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Abstract 

This paper describes a project aimed at creating a new resource family of multilingual and mul-
timodal resources centered around the concept of a “Linguistics of the self”, i.e. personal reflec-
tions on the role of languages in shaping one’s identity. Language portrait silhouettes, drawing 
bilingualism, and linguistic autobiographies are different types of resources that share this 
common feature. We describe the resources and the criteria for their metadata annotation, focus-
ing in particular on linguistic autobiographies, where the writer explicitly reflects on the rela-
tionship between him/herself and language. These genres are fruitfully used in different educa-
tional settings, and research has shown that they help to uncover the social, affective, and psy-
chological dimensions of language learning. The potential of a multilingual and multimodal col-
lection is discussed starting from data collected in Italy and Norway. 

 
 

1 CLARIN Resource Families and Linguistic Diversity 

The CLARIN Resource Family (Fišer et al. 2018) is a user-friendly overview per data type of availa-
ble language resources in the CLARIN infrastructure aimed at the needs of researchers from digital 
humanities, social sciences, and human language technologies. Resource families are provided accord-
ing to modality (spoken, multimodal, computer-mediated), genre (historical, academic, literary, news-
paper, etc.), different languages, and intended use (reference, L2 learners). These groupings of corpo-
ra, lexical resources and other tools are meant to facilitate comparative research: for each resource 
family, a brief description is provided followed by a list of the resources belonging to the family, to-
gether with the most important metadata (name, size, annotation, license, language, description and 
availability). Thus, resource families provide a curated view of the available CLARIN resources. Over 
the years, this has proven to be a highly visible initiative appreciated by a broad spectrum of CLARIN 
users (Leonardič and Fišer 2020) and it therefore deserves to be maintained and enlarged. In this pa-
per, we introduce a new genre that comprises various types of productions (texts and mixed text and 
drawings) sharing the common feature of containing personal reflections on the role of language in 
shaping one’s identity. We argue that a resource family devoted to this genre could be useful for both 
first and second language research and pedagogy, as well as for a better understanding of the linguistic 
landscape in European schools and universities, as it is shown in the following section.  
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2 Self-Reflective Practices for Shaping Europe’s Multilingual Landscape 

Pedagogical research has shed light on the importance of reflective practices for both teachers and stu-
dents. As far as the former are concerned, reflective practices can help in reshaping their knowledge 
and their teaching practices (Farrell 2022). Students, too, can be encouraged to engage in self-
reflection to help them focusing on the emotional and cognitive components of their attitudes toward 
the subjects they are studying. In language education there are several age-appropriate tasks that are 
typically employed in assisting students to reflect on their multilingual selves in order to develop me-
ta-sociolinguistic competence. Among the most popular methods we can list: i) language portrait sil-
houettes; ii) drawing bilingualism; iii) linguistic autobiographies. Silhouettes and drawing bilingual-
ism are discussed in §2.1, while a separate paragraph is devoted to linguistic autobiographies (§2.2). 

2.1 Language Portrait Silhouette and Drawing Bilingualism  

Language portrait silhouette (LPS) and drawing bilingualism (DB) are two multimodal self-reflective 
tasks that are suitable for early childhood and primary education because they do not require particular 
abilities in writing. However, LPS and DB can also be employed in other contexts such as secondary 
schools and universities, especially in multilingual classes where different levels of linguistic compe-
tence can be found. In LPS tasks, respondents are given a body silhouette (see fig. 1) and are asked to 
paint it, choosing different colors and body part for each language they want to mention (Busch 2010). 
They can be adopted also at a policy level: in the Autonomous multilingual Province of Bo-
zen\Bolzano in South Tyrol, LPS is an accredited part of the European Portfolio of languages. Re-
spondents are asked to fill the silhouette with different colors, using larger spots for the most frequent-
ly used languages, and to discuss their LPS with schoolmates (Provincia Autonoma di Bolzano 2004). 
 
 

 
Figure 1.  A template for LPS 

Similarly, in the drawing bilingualism task (Favaro 2013), children can freely draw themselves with-
out having a silhouette to fill in. Children have to imagine themselves as plurilingual individuals and 
choose which representation of themselves can better capture their plurilingual mind. Figure 2 shows a 
specimen collected in an Italian secondary school: according to the image, French is the language of 
the ‘head’ because it has been studied at school, while Italian is the language of the ‘heart’; German is 
the language of the ‘hand’ since the student has to struggle with its grammar and finally English is the 
language of the ‘legs’, because it opens up doors in space and time. 
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Figure 2. A drawing bilingualism example from the University of Siena corpus 

These two tasks are commonly used across Europe (cf. for the Italian setting Manconi 2019; Biagioli 
2021) as they do not require specific training; LPS can also easily be downloaded from different web-
sites (see for example https://cluss.unistrasi.it/public/articoli/157/Silhouette%20linguistica.pdf). In 
these two tasks, the linguistic repertoire is truly interpreted as embodied cognition. With LPS and DB, 
researchers can look at linguistic repertoires from a multimodal perspective (Kress & van Leeuwen 
2006): they can analyse the relation between language, colours and cultural tropes, the affiliation and 
emotional component of language learning, as well as the multimodal representation of language using 
different symbols. For teachers, LPS and DB could be used as an ice-breaker activity during the first 
days of school. 

2.2 Linguistic Autobiographies 

Unlike the two tasks explained in 2.1, linguistic autobiographies constitute a non-fictional genre where 
the writer explicitly reflects on the relationship between him/herself and language. Different labels 
have been used for describing this genre other than linguistic autobiographies, such as language mem-
oirs (Pavlenko 2001, 2007; Kramsch 2004) or language stories (Gohard-Radenkovic, Rachedi 2009). 
In this self-reflective writing practice, language becomes the overarching organising principle for re-
tracing salient moments in the writer's life. The idea behind this genre is that the acquisition and the 
interaction of different languages can be seen as the acquisition of selfhood (Ramsdell 2004). Linguis-
tic autobiographies can be considered as both a research and a pedagogical tool. They are used by pro-
fessors and teachers in secondary schools and university classrooms to help students in developing 
their metalinguistic and metapragmatic abilities; within superdiverse multilingual classrooms, linguis-
tic autobiographies allow students to narrate their multilingual selves and they help make their lan-
guages more visible. Linguistic autobiographies can also help linguists in gaining access to language 
ideologies and attitudes towards language varieties: in particular, these narratives can help understand 
how ideologies about languages can have an impact on the linguistic behaviour of speakers. 
Linguistic autobiographies are highly versatile in that they can easily be collected without requiring 
specific skills or academic knowledge. Several templates are available to facilitate the production of 
linguistic autobiographies, which offer some suggestions to think about languages and self-reflect on 
key points of the writers’ own life (cf. Canobbio 2006; D’Agostino 2007; Luppi, Thüne 2022)1. 
For example, one possible template requires mentioning: 
1) Family members and personal data (place of birth, eventual relocations, etc.);   
2) Family linguistic background: L1 of the grandparents, L1 of the parents; 
3) Family linguistic situation: parents and grandparents’ linguistic preferences (they speak which lan-
guage to whom and when); which languages are used for ordinary communication between family 
members (with children, with the rest of the family); family choices in linguistic education (which 

 
1 The Council of Europe provides its own template for compiling language biographies of users’ plurilingual 
profiles. The scheme can be found here: 
https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=09000016804932
c5) 
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language is taught to children); which language is spoken at home; which other varieties are used at 
home, and for what purposes (communicative, expressive, affective needs, identity stances, etc.); 
4) Family and school attitudes and behaviours: repression of non-standard varieties; are any specific 
varieties preferred to other varieties? Are there any disfavoured languages? Are there any forbidden 
languages used in secret between friends or family members? 
5) Meeting with linguistic diversity (holiday trips to different regions, community of practices, peer 
groups, school environment, extended family etc.). Formal and informal language learning (foreign 
language schools, friends from abroad etc.); are different languages used with different groups of peo-
ple? Are non-standard varieties used for performing specific identities? Etc. 
6)  Personal evaluation of language learning in and out of school; ability to perceive different linguis-
tic varieties, social evaluation of accents, stigma and stereotypes towards accents, varieties, languages, 
etc. 

Here is an instance of a linguistic autobiography produced by a second-generation Italian student of 
Chinese origin, followed by its translation into English. 

 
Io ho iniziato a studiare l’italiano quando andavo all'asilo e l’ho imparato insieme al cinese. 
Quando andavo all’asilo soprattutto io parlavo italiano perché c’erano solo 2 o 3 compagni cinesi. 

A casa io parlo cinese con i miei genitori e alcune volte italiano o inglese con mia sorella, i miei geni-
tori parlano sempre il dialetto e vuole anch’ io parlare il dialetto a casa e mi dicono non devi mai di-
menticare il dialetto perché questo è il nostro radice. Io vorrei migliorare il mio italiano perché que-
sta lingua l’ho iniziato a studiare a l’asilo e per un altro motivo: io abito in Italia e userò più italiano 
di cinese. Io vorrei migliorare francese e tedesco più d’italiano perché queste due lingue forse le use-
rò per lavorare2. 

 
I started studying Italian when I was in kindergarten and I learned it together with Chinese. 
In kindergarten I used to speak Italian because there were only 2 or 3 Chinese classmates. At home 

I speak Chinese with my parents and sometimes Italian or English with my sister, my parents always 
speak the dialect and I want to speak the dialect too at home and they tell me you must never forget 
the dialect because this is our root. I would like to improve my Italian because I started studying this 
language in kindergarten and for another reason: I live in Italy and I will use more Italian than Chi-
nese. I would like to improve French and German more than Italian because I will perhaps use these 
two languages for work. 

 
The template (and the terminology used) can be adapted depending on the age, educational back-
ground and other characteristics of those involved. In any case, linguistic autobiographies are deeply 
personal texts that outline the writers’ own thoughts and feelings, giving them the possibility for spon-
taneous expression.  

2.3 The Societal Potential of Self-Reflective Practices in Education 

All these tasks are fruitfully used in different educational settings, and research has shown that these 
tools help to uncover the social, affective, and psychological dimensions of language learning (Fran-
ceschini, Miecnikowski 2004; Groppaldi 2010; Cavagnoli 2020; Salvadori, Blondeau, Polimeni 2020). 
Language biographies are also an important element of the European Language Portfolio, as they en-
courage learners to write information on linguistic and cultural experiences gained in and outside for-
mal educational contexts (Council of Europe 2001). They permit students to develop an awareness of 
cultural and linguistic diversity, and to learn about the social value of languages. In superdiverse set-
tings, linguistic autobiographies help students in understanding mechanisms of stereotyping and lin-
guistic discrimination and are considered an empowering tool. Teachers can also gain access to the 
students’ linguistic learning process, and they can discover students’ learning practices and reasons for 
studying languages, as well as their needs and expectations. For policy makers and stakeholders, self-
reflective practices can help in understanding students’ motivation for language learning, thus allow-

 
2 The linguistic autobiography reported in the paper is directly quoted from the original text, without any editing 
from the authors. 
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ing them to develop specific school curricula addressing students’ communicative needs. For those 
who are interested in the sociology of languages, these data can also provide unique information about 
informal language-learning opportunities and the different values that speakers attach to different 
types of multilingualism. 

 

3 Towards a CLARIN Resource Family for Self-Reflective Practices 

Language portrait silhouettes, drawing bilingualism, and linguistic autobiographies constitute different 
genres of great scholarly significance and with high potential of impacting education. The genres 
above can all be considered self-reflective practices, with language(s) being the overarching character-
izing principle. For this reason, we believe that a multilingual and multimodal resource family that 
collects LPS, DB and linguistic autobiographies produced by L1 and L2 speakers of different lan-
guages in different countries is an important contribution to the scholarly community gathered around 
CLARIN. This new resource family will thus deal with peculiar genres with specific formal and con-
tent characteristics, and it is also open to hosting other genres and text types, such as oral interviews 
and personal narratives. From our point of view, it is desirable that all textual and non-textual products 
sharing the trait of personal metalinguistic reflection can be collected, and that their collection is car-
ried out in ways that allow scholars to easily compare them and practitioners to use them immediately. 
The new resource family, called “Linguistics of the Self”, will thus offer the possibility for scholars to 
access all these kinds of data, and to contribute with their own data. In this section we report about the 
principles and criteria that we will follow in building the resources and making them available as a 
CLARIN resource family. We will provide examples from the corpus of linguistic autobiographies, 
which so far represents the largest component of the family. 

3.1 Adding Linguistic Autobiographies to CLARIN 

The University of Siena corpus of linguistic autobiographies will be the core of this new multilingual 
and multimodal resource family. At present, this resource consists of about 300 linguistic autobiog-
raphies collected during university courses in linguistics (educational linguistics and sociolinguistics)3, 
about 50 autobiographies written by secondary school students, and about 40 produced by secondary 
school teachers. An example is available in Figure 3. In addition to the core, the resource will also in-
clude autobiographies collected in Norway. A small pilot collection has been carried out at the Uni-
versity of Bergen, in Norway, and has produced texts in different languages, including English and 
Spanish (see Fig. 4). The collected texts will be digitized, and data processing will be carried out for 
anonymization, automatic linguistic analysis with the Profiling-UD tool (see Brunato et al. 2020) and 
metadata description, on the basis of a shared procedure. A strong requirement that constrains how the 
corpus is going to be structured is that it should be easy to update, so that the corpus can be integrated 
with new linguistic autobiographies. Indeed, linguistic autobiographies, as well as LPS and DB, are 
commonly produced and collected by others, in addition to the original creators of the resource. Possi-
ble potential contributors are schoolteachers who collect this type of data according to the procedure 
that we suggest, but also other university professors. Linguistic autobiographies are currently being 
collected as part of teaching activities at several Italian universities (University of Pavia, Macerata, 
Roma Tre, among others), especially in educational linguistics and sociolinguistics courses. Even if 
this resource is not particularly large in number, compared to other CLARIN resources, one of its 
main strengths is its transversality, in that it can be used in any higher education degree. This will al-
low the resource to grow steadily each year. 

In this respect, we have identified the structure of the ParlaMint project (Erjavec et al. 2022), where 
each file of the corpus represents a single transcript session, as the most appropriate for our needs. 

 
3 At the University of Siena, approximately 60 autobiographies per academic year are collected. In particular, the 
collection is an integral part of the course in Sociolinguistics: autobiographies are collected at the beginning and 
the end of the course and function as a tool both to introduce some key notions from sociolinguistics and to al-
low individual reflection by students at the end of the course, once analytical skills and terminology have been 
acquired. 
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This will allow the corpus to grow constantly, with new autobiographies being periodically added to 
the original collection.  

 
 

 
Figure 3. A hand-written linguistic autobiography from the University of Siena corpus 

 

 
Figure 4. A linguistic autobiography collected at the University of Bergen 

This new CLARIN resource is designed to be comparable with other types of resources, such as 
LPS and DB, that share some of the features of linguistic autobiographies. Additionally, linguistic au-
tobiographies could share some features with already existing or future resources, such as focus 
groups on language attitudes, qualitative interviews and oral narratives in which the interviewee de-
scribes his/her relationship with his/her mother tongue(s), language acquisition, etc. 

This approach derives from the fact of having devised our resource as a member of a resource fami-
ly from the outset, and it has important consequences for the choice of metadata (see §3.2). Further-
more, it is important to us that the new resource can easily be compared with similar resources that are 
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already part of CLARIN collections. For example, by searching the corpus according to speakers’ L1, 
it will be possible to compare the biographies of speakers with the same L1 across different countries, 
educational settings, etc. This possibility may be used for various purposes, e.g. for a comparative 
analysis of the effects of language contact in different settings and with different L2s. Therefore, we 
foresee that rich metadatation will be added to the corpus of linguistic autobiographies: all the valua-
ble sociodemographic data, the language used and all the languages and varieties mentioned in the au-
tobiographies will have to be made explicit. This will greatly enhance the usability and comparability 
of the resource (see below). 
 
3.2 Criteria for Metadata Selection for a Multilingual and Multimodal Resource Family on the 
“Linguistics of the Self” 
 
The choice of metadata is a crucial issue in building resource families (Leonardič and Fišer 2020), and 
it is therefore of paramount importance. When a resource family is created from already available re-
sources, it is often the case that the curated resources have different depths and breadths of metadata 
description, which in turn has consequences for their final usability. In our case, where the individual 
resources are going to be created and described having in mind their role as members of a wider re-
source family, it is of utmost importance that all the different genres are described in such a way that 
their collection under a resource family is straightforward and allows for their maximum comparabil-
ity. Here we introduce some of the criteria that will guide us in the selection and adoption of metadata 
for the resources composing the family.  

We believe that a metadata description that is oriented to making a resource fit in a resource family 
must satisfy two interacting main requirements: a) exhaustiveness and b) comparability.  

Exhaustive metadata description is important not only for the sake of describing any given individ-
ual resource accurately, but also in order to maximise its traceability and the possibility for it to be 
discovered and included in future collections. All aspects belonging to the “linguistics of the self” will 
need to be highlighted accordingly: the self-descriptive aspect, the modality of the task (spontaneous 
drawing, written autobiography, oral interview, etc.), all the languages that are mentioned and the lan-
guage in which a given text is produced, whether the language is an L1 or L2 for the author, in addi-
tion to more customary socio-demographic factors such as sex, age and provenance. Metadata descrip-
tion will also take into account other important aspects, namely school grade (resources collected in 
primary or secondary schools, or universities) and metalinguistic competence (autobiographies col-
lected before and after linguistic courses). 

Making this information explicit will make it possible, for instance, for a scholar interested in 
studying the attitudes of students towards English as a second language to select all autobiographies 
written in different languages and mentioning English as a second language.  

A TEI Header will be developed to encode this information. Each autobiography will then be anno-
tated according to the TEI header scheme. The TEI Header scheme will be made available to down-
load, in order to facilitate the annotation of similar resources already owned by other scholars.  

 In order to ensure the highest possible degree of comparability with other resources, either already 
present in the CLARIN ecosystem or to be added in the future, metadata description for the new re-
sources will have to take into account the metadata sets used for describing resources that are partially 
overlapping for content and/or genre with linguistic autobiographies. From a first analysis of the VLO 
we have identified oral interviews, general autobiographies and personal narratives as the most similar 
genres already represented in CLARIN collections. The metadata used for describing these resources 
will be studied and analyzed to identify which elements of their description can be included in metada-
ta description for linguistic autobiographies and linguistic silhouettes.  

Since these are very peculiar genres not currently available in CLARIN, none of the available pro-
files for describing the resource is entirely suitable. The VLO repository, for instance, already offers a 
selection of linguistic autobiographies collected in two (non-exclusively) Italian-speaking settings, 
namely Language Biographies from South Tyrol and from Basel. However, these two corpora consist 
of audio interviews, together with their transcriptions. Written linguistic autobiographies, on the other 
hand, show some peculiar features such as a) written modality vs. mainly oral modality, and b) their 
strong emphasis on the linguistic component: language is the key around which the narrative is built 
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and articulated, and the recollection of one’s life follows a linguistic path, while, in general, oral narra-
tives focus on the main events in the lives of speakers.  

 
3.3 Working Agenda 
 
Available CMDI profiles will be studied and, if necessary, an ad hoc profile will be created to ade-
quately describe the new resources. In addition to the metadata definition, legal and ethical issues will 
be addressed for personal data protection, in order to clarify i) the legal basis for future fieldwork col-
lection, especially in the case of children/minors; ii) the procedure for obtaining consent for texts al-
ready collected – also before the introduction of GDPR; iii) anonymization strategies, especially in 
cases where explicit consent is absent. 

In addition to the resource, support material for the collection of new resources will then be made 
available: three scripts (in English, Italian, and Norwegian) to guide the researcher/teacher in the elici-
tation of the texts (linguistic autobiographies, LPS, DB); guidelines for anonymizing the texts; and a 
template for their representation in TEI format. The script for the collection of autobiographies will 
only contain minimal information, such as the one mentioned in 2.2. For LPS, the silhouette will be 
provided, together with general instructions in three languages. The proposed family will thus provide 
a consistent and shared framework for the collection and curation of texts and multimodal products 
that are remarkably peculiar and therefore highly subject to the risks incurred by any data-scarce col-
lection, such as inconsistency of structure, format, and level of analysis. The common template for 
metadata description of the different resources belonging to the family and the protocol for elicitation 
of the interviews will prove useful for ensuring coherence and comparability across different initia-
tives and will greatly help researchers and teachers by providing them with an established format. 

Alongside this investigation, we will implement specific activities to promote linguistic autobiog-
raphies as an educational tool, also in order to discover any uses already in place but unknown to us. 
We are confident that in some of the countries involved in the CLARIN network, linguistic autobiog-
raphies are already used in school and university settings. In this respect, ILC-CNR and the University 
of Siena have now the advantage of being involved in the CIRCE Erasmus+ project (2023-25) aimed 
at studying accent discrimination in education. The school environment is a hotspot for investigating 
this issue: students are exposed to different accents and form and reinforce their attitudes and beliefs 
towards them also on the basis of peer pressure. Teachers are also confronted daily with regional and 
non-native accents of the national language, and may unconsciously succumb to prejudice and nega-
tive evaluations of non-standard varieties. In the project, a specific task will be devoted to training 
school teachers in using linguistic autobiographies in their classes. These autobiographies will then be 
FAIRified and will be added to the CLARIN resource family. This will permit to collect at least 200 
multilingual autobiographies in different school settings and in different countries (in a digital format).  

 We thus wish to help uncover any already existing material and encourage the production of new 
material. A multilingual collection of such written material will indeed offer an invaluable picture 
from several perspectives. Firstly, it can be used as teaching material, from school classes of any grade 
to university courses, in order to raise awareness of heritage languages, accentism and glottophobia. 
Secondly, it can help teachers to better understand the most used and known languages in their class-
rooms. And thirdly, this collection represents a useful tool to verify – among pupils, students and 
teachers – the pervasiveness of the concept of linguistic error and deviation in describing linguistic 
repertoires.  

Comparable corpora of linguistic autobiographies will also provide valuable quantitative and quali-
tative data to researchers interested in a variety of topics – such as language attitudes, language and 
migration, multilingualism and language contact. Finally, this new resource can help policymakers in 
designing linguistic policies that are more consistent with the different linguistic landscapes existing in 
different European schools and universities. 
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