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Abstract

In this paper I present the English in Italy project, which includes different research lines addressing the role and status of Fnglish within the
Italian context. In particular, I report on the pilot activities carried out to investigate the use of ELF in academic settings. An interview-
based survey was conducted with the aim to ascertain to what extent ELF is used in research and teaching, with or without the aid of
translation or interpreting services, in both written and oral communication. The respondents provided interesting comments and
motivations pointing to a wide range of text types, not limited to research papers, and communicative situations in which ELF has become
the default medium to communicate with the rest of the research community and with an increasingly international student population.
Although the use of translation and interpreting services appears to be more the exception than the rule in the context taken into account,
the respondents’ attitude towards language mediation reveals conflicting views on how they fulfill their communicative needs considering
ELF or ENL as the gold standard in specific cases. The paper first introduces the general context that prompted the project design with
reference to the recent debate on the use of English in higher education in Italy (§1). Then, it provides a brief description of the English in
Italy project and its main research strands (§2). The next section (§3) focuses on the pilot stage of one of those strands, i.e. ELF in academic
settings and its relation with language mediation (translation and interpreting) services, and discusses the preliminary results concerning
written communication (§3.1) and oral communication (§3.2). The next steps that will be undertaken in the project are briefly outlined in
the conclusion (§4).

Keywords: written and oral communication, research activities, Italy, language mediation, proofreading
1. Introduction

One of the distinguishing features of English is that it has become a truly global language, as it is now
used by a wide range of communities of practice in diverse contexts, with non-native speakers
outnumbering native speakers! to a great extent. The effects and consequences of such a global and
unprecedented diffusion have attracted the attention of several scholars and triggered a particulatly lively
debate as testified, for example, by the ELF conference series and other initiatives, such as the English in
Europe: Opportunity or Threat? project (see Pulcini, 2012) and many others. Along these lines, a research
group was created at the university of Torino to investigate the status of English in Italy with respect to
a variety of settings and usages (not only ELF-related ones). Before outlining the main research strands
of this project called English in Italy: Linguistic, Educational and Professional Challenges (§2), let us consider the
general scenario that prompted its design.

Despite the poor proficiency levels generally displayed by Italian speakers of English (see
Eurobarometer 386 data), the increasingly dominant role of English as a language for international
communication is also a fact in Italy, including both professional and academic settings. The latter, in
this respect, came under the spotlight in 2012 when one of Italy’s most renowned higher education
mnstitutions, namely the Poktecnico di Milano®, unveiled plans to adopt English as the only language of
instruction in all its graduate and PhD programmes as of 2014, thus excluding the Italian language
outright. Such a decision was championed by the rector and the highest academic authorities, with mixed
reactions, in fact mostly strong criticism, on the part of faculty members and the academic community at
large (Maraschio & De Martino, 2013). The news was even reported by international media, such as the
BBC (Coughlan, 2012), the Independent (Day, 2012), the New York Times (Guttenplan, 2012), and University
World News (Adendorff, 2012) among others. In the article published by the BBC, terms like
“shockwaves”, “radical move”, “furious debate”, and “alarm” provide an idea of the conflicting views

that emerged as a result of such an English-only policy (Molino & Campagna, 2014). In fact, this could
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! According to Eurobarometer 386 (2012), in the EU27 the ratio between native and non-native speakers of English was almost 1:2, with
English being the most spread foreign language (38%). The full report can be downloaded from
http://ec.curopa.cu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_386_en.pdf; interactive infographics based on the same data set are available
from http://languageknowledge.eu/.

2'The homepage in English is available at http://www.polimi.it/en/english-version/.
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be seen as just the tip, albeit sharply evident, of the much wider iceberg of internationalization as
‘interpreted’ by universities (Campagna & Pulcini, 2014) and the more general anglification process of
academia which is also under way in Italy (Costa & Coleman, 2013; Pulcini & Campagna, 2015).

Against this background, English (in Italy) may appear to be perceived more as a threat; in this respect,
the title of two volumes specifically addressing the issues referred to above are self-evident: Fuori /italiano
dall universita? Inglese, internazionalizzazione, politica lingnistica [Should the Italian language get out of
university? English, internationalization, language policy] (Maraschio & De Martino, 2013) and L Znglese
non basta: una lingna per la societa [English is not enough: a language for the society] (Villa, 2013).
Notwithstanding such a defensive attitude, it is undeniable that English is considered at the same time
an essential opportunity due to the global reach afforded by this language when used as a lingua franca,
here intended “as any use of English among speakers of different first languages for whom English is the
communicative medium of choice, and often the only option” (Seidlhofer, 2011, p. 7). The ‘unavoidable’
nature of such a choice or option 1s acknowledged by most Italian learners despite their difficulties in
grappling with English. As Severgnini (2014) put it in the title of a provocative review of an equally
provocative English language book by Gutiérrez (2014, 2015), “English is very sexy (evitarlo e
impossibile)” |(avoiding it is impossible)].

2. The English in Italy project

The English in Italy project’ includes a number of research strands, each of which addresses the presence
and use of English in Italy in a variety of communicative situations and for different purposes. The main
areas of mvestigation are listed below:

e Language contact, with a special focus on anglicisms in general and specialized language (e.g. Italian
financial discourse and the use of English loans making it a /Zngua not so franca),

e EMI (English medium instruction) in higher education and research publications;

e Translation and interpreting (T&lI), particularly the influence of English on audiovisual translation
(dubbing and subtitling), the language of conferencing mediated by simultaneous interpreters, and
the importance of T&I skills in ELF settings;

e Migratory contexts, again looking at language contact but considering multilingual communities and
urban varieties of Italian;

It is clear that the scope of the project 1s not limited to studying the use of ELF, as it encompasses other
spheres of usage in which reference is made to English as a native language too. Nevertheless, my specific
interest lies in the areas of EMI as well as conferencing, which involve academic and professional
communities of practice and are especially relevant to the use of ELF. In this respect, two different
approaches have been adopted so far: (1) an imterview-based survey was carried out as part of the
mvestigation in academic settings; (2) a corpus-based analysis has been initiated as part of the study in
professional contexts.

Within the academic context, an interview-based survey was piloted in spring 2014 in order to design
a wider (internet-based) survey that will be carried out at a subsequent stage. The aim 1s to explore to
what extent English is used, particulatly as a lingua franca, in research and teaching activities by academics
based in Italy, and whether there is any scope for language mediation services (l.e. translation and
Interpreting)*.

In professional settings, on the other hand, the language of conferencing is being studied by means of
the Directionality in Simultaneous Interpreting Corpuss (Bendazzoli, 2012), in which English is represented in

3 The members of the research group are Virginia Pulcini (PI), Claudio Bendazzoli, Cecilia Boggio, Giorgia Borri, Luisa Bozzo, Sandra
Campagna, Cristiano Furiassi, Gerardo Mazzaferro, Alessandra Molino, Vincenza Minutella, and Maria Francesca Toma
(http:// englishinitaly.wordpress.com).

4 Translation and Interpreting scholars have only recently taken up the ELF perspective to study its implications. See, for example, Albl-
Mikasa (2013a, 2013b, 2012, 2010), Reithofer (2010), and Taviano (2013).

5> The DIRSI Corpus is an electronic corpus of source and target speeches delivered at three medical conferences mediated by professional
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multiple ways, i.e. not only as a lingua franca used by participants (English NSs and NNSs) for direct
communication, but also by simultaneous interpreters in mediated communication, for whom English
becomes a working language (active or passive).

In the following sections I present the preliminary results obtained from the first approach and discuss
some of the challenges arising from the ‘mediated’ side of ELF in academic settings.

3. ELF and language mediation in academic settings

As a first step in the study of ELF usage in Italian academic settingsS, an interview-based sutvey was
carried out in my own department at the School of Management and Economics? (University of Torino,
Italy). The study was planned to be the pilot stage of a larger internet-based survey that will be designed
on the basis of the responses obtained in the interviews. The aim of the interview-based survey was
twofold: on the one hand, understanding to what extent English, and in particular ELF, is used in research
and teaching activities, both in written and oral communication; on the other hand, finding out whether
there is any scope for language mediation, 1.e. translation and interpreting, in fulfilling the same activities.

The semi-structured interviews were based on a set of 38 items, including 29 closed questions and 9
open questions. The interviews were audio-recorded and only the answers to open questions and any
extra comment to closed questions were fully transcribed (approximately 43,000 words). In total, 50
interviews wete collected (34 male and 16 female respondents): 45 from members of the Department of
Economic and Social Studies; 4 from members of the Department of Management; 1 from the
Department of History (University of Bologna). The following table (Table 1) shows the research fields

covered by respondents, who are mostly representative of social sciences:

Table 1. Number of survey respondents by research field.

Research field Number of
respondents
Economics and Statistics 36
Political and Social Studies 5
Foreign Languages 3
Geography 2
Agriculture and Veterinary Studies 1
Anthropology 1
Law 1
Maths and I'T 1

At the beginning of each interview, participants were asked to express a self evaluation of their English
language proficiency level for each communicative skill (reading, listening, writing, and speaking) on a
scale from 1 to 6. Since most respondents were not familiar with CEFRS levels, these were not used.
However, the score system was designed to mirror the scale structure of CEFR levels as can be seen n
Table 2 below:

Table 2. English language proficiency self-evaluation scale.

simultancous interpreters from/into Italian and English (http://cartago.lllf.uam.es/static/ dir-si/ dir-si.html).

¢ The study of English as a Lingua franca in Academic settings (ELFA) was pioneered by Mauranen with the creation of a relevant spoken
corpus (Mauranen, 2003). See Mauranen (2007) for an overview of the ELLFA research agenda.

7'The School of Management and Economics comprises two departments: the Department of Management and the Department of
Economic and Social Studies. Prof. Sandra Campagna and I conducted the interviews and decided to contact first our own colleagues at
the Department of Economic and Social Studies; some interviews also involved some members of Department of Management and one
of the Department of History (University of Bologna).

8 The Common European Framework of Reference consists of three main proficiency levels comprising two sub-levels of proficiency
each: A1 and A2 are elementary; B1 and B2 are intermediate; C1 and C2 are advanced (see
https://curopass.cedefop.curopa.cu/en/resources/ european-language-levels-cefr).
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The interviews were held in Italian and participants were reassured that the aim was not to put their
language competence to the test. In fact, we were very much interested in cases where low or even zero
competence was reported.

The responses provided in the self-assessment section are displayed in the following table (Table 3).
It is interesting to note that out of the four communicative skills considered, speaking is the one that was
assigned the lowest scores (though the majority indicated a high intermediate or a low advanced
competence level). Listening and writing obtained similar scores, with slightly higher levels reported in
the advanced band. Finally, reading is the skill with the highest reported command, including subjects
with lower levels of competence in the other skills.

Table 3. Survey respondents’ self-assessment of their English communicative skills.

NA elem. interm. advanced
(A1+A2) (B1+B2) (C1+C2)
Reading 0 0 11 39
(4+7) (27+12)
Listening 0 6 20 24
(1+5) (9+11) (20+4)
Writing 0 4 20 26
(2+2) (7+ 13) (22+4)
Speaking 1 5 26 18
(1+4) (9+17) (16+2)

It 1s worth specifying that many respondents pointed out that their communicative competence may be
pretty high within their field of specialization, but this would not apply to ‘casual’ conversation or more
general communication.

The preliminary results concerning each communicative skill in research activities are presented below,
first with reference to written communication (§3.1) and then with reference to oral communication

(§3.2).

3.1 Written communication

As was expected, considering the general scenario presented above (§1), all respondents confirmed that
there 1s a growing demand for English to communicate in writing not just with NSs but above all with
other NNSs making up the scientific community. Obviously there are major differences depending on
the research fields under consideration. Some of them, e.g. mathematics and statistics, have been
traditionally written about in English even by senior researchers based in Italy since the beginning of their
academic career, whereas other fields, such as social studies and history, have counted on a well-rooted
tradition of written scientific communication in Italian that is now being replaced by English. The survey
respondents agree that writing in English is a must for junior researchers and is also becoming more than
just an option for senior colleagues who are more likely to have a weaker command. This trend is 1n line
with the mternationalization process affecting research and teaching, but in Italy it has also been
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influenced by recent research quality assessment initiatives’, in which higher evaluation scores were
assigned to contributions (e.g. volumes, chapters, papers and so on) published in international (non-
Italian) outlets. This has often meant that a contribution written in Italian, thus published with a domestic
publisher, would be ranked lower than the same contribution published as an international ‘research
product’, in many cases written in English, with a strong impact on the editorial policies of many domestic
journals and book series, which are now switching to an almost English-only approach!®. Whereas there
1s general acceptance of this trend, the need to presetve the Italian language in specific scientific fields 1s
particularly felt whenever research results need to be disseminated to the general public and, above all,
to local authorities (the latter are often sources of funding). Moreovert, there is still a common petrception
of the ENL standard as a golden rule for publications submitted to top-ranked journals, whereas attitudes
appear to be more flexible in case of lower targets’.

Overall, respondents stated that they can manage the relevant LSP in English (albeit with some major
differences or 1ssues due to false friends) fairly well, but difficulties arise as soon as they have to deal with
complex reasoning, highly structured argumentation, rhetorical devices and subtleties. As a result, editing
and proofreading services are much motre popular than translation ones, above all for top-ranked outlets.
Indeed in-house language support services are offered or simply recommended by most journals, though
they are quite expensive and in the respondents’ experience it is not always possible to afford them due
to the scarcity of research funds. That is why they are used only for ‘prestigious’ outlets, where ENL
remains a sought-after benchmark regardless of the prevalently ELF composition of the target research
community. There seems to be plenty of cheaper proofreading services advertised online, but feedbacks
from those who resorted to them are not always positive. Freelancers also send emails to offer their
translation and proofreading services. However, translators are not particularly trusted due to their
assumed lack of command of specific terminology; once again, what ELF academic writers need is
suppott to improve their style, wording and formal aspects. Only in a few cases professional translators
were involved, and respondents always mentioned the fact that they know these professionals personally
and that they sometimes had briefing sessions with them to discuss terminological issues.

Moving to other types of written texts, the use of English has become an obligation 1 case of
mstitutional communication directed to a more and more international community of students (though
international students are rarely NSs in the context taken into account) and scholars. This is the case
regardless of individuals’ skills in English writing, therefore it can be expected that specific strategies are
adopted. For instance, syllabuses to be published online, including the description of course aims and
methods, must be provided by lecturers both in Italian and in English. In this case, the subjects with
zero, elementary or low intermediate command have had their syllabuses translated from Italian into
English, or simply proofread, by a native speaker (rarely a professional translator). Most of the time aid
was sought from other colleagues with higher proficiency or from native English language instructors
working in the same institution. The subjects with high intermediate or advanced competence do not
normally ask for any help to draft this type of texts in English, thus feeling at ease with the notion of
ELF rather than ENL in the final output.

Another example concerns abstracts that are sent in response to a call for papers: even for paper
proposals that will be delivered in languages other than English, submitting an abstract in English has
become mandatory in a growing number of cases. Once again, translation or proofreading services ate
provided by colleagues or language mnstructors and rarely by professional translators.

A large majority of respondents also mentioned recommendation letters among the texts they are
required to write 1 English. These are usually needed by students willing to apply to study programs

9 Notably the so called VQR or “Valutazione della Qualita della Ricerca 2004-2010” conducted by the Ministry of Fducation was based
on three main criteria: “rilevanza; originalita/innovazione; internazionalizzazione” [significance; originality/innovation;
internationalization| (http://anvur.org/index.phproption=com_content&view=article&id=28&Itemid=119&lang=it).

10 See, for instance, the case of the Izalian Economic Journal, which was announced in late 2014 and is presented as “A Continuation of
Rivista Italiana degli Economisti and Giornale degli Economist?”. In particular, “ItE] merges the Rivista Italiana degli Economisti (RIE), the
journal founded by the Italian Fconomic Association in 1996, with the Giornale degli Fconomisti (GdLE), founded in 1875 and enriched
by contributions from renowned economists, including Amoroso, Black, Barone, De Viti de Marco, Edgeworth, Finaudi, Modigliani,
Pantalconi, Pareto, Slutsky, Tinbergen and Walras” (http://www.springer.com/ economics/journal/40797).
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abroad and such requests are also made to colleagues who possess low competence in English writing.
In this case there seems to be greater acceptance of ELF over the ENL standard; at the same time, ready-
made templates retrieved from online dedicated websites and applicants’ support are among the strategies
used to produce these texts.

Finally, another example of ELF written communication that has become inctreasingly common
concerns referee reports in evaluating papers and research project applications. However, this text type
was mentioned during some of the last interviews and could not be explored in greater detail.

In general terms, only 15 respondents declared that the need to produce texts in English has always
characterized their academic activities, whereas 33 respondents agreed that the influence of the English
language in their written production is a recent phenomenon, which started approximately at the
beginning of the new millennium. Only 7 subjects reported that they have no scientific publications in
English: three of them are specialized in linguistic studies for other languages (French and German) and
three others have been active in scientific research for more than 35 years now and belong to the senior
generation of academics for whom English may still be an option. However, as mentioned above, this 1s
true up to a certain point, since course syllabuses, abstracts, recommendation letters for students, and
refetee reports were mentioned by the vast majority of subjects, if not all of them, as part of their written
production in a language that is constantly moving along a continuum between being used as a lingua
franca and keeping its native standards in mind.

3.2 Oral communication

Considering the self-assessment of communicative competence provided by respondents (§3), both
listening and speaking skills are relatively weaker than reading and writing skills. A recurrent comment in
this respect was that the main difficulties lie in managing casual and informal exchanges much more than
oral communication based on technicalities and LSP.

As regards speaking, presenting papers in English has now become common practice even in local
events with an exclusively domestic audience (i.e. only Italian NSs are present). Although this may sound
pointless, there are two factors at the basis of this sort of extreme ELF situation: on the one hand,
technical English terms are so commonly used in Italian academic discourse that scholars find it 1s easier
to express themselves entirely in English; on the other hand, the use of multimedia communication, e.g.
streaming or posting videos on dedicated repositories online, extends the scope of the audience /# absentia
and the use of ELF can guarantee maximum access to international recipients.

Interpreting 1s perceived as a luxury and more suitable in case of events open to the general public or
mvolving local authorities. In the academic circles taken into consideration, counting on interpreting
services is more the exception than the rule. Interestingly, should interpreters be available, two thirds of
respondents said that they would prefer to speak English anyway, even in case of low intermediate
competence, as they feel they would have greater command of content, which is what counts most,
regardless of form; they also prefer to have direct communication and feel the recourse to interpreting
equipment as burdensome. This does not apply in case of high-level meetings in which utmost
importance is attached to form. Other reasons also concern personal satisfaction and face saving
(prestige), or one’s academic affiliation.

As regards listening skills, again there is general distrust of interpreting services, as they are perceived
as distracting. On the other hand, some respondents admitted that some accents are particulatly hard to
understand, e.g. speakers of ELF with French, Indian, Chinese (and Italian) accents, though many
reported considerable recent improvements. In fact, the main obstacle to understanding oral
communication was attributed to a lack of public speaking skills, which were reported to be generally
good in case of NSs. Similarly, comprehension difficulties are also found in case of read outputs, but
again this would not be the case with NSs who are perceived as following a clear layout in their
presentations. Some respondents even mentioned the fact that they feel sorry for NSs who are likely to
be annoyed by unskilled presenters mistreating the English language as they speak what is considered an
impoverished version of English. Among the reasons behind respondents’ preference to deliver their
paper presentations without the help of conference interpreters is the widespread use of slides, which
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provide enormous support to both the presenter and the audience. However, when slides are not
available, as is the case in Q&A sessions and debates, interpreters would be most welcome to aid
participants in expressing their views effectively and understanding counter arguments and observations
made by other speakers.

4. Conclusion and future research

In this paper I presented the preliminary results obtained from an interview-based survey on the use of
ELF for academic purposes in Italy, considering both written and oral communication in research
activities, as well as the scope of language mediation (1.e. translation and interpreting). The survey also
included other questions concerning teaching activities, but due to space limitations these were not
included here.

The next steps will be to move from this pilot study to a large scale, mnternet-based survey that will be
designed to investigate the most controversial issues raised by respondents. As part of the English in Italy
research project, another research strand will address spoken communication using a corpus of
conference presentations mediated by simultaneous interpreters, thus representing English not only as a
lingua franca, but also as an active or passive working language. Hopefully, these multiple approaches
will be helpful to obtain a fuller picture of the global lingua franca par excellence and its major
implications in professional and academic settings.
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