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Abstract
This study examined the comprehension of Italian by immigrants from central or southern Italy who had lived
in Canada for an average of 38 years. Most “Early” learners (individuals who arrived in Canada before age 12)
and some “Late learners” (who arrived later in life) comprehended standard Italian very well, but other Late
learners did so poorly or not at all.

The comprehension test scores obtained for Late learners were affected little by length of Canadian residence,
but increased as a function of years of schooling in Italy prior to immigration. Frequency of Italian use in
Canada also predicted comprehension test scores but, surprisingly, the relation was inverse: the more
frequently participants reported using Italian, the more poorly they comprehended standard Italian.
All of the Italians spoke English, and for many English has become their primary language. It appears that most
Early learners and some Late learners, had also learned standard Italian or a Italian lingua franca
approximating standard Italian as a second dialect (D2) after arriving in Canada. Other Late learners may have
obtained low scores because they did not learn a D2. This we attribute to their speaking Italian in Canada
primarily with persons who spoke the same (non-standard) form of Italian they had learned as young children
prior to arriving in Canada. At the end of this presentation we outline further tests that might be administered
to a subset of the Italo-Canadians to confirm or disconfirm this interpretation of the results.

Aim
The aim of this research was to evaluate the ability of Italian immigrants to comprehend standard
Italian.

We examined comprehension test scores were obtained for 246 Italians (of 316 originally tested) who
arrived in Canada at an average age of 20 years and had lived there for 38 years, on average. The
participants retained for analyses were 58 years old at the time of testing in early 2000. They
reported using Italian 55% of the time but amount of self-reported Italian use varied widely.
Previous research has shown that when bilinguals use their second language (L2) often and for many
years, performance in the native language (L1) may diminish (refs). Although scholars have evaluated
many aspects of L1 attrition (refs), we are unaware of research examining the ability of long-time
immigrants to comprehend the standard version of their L1.

Aim
We hypothesized that the L1 comprehension test scores obtained in this study would be influenced
by one or more of these factors:
• LOR: the longer the Italians had lived in Canada, the lower their scores would be;
• Age: the older our participants were at the time of test, the lower their scores would be;
• L1 use: they more frequently participants used Italian, the higher their comprehension test
scores would be.
Another factor we evaluated was prior exposure to standard Italian, indexed here by years of formal
full-time education in Italian schools prior to emigration to Canada.
We expected to observe a positive correlation between the test scores and years of education in Italy
for two reasons. Standard Italian, the language of the test, was probably learned as a native language
by relatively few of our participants, who were born in central or southern Italian. However, all were
surely exposed to standard Italian at school prior to emigrating to Canada.

Participants
Participants were tested in a quiet room at St.
Anthony of Padua church in central Ottawa. This
church has been a center of the Italo-Canadian
community since its founding in 1915.
The study began with a language background
questionnaire (LBQ), which can be downloaded by
clicking here. Among other things, we asked our
participants when they had arrived in Canada and
for how long they had lived there. We also asked
participants where they had been born in Italy
(town, province, region) and how often they used
“any kind” of Italian, both overall and in specific
contexts.
Above: St. Anthony of Padua church in Ottawa, ON.
Testing took place in the red brick building on the right.

Participants
To be included in the study, participants needed to (a) have
been born in Italy; (b) report having learned some variety
of Italian as their native language; (c) indicate being less
than 70 years of age and (d) indicate having normal
hearing.
A total of 316 Italo-Canadians volunteered for testing.
There was no minimum length of residence (LOR) for
participation. However, all but two participants had lived in
Canada for more than 10 years, and most had done so for
several decades.
We excluded 5 participants who turned out to be over 70
years of age as specified by our protocol. Twelve others did
not complete the comprehension test (2 from northern
Italy, 10 from central or southern Italy) and 18 others were
excluded for using French more than 10% of the time.

Participants
After WWII, Italy and Canada signed a trade agreement making it
possible once again for Italians to immigrate to Canada.
The modal age of arrival of persons recruited for our study in Ottawa
was 1959. In line with national statistics (see figure at right), nearly all
participants retained for analysis in this study had arrived in Canada in
the period 1953-1972.
Just 15 (6%) participants arrived in Canada before 1953; and just 15
others (6%) arrived after 1972 because, by that time, southern Italians
in search of work had begun moving to industrial centers in northern
Italy rather than emigrating abroad.
Recommended video: Italians in Canada: The Great Emigration 1945-1970

Participants
Great efforts were made in Italy in the period 19531972 to teach standard Italian to students in regions
where this variety of Italian was not widely spoken.
It is likely, however, that many of our participants
had not learned standard Italian prior to leaving for
Canada.
It would have been ideal to develop a
comprehension test for each variety of Italian the
children born in central and southern Italy learned
as an L1 in the period of interest.
This was not possible for practical reasons,
however. The test we administered evaluated only
the comprehension of standard Italian.

Participants
In a preliminary analysis were found that the 35 Ss
from northern Italy obtained significantly higher
comprehension test scores than the 246 Ss from
central and southern Italy did (p < .01).
This held true even when we compared the 35
“northern” participants to 35 “southern” Ss who
were matched to the northern Ss for variables
thought likely to influence the comprehension test
scores.

Participants
This “north vs south” difference just mentioned
suggests that
a) the form of Italian learned as an L1 by the
“northern” Ss more closely resembled
standard Italian than the form of Italian
learned by participants from central and
southern Italy;
b) the northern Italians had received more or
better instruction in standard Italian than
the central/southern Italians had, or
c) both.

The northern Ss were therefore excluded from
analyses to create a more homogeneous sample
of Italian-English bilinguals.

Participants
The 30 Ss who arrived in Canada by the age
of 12 years will be referred to as the
relatively “Early” learners of English L2.
The 216 participants who arrived in Canada
after the age of 12 years will be referred to
here as the relatively “Late” learners of
English.

Participants
Participants were asked to estimate
their overall % of use of English and of “any
kind” of Italian.
Most participants (Ss) who arrived in Canada
before the age of 15 years of age reported
using English more than Italian. The reverse
held true for those who arrived later in life.

Participants
The amount of formal education that Ss had
received in Italian and Canadian schools depended
importantly on age of immigration to Canada.
Most Ss who arrived in Canada before the age of
12.6 years received more education in Canada
than in Italy. The reverse held true for those who
arrived later in life.

Participants
We did not formally evaluate the participants’
ability to read (literacy). However, we asked Ss
to indicate how many minutes per day they
read and/or wrote English and Italian. These
estimates also depended importantly on age of
arrival (AOA) in Canada
Most Ss who arrived in Canada before the age
of 25.3 years of age reported reading and
writing in English more often than in Italian.
The reverse held true for those who arrived
later in life.

Participants
We asked participants to use 7-point scales to rate
their own ability to speak and understand English and
Italian. Nearly all Ss estimated their knowledge of
Italian to be excellent (ratings of 7, sometimes 6).
Ss who arrived in Canada before the age of 12.3 years
rated their ability to speak and understand English
higher than their ability to speak and understand
Italian. The reverse held true, on the other hand, for
those who arrived later in life.

Participants
We calculated how many years our participants had
used Italian on a full-time basis.
For Italian: each year of residence in Italy before
emigration counted as 1.0 year of full-time Italian use.
To this we added an estimate of full-time Italian use
after arrival in Canada. For example, 50% use of Italian
for 20 years was counted as 10 years of full-time
Italian use in Canada.
For English: we multiplied years of residence in
Canada by self-estimated % use of English. For
example: 60% use of English for 30 years was counted
as 18 years of full-time English use.

Participants
An examination of these values suggested that most
Italians who arrived in Canada before the age of 9.5
years had used English more over the course of their
lives than Italian. The opposite held true for those
who arrived in Canada later in life.

Comprehension test
We developed a 45-item comprehension test for this study. The test can be downloaded by clicking this link:
http://www.jimflege.com/files/IT_CompTest.pdf
Each item consisted of a statement in standard Italian followed by three response alternatives (also in standard
Italian), one of which was correct. All materials were recorded in Italian by a native speaker of Italian with
training in phonetics. The recorded materials were digitized (20.0 kHz) and presented via loudspeaker using a
laptop computer.
Participants were required to select one of the three response alternates that were provided for each test
item. If a response was not received within 4.0 sec from the end of the last of the three response alternatives,
the Ss had an opportunity to replay the item one or more times.

Comprehension test
Most items on the test required the Ss to draw an inference based on their knowledge of the real world. For
example:

Item #29. L’ascensore era rotto (The elevator was broken)
a) Ho usato la mia macchina (I used my car)
b) L’ascensore stava salendo (The elevator was coming up)
c) Ho usato le scale (I used the stairs)
Response “a” can be excluded because it is not possible to use a car as a substitute for a broken elevator.
Response “b” contradicts the statement. If an elevator is broken it can not be moving up and down in a
building. The correct response to item #29 is “c”. The correct answer draws on knowledge of the real world
which can be accessed only if both the statement and the response alternatives have been understood.

Comprehension test
The correct response to a few items depended on an understanding of grammatical form. For example:
#19. Il vecchio si ricordava della bambina (The old man remembered the little girl)

a) Si ricordava di lui (He [the old man] remembered him)
b) Si ricordava di lei (He remembered her)
c) Si ricordava di loro (He remembered them)
To respond correctly to this item it is necessary to know that “bambina” refers to a female child, “lui” refers to
a male, “lei” to a female, and “loro” to multiple individuals without specification of grammatical gender.

Comprehension test
The participants were screened in Italian by an Italo-Canadian volunteer to ensure that all could communicate
in Italian. Below is an English translation of what prospective participants were told when contacted. Crucially,
they were told that the test was short and that they would not need to speak Italian. This probably explains
why no one refused the invitation to participate.

Comprehension test
The instructions for the aural comprehension test were administered in both English and standard Italian.
Shown below are the English instructions. The practice items shown below were presented both in writing
(Italian only) and via a loudspeaker whereas the test items were presented only aurally. The test was
unspeeded: Ss could listen to test item as often as they wanted before giving a response.

Results
We intended the comprehension test to yield
scores ranging from a chance level of responding
(33% correct) to perfect (100% correct). That
objective was met.
We did not expect, however, to obtain the bimodal distribution of test scores seen here.

Results
This scatterplot shows the scores obtained for all 246 Ss.
Separate linear functions have been fit to the data
obtained for the 30 Early learners and for the 216 Late
learners.
All but one Early learner obtained a score higher than
80% correct. Some Late learners also obtained scores in
the 80% - 100% range but many others obtained scores
that were at or near a chance level (33%).
The primary aim of the analyses to follow was to
determine what accounted for the great inter-subject
variability evident for the Late than Early learners.

Results
The first analysis focused on differences between three subgroups of n = 30 each
• Early Learners: All Ss who had arrived in Canada by the age of 12.0 years;

• Late-High: Ss with the same comprehension scores as the Early learners who arrived in Canada after
the age of 12.0 years;
• Late-Low: Ss having the same AOAs as member of Late-High but who had received scores < 37%
correct.
We used one-way ANOVAs to test for differences between the three groups of 30 each. When the effect
of Group reached significance, we identified pair-wise differences between groups using Tukey post-hoc
tests (alpha = .01). The aim of these analyses was to identify between-group differences that might help
account for the variation in scores seen in the scatterplot for Late learners.

Results
As seen in (a) below, the comprehension scores were by design identical for Early and Late-High, but
substantially lower for Late-low than for Late-high.

Results
As seen in (b), the AOAs of the two groups of Late learners did not differ significantly, and so AOA can not
explain their differing ability to comprehend standard Italian.
As seen in (c) only relatively small differences in LOR existed across the three groups of n = 30 each. However,
members of the Late-low group had lived significantly longer in Canada than had members of the Late-low
group (M = 42 vs 35 years), giving them a few additional years, potentially, to “forget” Italian.

Results
We wondered if Late-low obtained lower scores
than Late-high because they took the
comprehension test less seriously.
To evaluate this possible explanation, we examined
the amount of time that Ss took to respond.
As mentioned earlier, participants could listen to
each item as many times as they wanted before
giving a response. Items for which a response was
not received within 4.0 sec of the last response
alternative were presented again.

Results
(a) shows that the percentage of times that items
were heard more than once. The percentage was
significantly higher for Late-low than Late-high.
(b) shows that the overall time to respond. The RTs
were significantly longer for Late-low than Late-high.
If anything, the Late learners who obtained low
comprehension scores were more careful than those
who obtained high scores. The RT data probably
indicates that the test was more difficult for
members of the Late-low than the Late-high group.

Results
Some significant (p < .01) between-group
differences pointed to possible explanations for
the difference between Late-High and Late-Low.
• Chronological age: older Late learners
obtained lower scores than younger Late
learners;
• Years of formal education in Italy: Late
learners who received a relatively large
amount of instruction in Italian schools
obtained higher scores than those who
received relatively little education in Italy;
• Literacy (indexed by total time spent writing in
both Italian and English): those who read
more comprehended more.

Results
Our primary analysis examined the data for all 216 Late learners.
Variables obtained from the language background questionnaire were submitted to a Principal
Components Analysis (PCA).
We excluded variables pertaining just to English from the PCA because they were generally “mirror images” of the variables
obtained for Italian. We also excluded AOA because, as seen earlier, there was little overall relation between test scores and AOA
and because the predictive power of AOA is due to its association with other variables.

The PCA yielded a total of five factor scores (FACT1 to FACT5) that were primarily defined by two or more
questionnaire items. The factor scores were then submitted to a stepwise linear multiple regression
analysis.

Results
The first factor (F1) was defined by various estimates of
Italian input, and will therefore be called “Italian input”
F3 will be called “Italian social network” because of its
high loading on two questionnaire items: the number of
individuals named as interlocutors in Italian, and the
weighted frequency of Italian use (rarely, sometimes,
often) with those interlocutors.
F4 will be named “Italian literacy” because it was based
on the number of minutes per day that Ss spent reading
and/or writing in Italian, or the sum of estimates for
both Italian and English.
F5 was named “Italian competence”. It was based on
average self-ratings (7-point scales) of ability to read
and write Italian (two items), and to speak and
understand Italian (two other items).

Results
Naming F2 was problematic because it was based on
multiple questionnaire variables:
• chronological age;
• length of residence in Canada;
• years of formal education in Italy prior to
immigration:
• combined years of education in Italy and Canada.
The PCA was unable to tease apart these questionnaire
items, which were inter-correlated. For example, the older
the Ss were, they less education they tended to have
received in Italy (r = -0.53) and the longer they tended to
have lived in Canada (r = 0.74).

We decided to call F2 “education in Italy” because we
doubt that the ability to comprehend the native language
declines before 70 years of age (refs) or that Ss will tend to
“forget” their L1 after having lived abroad for a few
additional years.

Results
Four factors accounted for 41.6% of the variance in the
comprehension test scores obtained for the Late
leaners. (F5, self-reported Italian competence, did not
account for a significant amount of variance.)
F2, Education in Italy, accounted for more variance
(23.6%) than any other factor. The more schooling that
Ss had received in Italy, the higher their comprehension
test scores tended to be.
The importance of F2 may reflect the fact that the more
instruction in standard Italian the Late learners had
received at school in Italy before leaving for Canada, the
better was their comprehension of standard Italian
decades later.
As noted, however, we cannot rule out a contribution of
age (the older, the higher the scores) or LOR in Canada
(the longer, the greater the possibility of “forgetting”
Italian).

Results
F4 (Italian literacy) accounted for 3.1% of the variance.
The more the Ss reported reading and writing Italian
(and English), the higher their scores tended to be.
F1 (Italian input) accounted for 13.9% of the variance.
F3 (Italian social network) accounted for 1.3% of the
variance.
Taken together the last two variables mentioned (F1, F3)
accounted for 14.9% of the variance. It is important to
note that the effects of these two factors are paradoxical.
The more the Ss reported using Italian, and the larger
was the network of persons with whom they reported
speaking Italian, the lower were their comprehension
test scores.
We expected just the opposite.

Tenative conclusions
This study yielded two findings:
1. Immigrants who arrived in Canada before the after of 12 generally comprehended standard Italian
well.
2. Some immigrants who arrived in Canada after the age of 12 also comprehended standard Italian
well, but others did so poorly.
The single most important factor distinguishing the Late learners who could/could not comprehend
standard Italian well seems to have been how much formal education they had received in Italian
schools prior to emigration.
We hypothesize that many of our participants from central or southern Italy learned a variety of Italian
other than standard Italian as an L1, but that all were exposed to standard Italian when they began
attending school in Italy prior to leaving for Canada. This could explain why years of education in Italy
was a predictor of the comprehension test scores.

Tentative conclusions
We anticipated that the comprehension scores would be higher for participants who used Italian often
than for those who used Italian seldom.

A correlation did exist between the test scores and Italian use, but it was inverse: the greater the use of
Italian, the lower the comprehension test scores tended to be.
How can we explain the fact that a frequent use of the L1 was associated with a relatively poor
comprehension of standard Italian? The answer probably has to do the kind of Italian spoken by the
persons with with whom our participants used Italian.

Tentative conclusions
By hypothesis, the participants who obtained low comprehension scores – a subset of the Late learners –
where those who had not learned standard Italian.
The results obtained here call to mind an experience one of us had several years ago in Abruzzo. A group
of Italo-Canadians from Toronto had returned to visit Italy. They were staying in an agriturismo located
not far from their home town in the nearby mountains. The Italo-Canadians chatted comfortably
amongst themselves in their native dialect of Italian but seemed surprised when local people had
trouble understanding them.
We suspect that these long-time residents of Canada had maintained their native dialect of Italian for
decades. They were able to maintain their native dialect of Italian with little or no change because they
used Italian in Canada mainly with other immigrants from Abruzzo, perhaps persons from the same small
towns where they had been born.
If so, the Italo-Canadian visitors to Abruzzo had little opportunity to adapt the form of Italian they had
learned as children (that is, native dialect, or D1) to ongoing changes in the varieties of Italian spoken in
Abruzzo, where over time standard Italian had gradually become more common and began to influence
local dialects more strongly.

Additional research needed
Additional research will be needed to verify or disconfirm this “native dialect maintenance”
hypothesis. We hope to re-test a subset of the participants tested in Ottawa in early 2000:
Early Learners now 58 to 80 years of age, and Late learners now 43 to 80 years of age.
We hope to test three groups of 15 each: Late learners (Group 1), and two groups of Late learners
who differed in ability to comprehend standard Italian (Group 2, comprehension test scores > 80%;
Group 3, scores <= 50% correct)

Additional research needed
The 30-min follow-up study will have 4 parts which will be described in turn: Picture naming, Number
repetition, Sentence translation, and an enhanced Language background questionnaire (LBQ).
Picture naming. We will present 50 picturable Italian words, all representing common objects, persons,
animals, plants, or items of furniture or clothing. The words will be geosinonimi, Italian words differing
across regional varieties/dialects that have the same meaning.
Each test item will consist of a picture and the English name for the picture. The 50 items will be presented twice for naming in Italian. No special
instruction will be provided for the first set; but prior to presentation of the same items a second time, the Ss will be asked to say the Italian word
they think their grandparents would have used.
The dependent variable will be the number of non-standard words produced in response to the two sets of pictures. Ss who produce no non-standard
variants, especially in the second set, can be presumed to be speakers of standard Italian. Those who produce many non-standard variants likely speak
a regional variety or dialect of Italian. If they also speak standard Italian, the questions of interest is how well and when they learned standard Italian.

Additional research needed
Forward digit span. Ss will repeat strings of Italian numbers (1 to 9, pronounced in Standard Italian),
beginning with strings of three numbers (e.g., 4 9 1) and ending with strings of nine numbers (e.g., 5 1
4 9 7 6 3). The test will end when more than 3 successive errors are made.
The purpose of this test is to exclude from analysis Ss whose capacity for remembering number sequences falls below the
normal-for-age range.

Sentence translation. English translations of the 5 sentences from the comprehension test that proved
easiest and the 5 sentences that were most difficult will be randomly presented in writing. The task will
be to translate each English sentence into “Italian”. We will not specify, of course, specify the form of
Italian to be used in translating the English sentences.

Additional research needed
Sentence translation, continued.
The 10 English sentences will be translated into Italian three times each. The last translations will be digitized and
presented in 10 blocks (one for each sentence) to 10 Italian dialectologists who will judge each Italian sentence they
hear as having been produced in
• Standard Italian

• A variant of Italian typical for Calabria, Abruzzo, Molise, Lazio, Sicilia, Puglia, or Campania (seven choices) or
• A variant typical of “some other region” of Italy (the 9th and final response alternative).

One dependent variable computed for each participant will be the number of times the Italian sentences were
identified as having been produced in “standard Italian” (maximum = 50 judgments). The other dependent variable
will be number of correct identification of participants’ actual region of birth in Italy (maximum = 50).

Additional research needed
The “native dialect maintenance” hypothesis would be supported if:
• Members of the Late-low group (Late learners with a poor comprehension of standard Italian) use
standard Italian variants significantly less often when naming pictures than members of the Late-high
and Early groups.
• The Italian translation of English sentences by Late-low are identified less often as having been
produced in standard Italian, and their region of origin correctly identified more often, than the
sentence translation of the Late-high and Early groups.

If our follow-up study yields findings that support our hypothesis, they will need to be corroborated by
the results obtained on the language background questionnaire.

Additional research neededd
Language background questionnaire (LBQ)
The LBQ will be administered after the sentence translation task has been completed. Questions asked in
2000 will be repeated, and some new ones added.
We will ask all participants if they ever studied Italian in Canada. It is unlikely that any of the Late
learners did so, but the high level of performance obtained for Early learners leaves open this possibility.
In the event that few if any of our participants studied standard Italian, it will become reasonable to
conclude that some of participants, in addition to learning English as an L2, also learned standard Italian
as a D2, that is, as a second dialect of their native language.
It is also possible, of course, that rather than learning standard Italian, our participants learned a lingua
franca differing from standard Italian that blended properties of the various form of Italian that were
encountered in Canada.

Additional research needed
We will need more information, in any case, regarding what kind of Italian our participants heard in
Canada. Consider, for example, participants #272 and #232, who obtained comprehension scores of 34%
and 93% correct, respectively. The difference between these two women cannot be explained by AOA
(both arrived in Canada at the age of 18 years), years of education in Italy (both had 8 years of schooling in
Italy) nor overall frequency of Italian use (65% and 60%, respectively).

Additional research needed
Both indicated speaking Italian with five persons at the time of our original study (early 2000), but an
important difference may have existed. Participant #272 was from a small town in Abruzzo. She spoke
Italian with her sister (presumably also from Abruzzo) and it is likely that her children learned their
mother’s native dialect of Italian. We don’t know where her husband was from. However, if he too came
from Abruzzo then participant #272 may have heard mostly, or only, a form of Italian spoken in Abruzzo.

Additional research
Participant #230, who came from a small town in Calabria, had an excellent comprehension of standard
Italian. We have no knowledge of what kind of Italian the members of her social network (a husband, sisterin-law and three friends) spoke. If they came from a region other than Calabria, participant #230 may have
been compelled to learn a new form of Italian, standard Italian or a lingua franca blending properties of
various forms of Italian encountered in Canada. This is to be verified or disconfirmed in future research.

Summary
We found that most Italians who immigrated to Canada before the age of 12, and some “Late learners”
who immigrated after that age, comprehended standard Italian very well even after decades of residence
in Canada. Other Late learners, however, comprehended standard Italian poorly or not at all.
The comprehension test scores obtained for Late learners were affected little by length of Canadian
residence, but increased as a function of years of schooling in Italy prior to immigration. Frequency of
Italian use in Canada was also identified as predictor of the comprehension test scores. However, the
correlation between the scores and % Italian use was inverse: the more Italian was used, the lower the
scores.
We hypothesize that the Early learners and some Late learners learned Standard Italian or an Italian lingua
franca as a D2 (second dialect) in addition to learning English as an L2. Other Late learners, by hypothesis,
obtained low scores on the comprehension tests because they had never learned Standard Italian. We
attribute this to their having used Italian in Canada principally with persons who spoke the same (nonstandard) form of Italian they had learned in childhood. This inference is by no means certain, and so
further research is needed.

