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Framework describing the main 

IBI/BEI Active Learning Approach activities. 

Feedbacks given by children were extremely positive since they have always demonstrated 

active participation and enthusiasm towards the activities proposed, feeling them challenging 

and at the same time instructional.  

Obviously, games were the most appreciated activities in all subjects. Children were 

involved in many different stimulating exercises planned in a way to focus on both the personal 

training of every single student and the promotion of a collaborative studying process, when 

they were played in pairs or by grouping children in teams.  The most captivating of them were 

interactive games, developed through the support of the interactive whiteboard of which every 

classroom was arranged, but more practical games were played too.  

One of the most successful activities was a self-made prototype of the worldwide TV game 

The Millionaire. Children were asked to choose the right answer in four given, and themes 

Interactive 
games 

Drawing and 
creativity 

activities 

Drama and 
role-play 
exercises 

Grammar explanation 
through an active 
involvement in the 

process and 
structures 

construction Singing 

songs 

Watching 
movies 
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touched spaced from Literature to History, from Science to Geography, covering the entire 

range of contents that children should have previously acquired. The game appeared to be very 

catchy for pupils, flexible also in its organisation because teachers could have chosen to 

evaluate the knowledge of every single children involved, or alternatively, they could have 

decided to make children in the position of working together with the common purpose of 

winning the game.  The most important aspect of the activity proposed was that children gave 

evidence to enjoy the challenge of demonstrating their knowledge, and in this way they were 

moved to make always better and to improve their study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Drama and role-play activities represented an important part of the IBI/BEI lessons too. 

Children were driven to put themselves out to the class, to embody famous or historical figures 

they had already studied and to create hypothetical conversations among them. This type of 

interpretative exercises moved also 

then in other fields, where students 

played a sort of Guess what I am! 

game. Teachers asked a child to 

come out in front of the class and to 

simulate animals or scientific 

processes, such as the water circle 

or the eruption of a volcano. All the 

classmates were so that stimulated 

to ask the student questions about 

his personal representation, 

Figure 10. Picture taken during an IVI/BEI 
lesson illustrating two examples of interactive 

games. 

Figure 11. Picture taken during an 

IBI/BEI lesson illustrating an interpretative 

game in which children simulate a volcano. 
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actualizing at the same time a process of content review  and of assimilation of information 

through repetitiveness and adoption.  

The same activity was proposed also by using drawings as the starting point of 

conversations about common general topics. For instance, during a lesson about William 

Shakespeare and his most famous plays, children were asked to draw a specific character or 

scene of the writer’s works, playing then the Guess who I am! in order to make children in a 

position of knowledge sharing and information exchange in a context of L2 natural approach.   

 In addition to games, children loved a lot singing songs and listening to music and they 

demonstrated to possess an extraordinary general culture about all the most famous English 

singers and bands such as The Beatles, David Bowie and the Pink Floyd. In four years time 

they were able to recognize and sing a lot of their texts, knowing more about their lives and 

works than many adults today. Enthusiasm always accompanied artists’ video performances 

and teachers explanations about their success, spreading love for the L2 world and culture.  

Music is followed by the view of foreign language movies and cartoon always concerning 

with the themes threatened during lessons. The view is generally reserved for the school hours 

but they are sometimes assigned also for homework. 

Truly interesting is then the teaching approach adopted for grammar, since teachers 

explained rules by making children directly exercise about them. For example, after a briefly 

introduction to the topic related to the use of the Past Continuous tense, where children were 

given details about meaning, formation and cases of assumption, the teacher asked five children 

to come out and embody the five main elements that composed a sentence in the tense taken 

into account. By so doing there were: a subject child, an auxiliary child, an infinite verb child, 

an –ing child and a question mark child. They were asked to create a sentence by moving in the 

Figure 12. Picture taken during an IBI/BEI 

lesson illustrating the Guess who I am! 

activity about William Shakespeare’s 

characters. 
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correct order of the elements, as well as to select the right answer about their own field. Children 

had fun because they felt it like a challenging game and it was a completely different way of 

feeling English grammar, which was directly experienced and not even learnt on the boring 

pages of a textbook.     

 

 

4.1.3 Books and Other Teaching Materials 

Partly already claimed in the data collected in the first 2014 Monitoring Report, IBI/BEI 

teachers tend to create their teaching material by their own, and in the following pages we are 

going to propose a self-made textbook, precisely the one adopted in the 3 fourth-year classes 

observed.  

The IBI/BEI teacher Angela Panzarella produced a textbook entitled I Can Study…In 

English! in which she proposed in four modules a whole range of different exercises that cover 

in English topics of all curricular subjects, including: Literacy, History, Geography, Science, 

Art, Music. Technology, Culture and obviously English Grammar. Each module is developed 

in a way to link together topics of more non-linguistic subjects in order to give children an 

English global cultural knowledge about terms, processes and structures.  

What should be took particularly into account here is the language level through which 

topics are presented. Starting from grammar for example,  children attending the fourth-year of 

primary school are taught advanced grammar  rules, such as the assumption of tenses like the 

Figure 13. Picture taken during an 

IBI/BEI lesson representing an 

exercise of practical grammar 
construction. 
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Past Continuous for the description of events in action at a specific time span in the past, 

showing active prompt replies to the introduction of a such difficult grammar structure. 
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In addition to English grammar rules and structures, a high language and competence level 

was also required in all the other subjects. During  English Culture and Literature lessons 

children were immersed in William Shakespeare’s world and plays, appreciating it in a way 

never seen before. The IBI/BEI children were taught not only basic bibliographical references of 

the author that every child could memorize, but they were taught detailed aspects of his most 

important and famous plays, speaking about them in a enthusiastic way, almost with the same 

excitement with which their monolingual peers speak about characters and plots of cartoons 

they have seen on TV.  

Passion and love for what they are learning  are factors trasmitted everyday during IBI/BEI 

lessons, where children participate actively to discussions and they demonstrate clearly their 

tendency to reasoning about things teachers tell them. There is a confidential environment 

where children are incite to communicate in their English L2 for matters of every nature, from 

the topics of lessons to issues regarding personal problems, requests or needs, and the 

observational time span reveled 6110-year children  extraordinary confident in their L2 

communicative setting. Going on with the discussion, we are going to propose some examples 

of pages taken from the textbook I Can Study…in English! made up by the IBI/BEI teacher 

Angela Panzarella, in order to better clarify how non-linguistic themes are introduced during 

IBI/BEI lessons.   
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4.2 Part 2: Questionnaire About IBI/BEI Children’s Project Feedback 

Besides the observational monitoring carried out during the weekly IBI/BEI lessons of the 

3 fourth-year classes, the research in the field of this bilingual educational system followed with 

the distribution of two questionnaires, one addressed to IBI/BEI children and the other addressed 

to IBI/BEI teachers.  Here we are going to propose the first one, handed out to the 61 fourth-year 

children observed during the stay, those attending sections A, B and C of the Scuola Primaria 

Copernico of the Istituto Comprensivo Copernico in Corsico (MI).  

As we have already said, the three classes taken into account were heterogeneous since all 

children were tested without distinction of competence level or language skills, including also 

a consistent percentage of children with special educational needs (SEN). They were asked in 

Italian 21 questions aimed at collecting data about their feelings and motivational approach 

respect to the English-Italian bilingual project in which they are enrolled. Questions submitted 

can be grouped in three main fields of investigation, which are respectively the following:  

a) Motivation; 

b) Language impact; 

c) Attitude towards the first and the second language. 

In particular, Table 11. illustrates the framework of questions at which children were submitted: 

a. Motivazione 
 

- La tua scuola è diversa? Sì/No perché? 

- Ti piace far parte del Progetto IBI/BEI? 

- Ti senti fortunato rispetto ai tuoi compagi che fanno la scuola tutta in italiano? Sì/No 

perché? 

- Se potessi scegliere preferiresti fare la scuola “normale”? Sì/No perché? 

- Perché secondo te fai la scuola metà in italiano e metà in inglese? 

b. Impatto linguistico 
 

- In quali materie la maestra spiega in inglese?  

- Capisci quando la maestra spiega la lezione in inglese?  

- Quali sono le attività che fate di solito in classe durante la lezione in inglese? 

- Quali sono le attività che ti piacciono di più? 

- Come ti senti quando devi parlare in inglese con la maestra? 

- Quando parli alla maestra in italiano sei più tranquillo? 

- Con gli altri bambini parli solo in italiano? 

- Quanto è difficile fare i compiti in inglese? 

- In cosa trovi più difficoltà quando fai i compiti in inglese?  
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- Mamma e papà riescono ad aiutarti a fare i compiti quando sono difficili? 

- Se mamma e papà non ti aiutano, cosa usi per aiutarti a fare i compiti difficili in inglese? 

c. Atteggiamento verso la prima e la seconda lingua 
 

- Ti piace l’inglese? 

- Secondo te è importante sapere l’inglese? 

- Preferisci quando la maestra spiega in italiano o in inglese? 

- Ti senti più sicuro quando parli in italiano o in inglese? 

- Quando non sei a scuola, ti capita di parlare in inglese con la mamma, il papà o con gli altri 

bambini? 

Table 11.Framework of questions handed out 

to 61 fourth-year students of the Scuola 

Primaria Copernico. 

4.2.1 Motivation 

The first 5 questions of the questionnaire presented in Table 11. had been structured with 

the purpose of gaining information about children motivation and feelings respect the enrolment 

in the IBI/BEI Project, and results collected evince a common awareness of being enrolled in a 

particular school, different from the traditional one, highlighting relevant personal 

considerations linked to the importance of learning a worldwide language like English.  

Getting bogged down in specific, when children were asked if they were conscious about 

the diversity of their school, about the 97% of them gave a positive answer. They explain that 

their school is different, for example from the one attended by cousins or other children they 

know, because they do a lot of hours of English every week that enable them to learn more than 

their peers of the traditional monolingual school. “Facciamo BEI”, “Qui facciamo inglese in 

modo più difficile”, “Facciamo tante ore di inglese a settimana per cui impariamo molto” or 

“La mia scuola è diversa perché possiamo imparare più cose di quelli che fanno la scuola in 

italiano” are some of the most common and interesting answers given in response to this first 

question, underlining their great awarness of being involved in such an important programme. 

They demonstrate also to know the reason why their educational path is built up on a double 

English-Italian curriculum, giving anwers such as: “Perché imparo due lingue”, “Perchè in 

Italia si parla l’italiano ed è giusto sapere l’inglese” or “Perchè l’italiano è la mia lingua madre 

ma l’inglese è una lingua molto importante”. 

In the second question, about the 93% of the 61 children tested affirmed they like being 

part of the IBI/BEI Project, and the 92% of them answered in the next question that they feel 

luckier than children of the monolingual traditional school because, in addition to learn a better 

English, they perceive to learn more things than them: “Io imparo più cose. Ad esempio mia 
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Figure 14. Graphic representation of IBI/BEI 

children’s answers to questions 3 and 4 

cugina che è in prima media sta facendo i numeri in inglese mentre io in quarta elementare 

studio Shakespeare!”.  

Going on with the topic, when they were asked about the possibility to choose between the 

IBI/BEI educational path or the traditional monolingual one, the 84% of children confirmed to 

give their preference to the bilingual programme, still continue expressing their belief about the 

importance of knowing English.  

 

 

4.2.2 Language Impact 

The second group of questions was about the approach of children with their English L2, 

and in particular their attitude and feelings during lessons of non-linguistic subjects conducted 

in the foreign language.   

The first question of this field was about their understanding of teachers’ English 

instructions and explanations, and here we are going to propose the percentage average of the 

answers given: 

Question n° 7 (%) Answers 

Capisci quando la maestra 

spiega la lezione in inglese? 

33 % 

46 % 

18 % 

8 % 

Sì  

Abbastanza 

Poco  

No  

Table 12. Percentage results about 

children's level of English understanding 
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As we can evince from the results collected, the higher percentage of students attending 

IBI/BEI lessons is able to understand almost completely what teachers explain, followed by a 

considerable percentage (33%) of children who claim to be always sure about what teachers 

tell them. There is only a very small number of pupils that expressed to find difficulties in 

following the development of lessons, and for a stage like this it is an incredible result. 

The situation changes a little when they are asked about the comparison between the 

assumption of the L1 and the L2, explaining that although they like the language they are 

generally afraid when they have to speak in English (59%) and that they feel more confident 

when they use Italian to communicate with teachers (85%). The most of them claim that they 

do not use English to speak with other children outside the school context, but even if it 

represents only the 30% of testers there is a relevant percentage of children who instead  confirm 

a spontaneous assumption of the L2 outside the educational environment. 

Children were then asked about the typical activities done in class during IBI/BEI lessons, 

and they pointed out the following: 

a) Posters; 

b) Drawing; 

c) Games; 

d) Role-play activities; 

e) Listening and singing songs; 

f) Reading books; 

g) Watching films; 

h) Dialogues. 

They were asked then to choose their favourite one among all, and children’s preference goes 

to the following four:  
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Figure 15. Graphic representation of 

children’s favourite learning activities during 

IBI/BEI lessons. 

A clear evidence is that all the learning activities and exercises proposed by teachers are 

of active nature, meaning that they promote an active learning able to move the interest of 

children and make them acquire content knowledge and language structures through a practical 

and collaborative use of them.    

The last part of the questionnaire investigated about children’s approach with homework 

assigned for IBI/BEI subjects, in order to have a view of difficulties and problems faced. The 

most of the 61 testers (21%) affirmed that the field in which they find more difficulties is 

grammar, followed by an almost parallel percentage (20%) of children saying that they do not 

find difficulties at all in doing their homework. The 80% of them  answered that they can count 

on the support of their parents when they need help and that if it is not, they are autonomous in 

finding out answers by consulting supports such as dictionaries, tablet, computer or 

smartphones.   

4.2.3 Attitude Towards the First and the Second Language 

The third and last part of the questionnaire studies the IBI/BEI children comparative 

approach with their L1 and L2.  
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About the matter, the 90% of pupils affirm to like English, and a higher percentage of 

about 97% demonstrate to be aware about the importance of knowing such a language.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The common reason given when they were asked to motivate their answers is for the most 

linked to two fields: communication and work. For children English has a great importance in 

the communicative sphere because many of them explain that people who do not know English 

can not speak and understand other people in the world. They demonstrate a great consciousness 

about the fact that the knowledge of  English is essential for their moving in the world:  “Perchè 

se parlo in inglese tutti mi capiscono”, “Perchè l’inglese è una lingua importante”, “Perchè è la 

lingua che si usa di più”. On the other hand, the second reason with the higher percentage is the 

one related to the usefulness of the foreign language for the future workplace, with answers 

such as: ”Perché mi servirà per il lavoro”.  

Results clearly evince the tendency of children to exalt English but contemporary, when 

they are asked to compare their feelings between the L1 and the L2, the 62% of testers admit to 

prefer when teachers explain lessons in Italian and that they feel more comfortable when they 

have to speak in their L1 too (88%). 

 

Figure 16. Graphic representation of IBI/BEI 
children's answers about their approach with 

English. 
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The last question asks children if they used to speak in English with their parents or friends 

outside the school context, and surprisingly the 74% of them answer that sometimes they pass 

from one language to another on the base of the terms that come in their minds, the so called 

code-switching15.  

4.3 Part 3: Questionnaire About IBI/BEI Teachers’ Project 

Perspectives 

The second questionnaire created was addressed to 6 IBI/BEI teachers of the same school, 

the Scuola Primaria Copernico of the Istituto Comprensivo Copernico in Corsico (MI). 

The questionnaire concerned with the collection of updated data about the improvement 

of the linguistic and disciplinary results of children involved in the project, also by making 

comparisons between them and those children attending the traditional Italian monolingual 

curriculum. 

The questionnaire submitted was made up of 42 questions grouped in 6 main field, which 

investigated on: 

                                                                   
15 Code-switching is when bilinguals use alternatively both languages in the same discourse, switching from one 

register to the other in a complete natural way. 

Figure 17. Graphic representation of IBI/BEI 

children's answers about their comparative 

feelings for the L! and L2. 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

 Italian L1 English L2

Do you prefer when teachers explain 
lessons in English or in Italian?

Percentage average of IBI/BEI children's answers



74 
 

a) The IBI/BEI teachers’ profile; 

b) The approach of teachers to the IBI/BEI Project’s formation; 

c) The teachers and the teaching methods adopted during IBI/BEI lessons; 

d) The attitude of IBI/BEI children in class; 

e) The results of IBI/BEI children; 

f) The attitude of families towards the IBI/BEI Project.     

In particular, we are going to propose in Table 13. a schematic representation of the questions 

asked:  

a. Il profilo dell’insegnante 
 

- Qual è la sua materia d’insegnamento? 

- Da quanti anni insegna? 

- Come ha ottenuto la qualifica per l’insegnamento della lingua inglese?  

- Ad oggi qual è il suo livello d’inglese secondo i parametri del Quadro Comune Europeo? 

 

b. L’ insegnante e la fase di formazione 
 

- E’ rimasta complessivamente soddisfatta della formazione sulla progettazione e 

pianificazione del Progetto IBI/BEI? 

- La formazione sulla progettazione e pianificazione dei materiali è stata sufficiente? 

- La formazione sulle modalità di verifica e valutazione che avete ricevuto sono state 

sufficienti? 

- La formazione linguistica didattica orientata alle specifiche discipline è stata sufficiente? 

- La formazione linguistica didattica orientata alla gestione della classe è stata sufficiente?  

- Ad oggi, quali sono i principali timori per un insegnante di fronte al Progetto IBI/BEI? 

- Ad oggi, come valuta l’attivazione di questo Progetto? 

- Ad oggi, è soddisfatto di questo Progetto? 

- Ad oggi, consiglierebbe l’attivazione di questo Progetto d’immersione linguistica ad altre 

scuole primarie? 

- Cosa migliorerebbe? 

 

c. L’ insegnante e le metodologie didattiche adottate in classe 
 

- Ha dovuto cambiare la sua metodologia d’insegnamento nel passaggio al Progetto IBI/BEI? 

- In classe è affiancato da un assistente linguistico? 

- A lezione che tipo di approccio usa maggiormente? Pratico-comunicativo o teorico? 

- Che tipo di materiale usa a lezione? 

- Dove recapita il materiale? 

- Che tipo di attività didattiche fa generalmente a lezione? 

- Qual è l’attività maggiormente apprezzata dai bambini? 

- Qual è l’attività su cui punta di più per il loro apprendimento disciplinare e sviluppo 

linguistico? Perché? 

- Parla sempre in inglese anche per questione riguardanti la gestione della classe? 
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- Parla sempre e solo in inglese o quando i bambini non capiscono usa anche l’italiano? 

- Trova difficile gestire un intero programma disciplinare in inglese? 

 

d. I bambini IBI/BEI in classe 
 

- I bambini comunicano sempre e solo in inglese? 

- Come reagiscono i bambini alla lezione? 

- Quali difficoltà riscontrano maggiormente i bambini in classe? 

- Quali difficoltà riscontrano maggiormente i bambini nei compiti a casa?  

 

e. Il rendimento dei bambini 
 

- Com’è il loro rendimento nella disciplina studiata? 

- Com’è il loro rendimento in inglese? 

- Da un punto di vista qualitativo come le sembra il loro apprendimento rispetto ai bambini non 

facenti parte del Progetto IBI/BEI? 

- Si riscontrano sostanziali differenze qualitative dell’apprendimento, quali una maggiore 

apertura mentale o un apprendimento più attivo rispetto ai bambini non facenti parte del 

Progetto IBI/BEI? 

- Si riscontrano sostanziali differenze quantitative nella conoscenza della L2 rispetto ai 

bambini non facenti parte del Progetto IBI/BEI? 

- Si riscontra una sostanziale riduzione dei contenuti disciplinari appresi rispetto ai bambini 

non facenti parte del Progetto IBI/BEI? 

- Si riscontra una sostanziale riduzione del lessico appreso rispetto ai bambini non facenti 

parte del Progetto IBI/BEI? 

- In caso di risposta affermativa alle domande n° 34 e 35, le differenze sono riscontrabili già 

al temine del primo anno? 

- In caso di risposta negativa alla domanda precedente, a partire da quale classe sono 

riscontrabili le differenze? 

- Quali risultano essere le abilità linguistiche maggiormente sviluppate? Orali o scritte? 

 

f. L’approccio delle famiglie con il progetto IBI/BEI 
 

- Le famiglie le sembrano motivate? 

- Ad oggi, la motivazione delle famiglie le sembra maggiore, minore o uguale rispetto a quella 

alla partenza del Progetto IBI/BEI nel 2011? 

- Le richieste delle famiglie di includere i propri figli nel Progetto IBI/BEI sono aumentate, 

diminuite o rimaste uguali rispetto al primo anno? 

 

Table 13. Framework of questions proposed to 
IBI/BEI teachers to collect data about  

children’s proficiency in the linguistic and 

disciplinary contexts. 
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4.3.1 The IBI/BEI Teachers’ Profile 

Answers given in the first part of the questionnaire highlight that 5 out of 6 IBI/BEI teachers 

tested have more than 15 years of teaching, and about 50% of them declared to be qualified 

with a degree in foreign languages while the other half got a language certification recognized 

by the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages.   

 Tester 1 Tester 2 Tester 3 Tester 4 Tester 5 Tester 6 

Years of teaching 5 22 16 16 23 15 

Table 14. Framework of IBI/BEI teachers' 

years of service. 

The average of their testified language levels is approximately of an advanced B2, as 

requested by the standards adopted during the selection for the inclusion in the project where, 

as it has been already expressed, teachers were expected to perform at least a level B2 in order 

to guarantee an efficient development of lessons, both in terms of language acquisition and 

contents comprehensibility.      

 Tester 1 Tester 2 Tester 3 Tester 4 Tester 5 Tester 6 

Teachers’ English 

level 

B1 C1 B2 C1 B2 C2 

Table 12. Framework of IBI/BEI teachers' 
levels of language competence. 

4.3.2 Approach of Teachers to the IBI/BEI Project’s Formation 

All 6 testers are satisfied about the initial formation received concerning with the planning 

and projection needed for starting the IBI/BEI Project.   

They all agreed when they were asked about their satisfaction with reference to the 

formation they had received concerning with methods and processes for the creation of  

teaching materials, even if someone claims that instructions about this field should be always 

updated and uninterrupted in order to offer major opportunities to teachers to propose new 

authentic and stimulating materials. Information about how teachers should made up tests and 

assessments seems to have been sufficient too, but what they complain is the lacking or poor 

language improvement specifically aimed at the development of contents of non-linguistic 

subjects, as well as at the management of  general issues in class.  Yearly updated courses 
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intended to improve the L2 language competence of teachers would be really appreciated, in 

particular they said to help those who do not possess a foreign language degree in the language 

studied.   

At 8 years from its start, teachers involved in the IBI/BEI Project still continue having some 

fears, mostly linked to a feeling of insecurity of not being able to help children when they find 

difficulties in their learning process. They underline the necessity to organize practical training 

courses designed to prepare them to face such situations, in order to battle that sensation of 

falling short to children and worry to be an obstacle rather than a guide for their learning: “C’è 

la paura di non essere all’altezza di riuscire a portare avanti un progetto così importante. Quello 

di non essere in grado di appassionare i bambini!” or “C’è la necessità di corsi di aggiornamento 

pratici. Timore solo di non essere in grado di aiutare concretamente i bambini in difficoltà nel 

loro apprendimento.” 

In addition to these major points, some teachers worry about the appropriateness of their 

linguistic and methodological competences, other than the one of not proposing suitable 

teaching materials: “Probabilmente alcuni colleghi potrebbero essere spaventati dal carico di 

lavoro e progettazione ma il risultato ripaga sempre!” 

In wider terms, beyond some fears and projection adjustments, all testers evaluate the 

IBI/BEI Project as an enriching educational programme of prestige. They all agree with its 

incredible successful results and they would recommend it to other schools.   

4.3.3 Teachers and Teaching Methods Adopted During IBI/BEI Lessons 

About the 50% of teachers tested claim that they have changed their teaching method in 

the passage from the Italian monolingual traditional educational system to the one promoted by 

the IBI/BEI Project, but no one of the 6 testers asked is flanked by a language assistant during 

the development of their lessons.  

In general, the teaching approach exalted is mostly of practical-communicative and playful 

nature, and some of the main activities they promote in respect with the approach selected are: 

a) Interactive and practical games; 

b) Listening and singing songs; 

c) Story-telling activities; 

d) Role-play activities; 

e) Creativity activities. 
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The abovementioned activities are then followed by others of minor sharing, such as:  

a) Theoretical lessons;  

b) Experiments;  

c) Interactive researches;  

d) Collaborative works in groups. 

Teachers’ answers confirm the ones given by children. In particular they select games, 

role-play activities and listening and singing songs as the activities more appreciated during 

IBI/BEI lessons: “Solitamente sono coinvolti in tutte le attività ma quelle di drammatizzazione 

suscitano maggiori apprezzamenti.”  

When they are asked about the activity in which they focus more on for children’s 

disciplinary and linguistic development, they all agree in selecting games as the preferred one, 

because children have fun and they learn in a more catchy way. The second one is obviously 

related to the promotion of the full-immersion in the L2, explaining that it is important making 

children in the position of learning the language by experiencing concrete situations. This last 

point should not be taken for granted because even if the project requires the complete adoption 

of the L2, nearly 50% of testers confirm  not to use English for aspects regarding the class 

management. Moreover, only 2 IBI/BEI teachers out of 6 claim to assume always the L2 also 

when children seem not to understand instructions or explanation, while the majority of testers 

affirm to adopt the L1 when they find children in difficulty of understanding. 

Passing then to a series of questions concerning with teaching materials they use in class 

during IBI/BEI lessons, teachers propose: 

a) Videos and movies; 

b) Games; 

c) Songs; 

d) PowerPoint presentations; 

e) Books; 

f) Self-made pamphlets; 

g) Flash-cards. 

They find out materials on books or from the internet but more than the half of teachers 

affirm to create materials ex-novo. 
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At the end, they were asked if they find difficulties in the development of an entire 

educational programme using English as vehicular language, and 4 teachers out of 6 give a 

negative answer. Only one person confirms that it is a difficult task while all the others explain 

that it is not harder than create it by using the L1. 

4.3.4 Attitude and School Results of IBI/BEI Children 

Teachers were asked about the attitude of their IBI/BEI children in class, explaining that 

they are for the most active students who pay attention to lessons and understand what teachers 

say apparently without difficulties of language comprehension. Children do not show particular 

difficulties, different from the ones they meet by learning contents in L1, and this is due to the 

full-immersion started at a very early stage: “Incontrano le stesse difficoltà che incontrano in 

discipline spiegate in L1.”, “Nonostante la presenza di un bambino con serie difficoltà (più 

caratteriali) non hanno ad oggi riscontrato difficoltà. Ma questo è frutto della full-immersion 

iniziata in prima, fin da subito.” 

Subsequently, teachers were asked about school results of children in the acquisition of 

contents concerning with the non-linguistic subject taken into account, and then their language 

proficiency in English L2 too. They claim that pupils have great results either in the mastery of 

the L2 and in the development and knowledge of contents of other subjects. Then they answered 

questions about the request to make a comparison between these IBI/BEI children’s results with 

the ones of children enrolled in the traditional monolingual curriculum from a qualitative point 

of view, and here 4 out of 6 teachers confirm IBI/BEI children to have a better level than the 

monolingual peers.  

Going on with the topic, the successive question regarded the presence of identifiable 

differences between IBI/BEI children and children of the traditional school from a qualitative 

and quantitative point of view, as well as from their competence in the L2 and lexical 

acquisition in both languages. Teachers all agree with the fact that there are substantial 

differences in acquisition, such as a major open-mindedness and a more active learning in 

IBI/BEI children rather than monolingual children, also visible at a quantitative level with a 

higher knowledge acquired in the non-linguistic subjects studied and in the L2 competence. At 

the same time, there is no evidence of a reduction in the disciplinary contents learnt in 

comparison with monolingual children. Only in some cases is found a lower percentage of 

lexicon acquired but this is due to the double language condition of IBI/BEI children who know 

less words but in two different registers, whereas monolingual children know a greater amount 

of words but only in one language.   
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Question 33. Are there substantial qualitative differences in IBI/BEI children’s learning process, such 

as a major open-mindedness or a more active learning, than children not enrolled in the Project? 

 Tester 

1 

Tester 

2 

Tester 

3 

Tester 

4 

Tester 

5 

Tester 

6 

Yes  x x x x x x 

No       

Table 13. Framework representation of IBI/BEI 

teachers' answers about the presence of 

qualitative differences between IBI/BEI 

children and children attending the traditional 
Italian monolingual curriculum. 

 

Question 34. Are there substantial quantitative differences in IBI/BEI children’s L2 knowledge and 

competence rather than children not enrolled in the Project? 

 Tester 

1 

Tester 

2 

Tester 

3 

Tester 

4 

Tester 

5 

Tester 

6 

Yes  x x x x x x 

No       

Table 14. Framework of IBI/BEI teachers' 
answers about the presencet of quantitative 

differences between IBI/BEI children and 

children attending the traditional monolingual 

Italian curriculum. 

 

Question 35. Are there substantial evidences of a reduction in the non-linguistic subject contents 

acquired than children not enrolled in the Project? 

 Tester 

1 

Tester 

2 

Tester 

3 

Tester 

4 

Tester 

5 

Tester 

6 

Yes        

No x x x x x x 

Table 18. Framework of IBI/BEI teachers' 

answers about the presenct of a reduction in 
non-linguistic contents acquired. 

 
Question 36. Is there a substantial reduction of the lexicon acquired than children not involved in the 

Project? 

 Tester 

1 

Tester 

2 

Tester 

3 

Tester 

4 

Tester 

5 

Tester 

6 

Yes    x  x  

No x x  x  x 

Table 15. Framework of IBI/BEI teachers’ 

answers about the presence of a reduction in 

the lexicon acquired. 
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Qualitative and quantitative differences are visible from the first year, and as we can see 

from Table 20. the language competence in which all teachers agree to get a higher development 

is the one of oral comprehension. A 50% of teachers also underline a whole development in all 

the four language competences without distinctions or particular divergences among them. 

Question 39. Which are the language competences more developed in IBI/BEI children? 

 Tester 

1 

Tester 

2 

Tester 

3 

Tester 

4 

Tester 

5 

Tester 

6 

Written comprehension   x x  x 

Oral comprehension x x x x x x 

Written production    x x  x 

Oral production    x x  x 

Table 6 Framework of IBI/BEI teachers' 

answers about the language competence 

development in IBI/BEI children. 

4.3.5 Attitude of Families Towards the IBI/BEI Project 

According to teachers, families appear motivated and their motivation seems to be higher 

respect than the beginning of the IBI/BEI Project in 2010. There is a consistent bigger request 

of inclusion in the project, with some interesting cases of moving in the city in order to have 

their children involved in this immersive bilingual educational project: “Nelle mie classi ci sono 

diversi casi di bambini fuori bacino e qualcuno ha anche comprato casa all’interno dell’area del 

comune associata alla nostra scuola per rientrare nel bacino di utenza.” 

Families increasingly support the bilingual educational path promoted by the IBI/BEI 

Project, spreading willingness of participation and being honoured to take part of the system. 

At the same time we find enthusiastic children, excited to attend English lessons and loving 

getting deeper with the language and its culture. Fourth-year children of primary school speak 

about William Shakespeare like he was an hero, and they study constructions of advanced 

grammar tenses, such as the Past Continuous, with an incredible curiosity and active desire of 

investigation: “Una mamma l’altro giorno si è avvicinata e mi ha detto che il giorno prima 

aveva chiesto a suo figlio cosa volesse come regalo di promozione, convinta di ricevere come 

risposta il classico videogioco. Il figlio invece le aveva detto che voleva la raccolta delle opere 

di Shakespeare!”  
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Data recognize the great value of the IBI/BEI Project, and the most important thing is that 

children involved give prove of loving it, rather than perceiving it as an obligation ordered by 

their parents.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

Having read all the documents attested in the 2014 official Monitoring Report, in 2018 

there was the truly expectation to face a vertical improvement and development of the project, 

that would have involved at first middle schools in order to continue IBI/BEI children’s bilingual 

educational path previously started at primary school. All the successful and promising results 

collected had given a confident view of the future but the situation met four years after the 

redaction of the document has not been exactly the one forecast. 

Due to some changes of the school managing staff personnel, at these days the school is 

not even well supported by the appointed institutions as well as by the most of the local interior 

scholastic organisation. In other words, the IBI/BEI Project is now slowly dying rather than 

having the expected improvement in secondary schools or spreading in more regions of the 

country. Adding fuel to the fire, many teachers professionally raised in the traditional 

monolingual school system, still continue thinking about the issue that it is a waste of time 

spending so many hours in L2 immersive lessons, depriving children to have a complete 

traditional contact with their L1, and consequently making them in the position of acquiring 

less things in their L1 and having more confusion between the assumption of the two languages. 

They go on promoting the fact that it should be better for children learning well one language 

rather than being taught two languages with a reduce repertoire in both, without taking into 

account all the advantages recorded and evaluated. 

After having experienced the 2018 reality of the IBI/BEI Project, we can strictly affirm that 

this bilingual programme is instead a pearl inside the Italian educational system that should be 

protected and promoted all over the country. Since nowadays children are growing up in a 
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globalized and multicultural society in which they are in daily contact with different realities, 

cultures and way of thinking, they obviously need an education able to teach them how to 

cohabitate in the colourful world we live in.  Making them in the position of raising bilingual 

since the early stages of their lives will help them not only from  a communicative point of view 

but also from a behavioural one, increasing awareness and respect towards the difference. The 

programme is planned with the purpose of giving this chance to all children without distinction 

of social class, income bracket or disability, an opportunity generally reserved to those who can 

afford the high fees of private schools.  

In addition to it,  through this bilingual project  the Critical Period  is recognized as a 

source of priceless value, a physiological developmental state to exploit deeply in order to reach 

high levels of knowledge and competence in that powerful act represented by knowing foreign 

languages, which does not just refer to speak other linguistic registers but also it regards the 

total cognitive and emotional formation of a person.   

The IBI/BEI Project should be therefore preserved and deepened, enlarged to other Italian 

state primary schools and higher educational levels. The primary schools already involved in 

the bilingual programme should establish an agreement with the associated middle schools in 

order to permit a continuity of the L2 immersive experience to those children enrolled in the 

English-Italian bilingual educational path. Without a concrete formative collaboration between 

the two educational institutions the project becomes consequently an end in itself, since IBI/BEI 

children will have the results achieved mostly lost due to the fact that their performances have 

been demonstrated to be higher than the ones of pupils attending traditional Italian monolingual 

schools. There have been already threated examples explaining such a matter, with four-year 

students of primary school who perceive to be luckier and wiser than peers of the traditional 

school system by comparing their study of important and demanding issues such as William 

Shakespeare and his works, with the one of some second-year students of middle school who 

were taught English names for identifying numbers and colours.  As a matter of fact, the main 

consequence related to the abandon of the IBI/BEI Project by the end of primary school it would 

be the loss of a considerable amount of both linguistic and non-linguistic knowledge, in addition 

to a return to a systematic study of all the curricular subjects.  

In any case, we suggest that at the bottom of the decline of the project there is a main key 

factor which is not irreversible, but rather people can fight it. This feature is the fear of teachers. 

The fear of facing a new demanding experience and a new way of working, the fear of falling 

short to expectation and the fear of failing, all deriving from the insufficient external support 

given to those who have to drive the project. In fact, we have to take into account that the 
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majority of teachers who enter the project got used to work by following the traditional Italian 

school system where they have created a stable organisation of their educational programme, 

which on the other hand changes with the introduction in the bilingual reality. For this reason, 

the most of them worry about the demanding projection  needed for the development of IBI/BEI 

lessons, feeling generally unsure about the complete suitability of the teaching materials they 

provide, either from a content point of view or a linguistic one. The fear of falling short to 

language competences expected to run an entire educational path of non-linguistic subjects 

through the vehicle of English L2 then follows inevitably.  

Teachers need to be endlessly supported and guided during their involvement in the 

bilingual educational path, and not left on their own in the choice and formation of the best 

learning process. There is a consistent demand to provide yearly updated formation courses aim 

at making teachers in the condition of assimilate and develop new teaching strategies, since 

providing teachers with innovative teaching tools and techniques will enable them to have a 

better view of the work they have to prepare and plan, and maybe they will feel more confident 

in facing a project with such high expectations. Moreover, planning and projection courses 

should be accompanied by the disposition of language courses designed to reinforce continually 

their competence in the L2, especially for matters regarding aspects such as the classroom 

management and the most suitable linguistic repertoire needed for the development of topics of 

non-linguistic subjects.  

In addition to teachers’ fears to live up to the IBI/BEI Project requests in terms of linguistic 

and non-linguistic competences, the most of them are clearly worried about the charge of work 

required to re-elaborate their curricular path in order to satisfy the bilingual purposes forecast 

by the IBI/BEI Project. As we have clearly argued, teachers involved in the project tend to create 

ex-novo the teaching materials they are going to adopt in class, or they adapt it from their Italian 

versions, and it is an aspect that could frighten due to the time spent and the effective accuracy 

of the material proposed.  Supplying teachers with a vast range of useful textbooks and other 

teaching materials specifically addressed for the conduction of every single non-linguistic 

lesson through the L2, it should be an extra kick that will probably make them feel more 

confident to face such a demanding programme.   

On the whole, teachers ask and need the constant presence of supporting training courses 

and features focused on giving them the right assistance for their difficulties. Maybe in this way 

even the most conservative of them will find out the courage to leave the safety of the traditional 

Italian teaching system built up during their previous working years, in order to take part to a 

new exciting and formative educational experience. The IBI/BEI Project is a sound investment 
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and efforts requested will be repaid generously through the successful results achieved by 

children in terms of linguistic, cognitive and personality growth.  
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