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Our dissertation is composed of six chapters. In the first chapter, we describe our research questions, purposes, and
the organization of the dissertation. Before presenting our research questions and purposes, we discuss our professional
experiences that have led us to these questions and purposes. We started teaching Italian as a secondary and optional subject at a
Japanese university during the 2007-08 academic year, and a big difficulty that we encountered was how to motivate students.
What we had already done successfully with adult students in other contexts seemed to not work with university students. The
boredom students were experiencing also led them to fill class time with activities not related to the lessons.

After a period of permissiveness, due in part to our inexperience and in part to not knowing whether our job also
consisted of solving discipline problems and managing the class, we switched to an authoritarian teaching style. Unfortunately,
this change only made things worse. Then, we began to study how to deal with this kind of problem. Although we already had a
language teaching background, we realized that no one had ever taught us how to manage classes like these. We began our
personal research, and our lessons improved a little. However, our big turning point was when we attended a teacher training
course at the prestigious Dilit International House in Rome, Italy. The course was very practical and innovative, with great
attention to detail. We learned how to involve students actively and how to manage a class. This approach was just what we
needed, and our lessons improved. Now, thanks to the research that we have carried out in order to write our dissertation, we also
have a scientific explanation about why what worked with adult students did not work with university students. The problems

we encountered were not just a matter of low levels motivation on the part of the students, but also because their low motivation



was combined with low self-control skills because of the education those students had received, as well as neurobiological
factors which together led to their immature prefrontal cortexes.

Although what we learned at Dilit International House was very helpful, we did not eliminate all problems of
motivation, and our students are not always fully engaged and making great progress. These problems may never be definitively
resolved, due to differences among students and constant changes in society. However, we believe that a teacher should
constantly look for new ways to get the best performance possible from their students, making appropriate adjustments based on
the students that they have in class.

In order to achieve this goal, understanding both how learning takes place and who our students are is necessary, by
analyzing not only the characteristics of the society in which they grew up and live, including their daily lives as university
students, but also their neurobiological, behavioral, and cognitive peculiarities. Analyzing the theoretical assumptions on which
our teaching method is based is also necessary in order to understand what is already working, as well as the results actually
achieved by the students who studied with this method, and then to find ways to make our lessons even more effective than they
already are.

In our dissertation, chapter 2 focuses on how students learn effectively. First, the role of executive functions (EFs) in
learning is described. EFs are cognitive functions that involve skills like attention, self-control, planning, etc., and are thought to
be situated primarily in the prefrontal cortex. If students cannot focus on a lesson, are late, are selfish, etc., such behavior could be
because they lack in EFs. Researchers have determined that in order to learn properly, attention, active engagement, error
feedback, and learning consolidation are fundamental. However, these factors could be negatively affected by poor EFs, and
therefore teachers should take EFs into account, not only to improve student learning but also to train future citizens. Teachers
cannot just focus on the subjects being taught; they also need to create suitable learning environments, mainly through proper
class management, so that students can give their best performance. Without these kinds of environment, learning cannot take
place.

In our opinion, the main characteristic of a good teacher is that they do what is good for students even though it may
be not what students want. Many students prefer to remain in their comfort zones, and if a teacher asks them to go out from that
comfort zone, the students may evaluate that teacher poorly. Therefore, teachers should use a teaching style that functions as a
prefrontal cortex trainer. Among the four teaching styles described in our dissertation, the ideal way to achieve positive results
comes from using an authoritative teaching style, which is the style used by Dilit International House. In order to further improve
student engagement, and thus learning, we also suggest that teachers should focus on student interests, needs and feelings, in line
with a humanistic approach. We discuss the potential benefits of matching lesson content and methodology to student learning
styles and intelligence preferences. As current research does not find any solid evidence that matching teaching methodology
with student learning styles and preferred intelligences is beneficial, we suggest doing so only if this does not contradict the
beliefs of the teacher on how languages are learmned, and therefore what kinds of activities should be done and how. Beyond this,
widening one’s own learning styles and intelligence preferences is what learning is about.

In chapter 3, we discuss our teaching context. First, we describe Japanese society based on some statistics. We suspect
that young people today are less mature than young people were in the past, as they have fewer chances to use their prefrontal
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unwilling to change their methodologies, which are often anchored in tradition. In addition, this lack of maturity is also due to a
change in the educational style of parents. Use of a permissive parenting style is widespread, and schools and universities are not
considered to be places where someone can learn something useful, as one can easily find any information on the Internet.
Schools and universities are instead seen as places that issue degrees, which are important to get good jobs (that are often
unrelated to one’s university’s major) and high wages. Teachers are not considered valuable anymore, and authoritative teachers
are seen as obstacles between students and their future jobs. We believe that these views on the uselessness of education in a
world where information is within easy reach is widespread. These views can be shared as, to our knowledge, lessons are often
based on the transmission of notions. Instead, students should leam to think critically in order to be able to face challenges that
they will meet in the future but that they cannot imagine in the present. This means that teachers should aim to give students the
opportunity to use their prefrontal cortexes, where critical thinking is thought to occur, through active engagement and an
authoritative style.

In chapter 3, we also describe the Italian curriculum at our university and how our Italian conversation courses are
positioned within the curriculum. Then, we describe the teaching method we use in the conversation courses and the main four
activities we use: authentic listening, language puzzle, oral free production, and conversation rebuilding. In particular, we
highlight the active role of students within this method. Students are seen as researchers, which is in line with the definition of
active engagement presented in chapter 2. We explain the main principles of the method also by referring to the two main
scholars on which it is based: interlanguage theory from Corder (1967/1981; 1976/1981; 1978), and the importance of using
authentic materials from Wilkins (1974; 1976). In the methodology of Dilit International House, pair work is the most used
modality of interaction, and we highlight what we think are the main advantages of this modality, as well as the reasons we think
that random pairing is preferred in most cases.

Based on the view of Corder  (1967/1981; 1976/1981; 1978), we also point out that a syllabus should be flexible in
order to meet student needs and interests, in line with the discussion in chapter 2. A syllabus created a priori, before meeting the
students and with no possibility of being adapted, is doomed to failure.

Finally in chapter 3, we summarize how we apply in the principles of the authoritative style described in chapter 2 in
our classes. We also describe the evaluation system and the oral final exam that we use, highlighting some of the critical issues
we have encountered over the years.

In chapter 4, we describe our research based on the oral final exams of eleven students, recorded over two years (four
recordings for each student, one for each semester). This was our first attempt to test the effects of the method we have been
using on our students through longitudinal quantitative research. However, as the aims of the oral final exam and the aims of our
research were difficult to match, we ended up having a small sample of data that are difficult to compare. Unfortunately, we
could not ask students to be interviewed four times exclusively for research purposes, as this would have involved an additional
commitment outside of the lessons. Most of the students were busy with other commitments, as explained using the statistics in
chapter 3.

The results of our research showed a progressive increase in student fluency, which would indicate the effectiveness
of our method at least for this parameter. Regarding morphology, student scores decreased on the third exam, followed by an

increase on the fourth exam. More than a just problem related to the effectiveness of our method, this result seems to be in line



with what researchers who support the theory of developmental sequences believe: what looks like a decrease is actually an
improvement. Students are restructuring the language they have acquired in order to improve it qualitatively. For example, if in
developmental stage 1 students use some expressions as formulaic chunks, they may not make errors regarding the words
contained in the chunks, but in stage 2, if they try to use the words from those chunks in an original way, doing so can lead to
erTors.

The results for vocabulary extension were similar to those of morphology, although in a less marked way. We
hypothesize that after students had accumulated a large number of words, at a certain point they forgot those words that were not
useful for their purposes in order to make room in their brains for new information.

The results for response time were doubtful, because response time can be affected by several factors, including an
improvement of working memory through continuous practice, which is what we aimed to measure. One of these factors is an
improvement in pragmatic expectancy grammar, meaning that students were able to predict the content of a question before it
had been completely uttered. This would allow students to begin to answer even before they had heard the end of the question.

We also suspect that student results may have been affected by the relationship between the topic about which they
were speaking and their performance. Topics that asked students to recall negative events or topics not related to student interests
could produce worse results.

In chapter 5, we discuss research regarding the neurobiological, behavioral, and cognitive characteristics of people
who are the age of young students (teenagers and beyond). Some behaviors and cognitive skills are probably affected by the
immature brains of students. Here, we deepen the discussion on EFs started in chapter 2 in order to find ways to further improve
the results shown in chapter 4, as the improvement was not as significant as expected.

Compared to adults, young people show more self-control problems, greater peer influence, greater sensitivity to
novelties, less developed counterfactual skills and working memory, increased sensitivity to unfairness, increased desire to make
choices, less developed mentalizing, empathy and social behavior, greater difficulty in staying focused, greater desire for
identification, increased difficulty understanding the social meanings of faces, greater difficulty waking up early, and a greater
ease in getting stressed. The research discussed in this chapter supports the need of taking care of the EFs of university students
and the necessity to take into account their needs and interests as much as possible.

In chapter 6, after discussing the reasons that our method was shown to be effective, we present various proposals
(mainly learning activities) in order to address the factors that emerged in the references discussed in chapter 5, while also taking
into account the discussion in chapter 2, what we wrote regarding Japanese university students in chapter 3, and the results of our
analysis in chapter 4. The characteristics of the activities proposed in chapter 6 are in line with our method, as discussed in
chapter 3, as its efficacy is supported by the theory discussed in chapter 2, and, to some extent, by the theory discussed in chapter
5 and by the results of our research in chapter 4. For example, this means that although the use of inauthentic materials and pre-
listening tasks, along with the passive role of students, could lower student anxiety and stress levels, we did not consider them as
viable solutions as they would have significant negative repercussions on leaming. Thus, although the objectives of our four
activities remain the same, our proposals aim to further address the needs of typical Japanese university students in order to
decrease their stress levels, increase their motivation and attention levels, and enhance learning. First, we propose some ways to

support sensitivity to novelties. While in principle only four activities are used, two of which, authentic listening and oral free



production, are the most used as they are meaning-focused, our students usually write in evaluation sheets that they appreciate
the variation of the activities in our classes. In other words, although the activities are the same, students find them to be new
because their content and the students they are paired with change every time. However, finding ways to create further variation
is possible, for example by slightly changing the structure of the activities or the prompts used in some of them. In addition to
these variations, we consider the possibility of using a few activities that do not belong to the set of activities of used by Dilit
International House.

In addition, we propose ways to keep student stress levels under control, to address their enhanced risk-taking, to
increase their self-control, to address their need to be accepted by peers, to address their need to make choices, to improve their
counterfactual skills, to improve their understanding of the social meaning of faces, to address their lack of mentalizing and
empathy by taking into account the principles of a humanistic approach, to address their sensitivity to identification, to include
aerobic exercise during class, to keep students awake, and to address different student learning styles and intelligence
preferences. We propose ways to keep student stress levels under control by using their first language and by collecting
information regarding their needs and interests in order to address them when possible. We also discuss parts of the attendance
guide that we wrote for our students to help them to protect themselves in their lives outside of the classroom. In the guide, we
explain the importance of getting enough sleep, and we give practical examples on the times that they should go to sleep if they
want to sleep enough and still arrive to lessons on time, taking into account unforeseen events like transport delays. By giving
them such practical examples, we hope to help them to plan their lives better. Because of their presumed less developed
counterfactual skills, some students probably find planning and dealing with unforeseen events to be difficult. Other advice in the
guide includes how students can protect themselves from distractions. We also explain the importance of eating breakfast every
day, avoiding caffeine, doing aerobic exercise, etc. Other advice is intended to get students out of their comfort zones by
preventing some of their frequent objections. For example, we explain that feeling as if the activities are tiring and difficulty is
normal, because students can feel this way as a result of learning many new things. We also encourage students to make a lot of
mistakes instead of being afraid of making them, and to ask questions to classmates and the teacher every time they need to do
s0. We also explain that the more they want to understand everything and speak well, the more they will not be able to (i.e.,
perfectionism decreases learning speed).

In chapter 6, we also discuss ways to improve the oral final exam, based on the results in chapter 4. In addition, we
discuss ways to improve student assessment (in particular, the pros and cons of both formal exams and continuous assessment
based on class observation) because of the dissatisfaction we expressed in chapter 3. Also included are suggestions for our
university in order to enhance teaching effectiveness, as well as an analysis of Italian language textbooks written for university
students and published in both Japan and Italy, along with suggestions for teacher development. Regarding textbooks published
in Japan, some authors made a commendable effort toward student identification, which we talked about in chapter 5, to such an
extent as to Japan-ize Italy or to use Japanese student characters in their dialogues who speak Italian so well that they set
themselves up as models for those who study through such textbooks. However, we believe that this excessive identification,
with the inevitable creation of inauthentic situations that results, can instead decrease motivation. Regarding teacher
development, we hope to promote training courses held by on-site trainers and who better know the dynamics of the places in

which they are teaching than trainers from Italy who are used to working with different types of students may know. At the same



time, we advocate for the use of research on the part of teachers, as each class and each student is a world unto itself, and no

trainer, however competent, or language teaching book, however well researched, can cover all possible cases.
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