
“Culture from the beginning 
and language to the end”—this 
motto truly exemplifies the 
philosophy that drives the 
Department of French and 
Italian Languages and Literatures 
in the University of Pittsburgh 
Kenneth P. Dietrich School of 
Arts and Sciences. The depart-
ment offers students a balanced 
combination of courses uniquely 

designed to strengthen oral and written language skills and to 
introduce students to the study of French and Italian literatures  
and cultures.

“Ultimately, the goal of the department is to provide students 
with meaningful connections to the world through French and 
Italian languages and cultures,” explains department chair Lina 
Insana. “While we continue to refine language skills throughout 
the academic careers of students, we introduce them to the 
cultural context of the language from the outset. Through courses 
in literature, film, and theater, students see the integration of 
culture and language that offers them a different way of seeing and 
interpreting the world.” 

Languages connect students to the world in many different ways. 
Some students who major in Italian come to the program having a 
strong desire to delve deeper into the traditions and history of their 
family. Other students have an interest in art history or music, and 
the Italian major complements their interest. As French is a global 
language, students studying it often have a strong desire to work 
in francophone countries such as Haiti and many parts of Africa. 
Because of the nature of the programs, many of the majors pair the 
programs with other disciplines such as neuroscience, anthropology, 
biology, political science, linguistics, psychology, film studies, music, 
religious studies, history, communication, and business.  

The vast majority of the department’s classes are taught completely  
in the target language, including beginning language 
classes. This full immersion into the language allows both 
programs to focus on communication of the language for 
maximum use in the classroom. One of the main goals 
in the French and Italian language programs is to guide 
students in the development of their skills through 
communicative acts of reading, writing, and creating 
discourse around texts of all types.

Learning the language does not occur only in the 
classroom setting. “There is a fluidity between the 
classroom and outside-of-class activities,” says Insana. 
“To immerse students in the full francophone experi-
ence, for instance, our faculty in the French program 
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take students on outings to experience the local flavor and 
culture of French restaurants and the opera.” Students also are 
encouraged to take advantage of the extracurricular activities 
organized by the department. The “tavola italiana” Italian 
conversation hour and the “table du conversation” French 
conversation hour provide students with the opportunity to 
apply their skills in an informal setting with faculty and peers. 

Internships are an integral part of the curriculum and include 
positions in cultural organizations, translation companies, 
and high school language departments. Studying a language 
definitely provides a competitive edge when students are vying 
for internships or job opportunities, says Insana. “We were 
thrilled when one of our students received an extraordinary 
internship offer at Dolce & Gabbana, the luxury fashion 
house in Milan, Italy, solely because of her command of  
the Italian language.”  

Students also are encouraged to add an international dimen-
sion to their undergraduate education by studying abroad. 
The department, in conjunction with the Study Abroad 
Office, offers four study abroad programs during the summer 
months and one during the academic year. While most of 
these programs provide full immersion into the culture  
and language, there is one, Pitt in Rome, that is designed  
for beginning to intermediate Italian language students.  
For more information, visit www.abroad.pitt.edu.

As the department looks ahead to celebrating its 50th anni-
versary in 2015, Insana is excited about what the future holds 
for the department. “We are so fortunate to have the luxury 
of offering a breadth of courses with specialists on both the 
French and Italian side,” says Insana. “Our faculty are central 
to the success of this department. They are completely engaged 
and connected with the students, and they bring their passion, 
their expertise, and their love of the cultures to this program.” 

For more information, visit www.frenchanditalian.pitt.edu. 

DID YOU KNOW?
• Each spring, the department sponsors an Italian  

film festival featuring seven award-winning  
contemporary Italian films in the original language  
with English subtitles.

• The French and Italian clubs are open to all students 
on campus interested in learning more about the 
French and Italian culture and language. 

• The department shares its expertise with the 
community through the University’s College in High 
School program, while students apply their language 
skills through internships with local high school  
teachers of French and Italian, the Alliance Française  
de Pittsburgh, and the Italian American Collection  
at the Senator John Heinz History Center. 
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MESSAGE FROM THE 
ASSOCIATE DEAN  

Endless Possibilities
The Kenneth P. Dietrich School of Arts and Sciences 
provides liberal arts and preprofessional instruction to 
nearly 11,000 undergraduate students from more than 
100 countries, including the United States, China, India, 
South Korea, and Taiwan. With its world-class faculty  
and nationally ranked programs, the Dietrich School is 
the cornerstone of the University of Pittsburgh’s record  
of research and scholarly excellence. 

Our mission at the Dietrich School is to provide a 
rigorous liberal arts curriculum that challenges our 
students to look beyond their own personal goals and 
ideals and to embrace the interconnectedness of the entire 
world. Through classes taken in the natural sciences, 
humanities, and social sciences, students learn critical 
reflection, problem solving, and communication. With 
more than 50 majors to choose from, students can shape 
their own degree paths and develop into creative, expres-
sive, critical thinkers. This cross-disciplinary study enables 
students to broaden their horizons and open their eyes  
to endless possibilities and career choices. 

The Department of French and Italian Languages and 
Literatures plays a vital role in this mission, enabling 
students to be globally astute and internationally aware. 
By studying languages and culture, students are intro-
duced to new ideas, customs, and values. While students 
gain an appreciation for and understanding of a world 
outside their own, studying languages also provides a new 
perspective on and awareness of their own culture. 

Through this robust curriculum, the Dietrich School 
builds a strong academic foundation for its students and 
prepares them to take the next successful step after they 
leave the University of Pittsburgh. Whether they are 
attending graduate or professional school or pursuing a 
career in the corporate or nonprofit sector, students with  
a liberal arts degree are equipped to lead successful, 
productive lives. In true liberal arts spirit, 25 percent of 
the 2014 graduating class pursued double or triple majors. 
Not only is the diversity of the majors impressive, but 
86 percent of these students also pursued official minors. 
Wanting to continue their quest for knowledge and 
discovery, many of our students will go on to pursue  
a graduate degree or a second bachelor’s degree.  

I am proud of the extraordinary achievements attained  
by all of our students, especially the Dietrich School 
student scholars who recently were awarded prestigious 
David L. Boren, Barry M. Goldwater, and Churchill 
scholarships. These highly competitive awards reflect the 
talent and hard work of our students and Pitt’s commit-
ment to undergraduate education. With a liberal arts 
education firmly in hand, Dietrich School students have 
distinguished themselves (and will continue to do so) in 
business, industry, education, technology, and a world of 
other opportunities. 

May you have a relaxing and enjoyable summer. 

John A. Twyning 
Associate Dean for Undergraduate Studies

Summer Sessions 
Registration 
Continues 
Summer sessions at the University of Pittsburgh provide  
an exciting opportunity for students to catch up on needed 
credits, stay on track to graduate in four years, or get ahead  
of schedule for the fall term. Summer sessions classes are 
designed to help students reach their educational goals no  
matter where they are in their academic career. 

During the summer, students can complete general education  
or specialized requirements, finish core and prerequisite courses, or enroll in popular courses and labs that  
fill quickly during the academic year. Summer sessions also provide opportunities to explore subjects in  
a major without the pressure of a full class load. Flexible scheduling allows students to take classes during  
the summer months without forgoing summer jobs, internships, or family vacations.

The Department of French and Italian Languages and Literatures offers a variety of classes during the 
summer for students wanting to complete their language requirement as well as majors looking for more 
specialized courses. Classes include Elementary French 1 and 2 and Elementary Italian 1 and 2.  

For more information on specific course offerings in all disciplines, please visit www.courses.as.pitt.edu.

FACULTY PROFILE

Passion for Language 
Transforms Classroom 
Experience
Whether he is introducing freshman students to the French 
language and culture or discussing best practices in writing 
business plans with seniors, Brett Wells’ passion for teaching 
and love of the French language are profound. His excitement 
resonates with his students, who enthusiastically become 
actively engaged in the learning process. Wells, a senior lecturer 
in the Department of French and Italian Languages and 
Literatures, is director of undergraduate studies in French  
and the major and study abroad advisor in French.

Wells’ initial interest in language study came from his mother, 
who taught high school Spanish. Curious to know what his 
mother was saying to her Spanish-speaking colleagues and 
friends, Wells signed up for Spanish classes. Later, as an  
undergraduate music major at Drake University, Wells enrolled in a French class to fulfill a major  
requirement. “As I studied French, I learned more about the history of English as well as how French has 
transformed the English vocabulary,” says Wells. “I have been amazed at how much I continually learn  
about my own language when studying French and other languages.” 

After receiving his master’s and doctoral degrees in French from Stanford University, Wells continued his 
research in terminology, francophone sociolinguistics, and applied linguistics. Currently, he is investigating 
how vocabulary size correlates to language proficiency in students and how students go about learning and 
acquiring word-formation rules. Wells hopes to use his research findings to develop teaching approaches  
that will make the learning of vocabulary easier and more efficient for his students. 

Wells, who has been at the University of Pittsburgh since 2006, teaches five courses a year: Elementary  
and Intermediate French, Written French, and Business French. He specifically designs his classes to be 
interactive, striking a fine balance between teacher-led and student-driven learning. “Students learn more  
and learn faster when their internal motivation can be tapped,” says Wells. “My syllabi focus on the material 
but also allow room for flexibility to adapt to the particular motivations and learning styles of the students. 
The experiences of my students are great points of departure for fashioning the class so [that] it is relevant  
and meaningful for them.”

A 2013 recipient of the Chancellor’s Distinguished Teaching Award, Wells continually looks at ways to update 
and refresh his classes. “As a curious person, I enjoy learning as a part of teaching. I am constantly learning  
to teach better and teaching [how] to learn more efficiently and enjoyably. Teaching is a way to share what  
I have learned, what I am learning, and even what I am trying and hoping to learn with others,” explains 
Wells. “My students are an absolute joy to teach. Their curiosity keeps me ever more curious and forces me  
to stay up to date for them so they can learn French in their generation’s context and I can continue to 
improve my teaching.”

As a departmental advisor, Wells often fields questions from students and parents about the validity of 
studying a foreign language. “I constantly tell my students that their interest in language is most timely in an 
ever-more-globalized world,” says Wells. “There are more and more opportunities to use French professionally 
as the emerging African nations develop their economies. In the near future, demand for French-speaking 
professionals in business and industry will skyrocket.” He also encourages parents to support their students 
when they show an interest in combining a foreign language with another major. Wells explains, “The knowl-
edge of a second and even third language will make your student much more competitive globally because the 
majority of the world’s population is multilingual.”
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Study Abroad Programs Provide 
Global Pathways
The Department of French and Italian Languages and Literatures encourages students to enhance their under-
graduate education and to reach outside the walls of the University of Pittsburgh by including a study abroad 
experience in their academic program. Studying in a different country provides students with an excellent  
opportunity to explore the language, history, and culture of another land and, in the process, to gain a competitive 
edge when applying to graduate schools or looking for employment opportunities. 

Working in conjunction with the Study Abroad Office, the department offers its students four summer term 
programs and one spring term program.

Pitt in Nantes, France, an intermediate-level program, focuses on the history and art history of Nantes as well 
as the French language and business French. Pitt in Quebec, Canada, a new intermediate-level program, offers 
students a full immersion experience in French-speaking Canada. Pitt in Rome, Italy, an elementary-level 
program, introduces the Italian language as well as multiculturalism in contemporary Italian society. This program 
is open to students with no prior language experience. Pitt in Genoa, Italy, an intermediate-level program now 
in its 24th year, focuses on Italian language and culture. Pitt in Florence, Italy, allows students to pursue a varied 
curriculum centered on Italian studies in one of the world’s most beautiful cities. With course work in both English 
and Italian, this spring term program welcomes students of any major or language level  
and features a number of courses preapproved to satisfy Dietrich School requirements. 

Each summer, the department traditionally grants more than $9,000 in scholarships 
to students in both programs to study in francophone countries and in Italy. Financial 
support also is available through the Study Abroad Office Scholarship Fund and 
Nationality Rooms scholarships. 

Interested students should speak with their advisor on how best to maximize their  
study abroad experience. 
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FUTURE LEADERS LEARN TODAY

Language Deepens  
Cultural Understanding
As a little girl, Marialexia Alfano vividly remembers traveling to Italy with her family and being fascinated by 
the extraordinary beauty of the country. Some of her favorite childhood memories revolve around being fully 
immersed in the language and culture of her parents’ birthplace. This love of culture, spirit of travel, and global 
awareness have remained with her throughout her life and were the impetus for her majoring in both Italian 
language and literature and biological sciences in the Kenneth P. Dietrich School of Arts and Sciences.  

This native New Yorker and first-generation Italian American was initially drawn to the University of Pittsburgh 
because of the energy and spirit of adventure she felt on the sprawling campus. She quickly placed into her 
first language course, Italian III, and was welcomed with open arms by the Department of French and Italian 
Languages and Literatures. “The atmosphere in this department is just incredible. We are all one big family 
where everyone knows your name and you just have a real sense of belonging,” says Alfano. “When I began the 
Italian program, Dr. [Dennis] Looney, in particular, was so encouraging to me. He believed in my potential and 
gave me the confidence to pursue Italian as a major.”

Delving deeper into the Italian culture was at the top of Alfano’s list. One of her favorite classes, Italian Novella, 
gave her the opportunity to explore the lives of the Italian people and to learn more about what influenced their 
lives through literature from the 12th century to the present day. 

The most challenging and yet rewarding course for Alfano came in an Italian theater workshop class, in which 
the final assignment was to write and perform a theatrical script completely in Italian. Alfano recounts her initial 
feelings about this assignment: “At first, this project was scary and completely daunting. However, working 
together in this creative process allowed all of us to express ourselves through the language and really change  
our way of thinking about the Italian culture. The final product was a script and performance that was amazing 
and so personally rewarding.”

Alfano encourages all Italian majors, as well as anyone interested in  
the language and culture, to get involved and join the Italian Club.  
A former president and social coordinator of the club, Alfano 
expanded the group’s annual Cheese Night into a combined 
event with the French Club, now called Cheese Night Carnevale 
and Mardi Gras. Alfano also participated on the intercollegiate 
snowboarding team, volunteered as a student ambassador for  
the Pittsburgh AIDS Task Force, and assisted in research  
in the Graduate School of Public Health.  

She encourages students to think outside 
the box and broaden their horizons 
when looking to incorporate a foreign 
language into their studies. “College is 
what you make of it, and it is not always 
about finding a career path but, instead, 
letting it find you,” says Alfano when 
asked about her career plans. “Speaking 
another language fluently may open up 
many opportunities to me, particularly in 
the public health professions. Ultimately, 
the study of another language and culture 
provides another perspective beyond my  
own and will be extremely helpful no matter 
what profession I may enter.”

CHOOSING A MAJOR
by Mary Koch Ruiz, University Counseling Center

A major is a course of study that students need to undertake to 
meet their academic goals and objectives. Students usually do 
not have to declare a major until the end of their sophomore 
year of study. This provides students with time to discover and 
explore various areas of interest. However, there are certain 
majors that have a very structured curriculum and need to  
be chosen early on in the student’s academic career.

When choosing a major, it is important to remember that a 
major can be changed. Many students change majors during 
their college career. Students may decide on a major that they 
feel confident about but change their mind after taking a 
particularly motivating class in another field.  

If students are uncertain about choosing a major, it is important 
for them to take courses that relate to their interests. It also is 
vital that they enroll in courses that not only allow them to feel 
confident but also provide them with an opportunity in which 
to transcend their comfort zone. Some students have chosen  
a major after feeling particularly inspired by a class they had 
never originally intended to take.  

It is not necessary for a student to feel alone when trying to 
choose a major. Every student has an academic advisor who is 
available to discuss possible career options. Career counselors 
provide counseling and testing to assist students with gaining a 
better understanding of their interests and abilities. Counseling 
centers have counselors who will help students to explore their 
interests, values, and objectives. Students also can talk with 
faculty members to get ideas about career fields that may match 
their area of interest. Shadowing a professional in an area of 
interest also is a possible option. 

As parents, it is important to be supportive in the process of 
choosing a major. Asking the following questions may help  
your student to narrow down his or her options:

• What are your skills and interests?

• What are you passionate about?

• What you do envision yourself doing in the  
near future?

• Did you have any high school classes that  
motivated you?

• Do you have any hobbies that you could develop  
into a career?

Engage students in conversations that are exploratory, insightful, 
and motivating. Above all, encourage students to seek help and 
guidance from the resources available within the University of 
Pittsburgh.      

RESOURCES

Office of Career Development and  
Placement Assistance
200 William Pitt Union
412-383-4473 (HIRE)
www.studentaffairs.pitt.edu/cdpa

University Counseling Center
Wellness Center  
Mark A. Nordenberg Hall,  
Second Floor
412-648-7930
www.counseling.pitt.edu



The University of Pittsburgh, as an educational institution and as an employer, values equality of  
opportunity, human dignity, and racial/ethnic and cultural diversity. Accordingly, as fully explained in 
Policy 07-01-03, the University prohibits and will not engage in discrimination or harassment on the basis 
of race, color, religion, national origin, ancestry, sex, age, marital status, familial status, sexual orientation, 
gender identity and expression, genetic information, disability, or status as a veteran. The University also 
prohibits and will not engage in retaliation against any person who makes a claim of discrimination or 
harassment or who provides information in such an investigation. Further, the University will continue  
to take affirmative steps to support and advance these values consistent with the University’s mission.  
This policy applies to admissions, employment, and access to and treatment in University programs  
and activities*. This is a commitment made by the University and is in accordance with federal, state,  
and/or local laws and regulations.

For information on University equal opportunity and affirmative action programs, please contact: 
University of Pittsburgh; Office of Affirmative Action, Diversity, and Inclusion; Carol W. Mohamed, Director 
(and Title IX, 504 and ADA Coordinator); 412 Bellefield Hall; 315 South Bellefield Avenue; Pittsburgh, PA  
15260; 412-648-7860.

For complete details on the University’s Nondiscrimination Policy, please refer to Policy 07-01-03.  
For information on how to file a complaint under this policy, please refer to Procedure 07-01-03.

*Except where exempt by federal or state laws.
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CALENDAR OF EVENTS 

For the online academic calendar, go to  
www.provost.pitt.edu/information-on/calendar.html.

June

 21 Summer 6-week-1 session ends; final exams scheduled during last 
  class meeting
 23 Summer 6-week-2 session enrollment period ends and classes begin
 25 Summer 6-week-2 session add/drop period ends
  Summer 4-week-2 session monitored withdrawal period ends

July
  4 Independence Day (University closed)
  5 Summer 4-week-2 session ends; final exams scheduled during last  
  class meeting 
  7 Summer term monitored withdrawal period ends
  Summer 12-week session monitored withdrawal period ends 
  Summer 6-week-2 session Grade Option/Audit forms due in 
  140 Thackeray Hall by 5 p.m. 
  Summer 4-week-3 session enrollment period ends and classes begin
  Deadline to apply for December 2014 graduation
  9 Summer 4-week-3 session add/drop period ends
  11 Summer 4-week-3 session Grade Option/Audit forms due in 
  140 Thackeray Hall by 5 p.m.
  18 Summer 6-week-2 session monitored withdrawal period ends
  23 Summer 4-week-3 session monitored withdrawal period ends

August
 2 Summer 12-week, 6-week-2, and 4-week-3 sessions end; final exams scheduled 
  during last class meeting
  9 Summer term classes end; final exams scheduled during last class meeting
 10 Residence halls close
  13 Summer term grades must be approved by instructors by 11:59 p.m. before final  
  posting can begin
  19 Residence halls open for fall term  
 25 Fall term enrollment period ends for all students and classes begin

  IMPORTANT CONTACTS
Advising Center .....................................................412-624-6444

Academic Resource Center .....................................412-648-7920

Office of the Associate Dean  
for Undergraduate Studies ......................................412-624-6480

Office of Undergraduate Research,  
Scholarship, and Creative Activity ..........................412-624-6828

Office of Freshman Programs .................................412-624-6844

Office of Student Records ......................................412-624-6776

www.as.pitt.edu/undergraduate 

Questions or concerns? E-mail us at pittpride@as.pitt.edu. 

Bellet Awards Presented
The University of Pittsburgh Kenneth P. Dietrich School of Arts and Sciences has named 
Charles E. Jones, lecturer and advisor in the Department of Geology and Planetary  
Science, and Rick Relyea, professor in the Department of Biological Sciences and director 
of the Pymatuning Laboratory of Ecology, winners of the 2014 Tina and David Bellet 
Teaching Excellence Awards. The Bellet Award recipients were honored at a dinner on 
March 26 in the ballroom of Pitt’s University Club. 

The Bellet Awards were established in 1998 and endowed in 2008 with a $1.5 million  
gift from Dietrich School alumnus David Bellet (BA ’67) and his wife, Tina, to  
recognize extraordinary achievement and innovation in undergraduate teaching in  
the Dietrich School. 

A committee appointed by the Dietrich School associate dean for undergraduate studies 
evaluates teaching skills based on student and peer evaluations, student testimonials, and 
dossiers submitted by the nominees. Full-time faculty members who have taught in the 
Dietrich School during the previous three years are eligible. Each award recipient receives 
a cash prize of $5,000.

For more information about the Bellet Awards, visit www.as.pitt.edu/teaching/bellet.

Pictured from left to right are Associate Dean for Undergraduate Studies John A. Twyning;  
Tina Bellet; Bellet Award winners Charles Jones and Rick Relyea; David Bellet; and N. John 
Cooper, Bettye J. and Ralph E. Bailey Dean, Dietrich School of Arts and Sciences. 

Kenneth P. Dietrich School  
   of Arts and Sciences
Undergraduate Studies
140 Thackeray Hall
139 University Place
Pittsburgh, PA  15260


