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Abstract

The paper deals with the importance of the geography of languages and its role in the analysis of the cultural system of social groups. It demonstrates the relationship between the human need for communication, the approach to resources and utilization of environmental assets. This theme can be considered as an aspect of geography education for pupils in secondary school.  Methodological suggestions and examples of didactic planning are proposed for use by teachers.
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Educational approach to a geography of languages

Delgado de Carvalho was the first who differentiated linguistic geography from the geography of languages, which maps the geographic areas of linguistic codes and analyzes their relationship to social events. 

Geographic attention is turned to communicative codes as cultural expressions of human groups, and as marks of identity in which people demonstrate  sovereignty over territory. This sector of research is a part of cultural geography, which studies conditions for the localization of human activities and landscape transformations, without limiting itself to material aspects. Indeed, the cultural dimension has repercussions both on behaviour and on more concrete works.

Concrete works and behaviour represent the cultural system of a community whose principal cultural factors are language, religion and ethnicity.  Language represents  “immaterial thoughts”, but it becomes concrete as expressed in the choice of words for territory. The world, in fact, is forged according to the linguistic habits of a group. Therefore the word  makes the world and the linguistic act gives it meaning.

It is evident there is a relationship between language, ethnicity and territory, because social organization is expressed through language and behaviour conditions linguistic usage. Language emphasizes human needs and the utilisation of  environmental resources. For example, it changes due to the influence of human mobility.

 Furthermore, language is the status symbol of people and represents  the sense of  belonging of each person to their State. The materiality of language is proved by its transformation over time. A group modifies its own linguistic uses for cultural reasons, while human mobility creates and sustains different varieties of languages.

The connection between the human need for communication and the approach to environmental resources is very close. They are primary needs for the survival of social groups. In both cases people have to share linguistic acts and experiences, then the word aids social mediation making the utilization of environmental assets easier.

Another important aspect of communication is the transformation process, which one finds both in the organization of  human settlements as well as in linguistic uses. These transformations are linked not only to economic and political factors, but also to the diffusion of new language codes.  Contact among different people requires them to adjust to new conditions. Thus the spoken languages represent this evolution.

In conclusion, a cultural area is the coherent result of choices relative to a social group that are visible in the territorial traits and codified in linguistic acts. Figure 1 synthesizes the relationship between human behaviour and languages. It demonstrates that the communicative code expresses the mentality of a group and represents a important trait of the cultural system.
The geography of languages and the didactic planning

The geography of languages  studies the relationship between languages and geographic areas. Indeed, the geographer analyzes the relationship among  language, culture and territorial organization.  Attention is turned to the overall use of the linguistic codes, and how languages represent the communities.

The didactic geography, therefore, is a intermediary  between these disciplinary branches and their users  Teaching plan must be founded on a gradual discovery made by pupils of  linguistic uses and their changes connected to social transformations. The analysis of linguistic codes is complete if the  study of place-names is added.  

Didactic activities must also include place-names  as a document of the territory and as an expression  of the cultural system. It is necessary to remark on both Smith’s work on the  process of colonization and on the expansion of European peoples in the medieval age through place-names  taking into account the study of  V. Langella, who analyzed the localization of Indo-European languages in Europe. 

Un educative prospective of geography of languages has to  include the analysis of  texts. Indeed  written codification is important to analyze all the documents for reconstructing geographic processes through descriptions and voyage novels of travel.  The texts demonstrate both cultural dynamics and the use of codes.  

The geo-linguistic didactic, i.e. to study and learn the geography of languages, an interesting research sector where teachers can propose some educational projects to promote understanding of the relationship between linguistic usage and geographic areas. The didactic role is twofold: to communicate concepts of cultural geography and reinforce interests in the geo-linguistic sector. It is especially useful for pupils in high school. This is because they have all the necessary qualifications for a fully understanding of the geographic items.

To study and learn the geography of languages, it is possible to organize educational plans  and to carry out the following suggestions:

a)  Observe the linguistic experience of a community and it’s linguistic uses;

b)  Compare collected data  with  historical documents;

c)  Plan the cartographic representation of linguistic phenomena;

d)  Analyse the spatial and temporal scales of  linguistic usage;

e)  Consider the relationship between usage and human mobility;

f)  Evaluate the current-day presence of different codes.

An important aspect to emphasize in didactic activities is the concrete experience, which allows   to start the   research work. Indeed, real linguistic choices are collected through interviews carried out by pupils in their community.  They then analyze the interviews  and so will be able to recognize the community codes and linguistic usages.

 The interviews give the informations about the linguistic acts and the pupils can put in order on the schedules. They check the words used by their community, the chances, the popular linguistic forms. Subsequently, the diffusion of linguistic phenomena will be represented on maps. In addition, the historical documents can be studied by pupils and, with the aid of their teachers, they will comprehend the reasons for changes or contiguity of uses. The pupils can also discover the words used for naming the territory. When the data concerning the specific area of their community, are collected, they have to be compared with those of another area. 

The didactic plan for the geography of languages is detailed  as follows:

a) discussion in classroom about the linguistic uses;

b) data collection;

c) cartographic representations;

d) analysis of prevalent linguistic usage; 

e) comparison between linguistic usage and  territory;

f ) geohistoric analysis of place-names;

g) analysis of descriptive texts.

The pupils will prepare posters illustrating the prevalent language code of their community and its diffusion in the area under investigation, as well as historical characteristics and transformations. Through studies of  popular linguistic forms, proverbs, place-names, and slang expressions they will focus on the mentality of the social group. Finally,  the items and maps of linguistic phenomena will be represented on the posters. 
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Figure 1: The relationship between environmental use and communicative need.
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