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 Italian for Art Historians 
Ab initio Specialist language module for Art Historians  
part of the BA in History of Art 

 

Year 1:   Since 2011 all 1st year undergraduate students in   
  the department of History of Art have the option to   
  take a foreign language as a 20-credit degree module 
 
Year 2 or 3:  Students are offered the chance to apply to take a further 
  language course (LFA) as a 20-credit degree elective 
 
Postgraduates: Since 2015 PhD in Italian Renaissance Art 
 

 

 The Role of Art in Italian Society 
Undergraduate language module 
part of the BA in Language and Linguistic Science 
 

Year 2:  Post-ab initio students of Italian and Another Language 
  Post-ab initio students of Italian and Linguistics 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Department of Language and Linguistic Science 



PLANNING THE LANGUAGE MODULE 

Interdisciplinary language teaching 



 Italian for Art Historians 
 

The cohort 

 

1. Mixed group levels: ab initio Italian language students alongside students 
with knowledge of basic Italian from independent studies or family 
connections; undergraduate and postgraduate students 

2. Students’ background: international students v first time language 
learners 

3. Majority of HoA students are first time language learners 

4. Career focus is History of Art: students might not be strong language 
learners but strong interest in the course content 

THE CHALLENGES:  
Planning the module 



 Italian for Art Historians 
 

Learning objectives 

 

1. To enable Italian ab initio students to develop reading skills particularly 
relevant to the needs of Art Historians 

2. To study material in Italian which relates specifically to History of Art 

3. To learn to talk and write about works of art in Italian 

4. To make the most of future field trips to Italy (general Italian language) 

THE CHALLENGES:  
Planning the module 



Collaborative approach between Art Historian and language tutor 
 

 Sharing of expertise:  
- Awareness of the language learning process: AH is a fluent speaker of 
Italian or staff with a proficient level in a foreign language 
  

 Setting realistic targets: Meeting the commissioning  
Department’s expectations and identifying the highest  
achievable level. 
1. What is the proficiency level in a foreign language needed  
by an AH? 
2.  What is the achievable level that students can reach in a  
year? 
   

 Programme and material:  
1. Generating crossover points with the existing BA programme 
2. Use of authentic material related to History of Art 

 

THE CHALLENGES:  
Planning the module 



Collaborative approach between Art Historian and language tutor 

 

 

1. SOW as a joint effort between Art Historian 
and Language tutor 

2. Language learning objectives and Art-related 
topics agreed with the department 

3. Manage student’s expectations of language 
learning outcomes 

THE CHALLENGES:  
Planning a specialist language module 



 The Role of Art in Italian Society 
 

The cohort 

 

1. Students’ background: part of the Language & Linguistic Science degree; 
advanced level and fast learners of Italian language (Year 2) 

2. Mixed group: range of interests in different aspects of the Italian society 

3. Majority of students are not familiar with Italian art and heritage 

4. Career focus is language and linguistics: content-based language course 
aimed to develop critical thinking where art is just one of the topics 

THE CHALLENGES:  
Planning the module 



 The Role of Art in Italian Society 
 

Learning objectives 

 

1. Content-based language course:  
- To acquire knowledge of the Italian Art, while reflecting on the centrality 
of its role in Italian culture.  
- To gain a better understanding of recent government policies in the  
conservation of cultural heritage and of the intricate relations between 
Church and State 

2. To develop language skills: to gain confidence and improve proficiency in 
Italian language part of undergraduate language programme 

3. To develop critical thinking in the broader context of different aspects of 
the modern Italian society 

THE CHALLENGES:  
Planning the module 



THE CHALLENGES:  
Planning  the language module 

Collaborative approach between module convenors in the Year 2 Programme 

 

 

1. Art-related topics in a context 
2. Manage student’s expectations 
3. Develop language skills through lectures and 

seminar activities  



MATERIAL AND METHODOLOGY 
 

Interdisciplinary Language Teaching 



INTERDISCIPLINARY LANGUAGE TEACHING: 
Material and Methodology 

General Language learning: clear progression path 

 

 

 

 
Grammar 

Writing 

Reading 

Listening 

Speaking 

Proficiency Language Level 
Original sources  

Basic Language Level  
bespoke teaching material – selected by the tutor 

Teaching 
Material 



INTERDISCIPLINARY LANGUAGE TEACHING: 
Material and Methodology 

Specialist language learning 

Grammar 

Writing 
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Proficiency Language Level 
Original sources  
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INTERDISCIPLINARY LANGUAGE TEACHING: 
Material and Methodology 

Grammar 

Writing 

Speaking 

Listening 

Reading 

Basic Language Level  
original sources 

Proficiency Language Level 
Original sources  

Proficiency Language Level 
Original sources  

Basic Language Level  
bespoke teaching material 

1. General & Specialist language  

2. Interdisciplinary content teaching (Italian culture & History of Art) 

 

Teaching 
Material 

Teaching 
Material 



INTERDISCIPLINARY LANGUAGE TEACHING: 
Material and Methodology 

 Italian for Art Historians 

Specialist text book and general Italian language coursebook 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            A1/A2       B2/C1  

1. General Italian 
language : non 
specialist approach 

2. Real-life topics: useful 
for travelling to and 
around Italy 

3. Progressive learning 

1. Specialist topics related to HoA 
2. Aimed at Upper-intermediate / 

Advanced level learners 
3. Level similar to original sources 



INTERDISCIPLINARY LANGUAGE TEACHING: 
Material and Methodology 

 Italian for Art Historians 

 

Teaching delivery: content-based language learning Ab-inito 
 

1. General language and communicative skills: Tourism and Italian Art topic-
focused role-plays 
 

2. Technical Vocabulary related to History of Art: colours, shades, architectural 
elements, painting techniques etc. 
 

3. Translation skills: relevant texts provided by the HoA department (part of 
the BA programme) 
 

4. Art critique: reading comprehension; oral and written production 
 



1. General language and communication skills  

 Italian for Art Historians 

Speaking skills focusing on employability in the field of History of Art 

http://www.polomuseale.firenze.it/musei/tutti.php


 La Cupola 

 La Volta  

 La Navata Centrale 

 Il Transetto 

ARCHITETTURA 

2. Technical vocabulary related to History of Art 

ITALIAN 

Singular:  Il capitello  IONICO 

Plural:   I capitelli    IONICI 



3. Translation skills relevant to the BA programme 
     in History of Art 



4. Art critique & History of Art 



INTERDISCIPLINARY LANGUAGE TEACHING: 
Material and Methodology 

 The Role of Art in Italian Society  

Specialist text book and authentic sources, newspapers, articles, videos 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

B2/C1  



INTERDISCIPLINARY LANGUAGE TEACHING: 
Material and Methodology 

 The Role of Art in Italian Society  

 

Teaching delivery: content-based language learning to develop critical 
thinking at high proficiency language level  
 

 

1. Content and communication skills: Lecture and seminar format 
 

2. Specialist vocabulary related to History of Art and Heritage Protection in 
Italy: colours, shades, architectural elements, painting techniques, basic 
law vocabulary, ancient and modern documents related to art and 
heritage 
 

3. Critical thinking: reading comprehension; oral and written production 
 



1. Content and communication skills 



2. Specialist vocabulary related to History of Art and 
heritage protection in Italy 



3. Developing critical thinking 



ASSESSMENT AND FEEDBACK 

Language Teaching 



INTERDISCIPLINARY LANGUAGE TEACHING: 
Material and Methodology 

VLE site and digital Students’ Portfolio shared between language tutor 
and colleagues (Art Historians or peers/ Degree Programme coordinator ) 
  

1. Monitor students’ learning progress as good teaching practice 

2. Share students’ work with the commissioning department or colleagues to 
discuss issues and achievements 

 

Carpaccio.mp4


INTERDISCIPLINARY LANGUAGE TEACHING: 
Material and Methodology 

 Assessment and feedback on 
appropriateness of vocabulary and register, 
content and grammatical precision 

 

  

 

 Application of the language in a creative and 
practical context  

 Learning from observation through voice 
tools, audio/video files  

 Portfolio provides an environment that 
promotes a private tutor-student 
interaction e.g. feedback on pronunciation 

 

Multi-layered assessment and feedback 



OBSERVATIONS 

Module Evaluation 



REFLECTING  on TEACHING PRACTICE: 
Feedback analysis 

 Italian for Art Historians (2011-2016) 

 Role of Art in Italian Society (2015-2016) 
 

Students’ feedback: 

 Appreciate the interdisciplinary nature of the course and learning a 
language through History of Art ( develop an interest in Italian Art and 
Italian culture)  
 

 Learn more about History of Art and the current situation in Italy in 
regard of Heritage Protection and Conservation ( impact on the 
modern society)  

 

 Become aware of the importance of speaking a foreign language (in their 
professional field and postgraduate studies) and the use of specialist 
language ( enhance employability)  

 

 (History of Art students) Enjoy the integration between the modules as 
students feel it will facilitate their future studies in History of Art 
   

 



REFLECTING  on TEACHING PRACTICE: 
Feedback analysis 

Tutor’s perspective: 
 

 Students engaged because they enjoy learning a language 
through History of Art ( something different) 

 

 Deeper the understanding of Italian culture  (Art as one of the key factors 
modern Italy) 

 

 Students feel more confident about approaching original sources as they 
already used to complex and technical vocabulary  

 

 Enhancing employability, self-confidence & overall self-esteem: Ab inito 
students having something to show to potential employers (e-portfolio); 
develop or enhance ability to communicate in Italian; help for future 
studies and job applications or interviews 

 

 (For ab-initio students): e-portfolio as a personalized space similar to that 
of social media and a  two-way communication tool where students have 
the opportunity to ask for individual feedback and further explanation 
  

 



 

Thank you 
 

Cinzia Bacilieri 
cinzia.bacilieri@york.ac.uk 


