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Report from the conference

LAKMA, the Lithuanian Association of English teachers, was established in 1990, the year of the restoration of the Republic.

Its 15th International Conference was opened by Eglé Petroniene, LAKMA´s devoted, hard working chairperson. She pointed out that the Conference is attended by 177 participants and lecturers from 10 different countries.

“Teaching a language is actually learning a language“ is a quote from a speech by Vilma Bačkiute, a representative of the Ministry of Education and Science, a competent office worker with excellent English. Her other statements revealed a person in the know – “Intercultural competences are very difficult to test but it doesn´t mean we don´t have to teach them. We have to rethink our education, move from grammar to competence“.

LAKMA invited seven plenary speakers, mentioned here in order of appearance:

John Corbett, University of Macau, China. His talk Intercultural Language Education: from Curriculum to Classroom..and Back Again focused on the basic question – What´s culture?

It´s the everyday, it´s actually a verb because it indicates a process, a process of identity formation, negotiation, presentation, it´s embedded in everyday practice. How do we teach it?

By adapting communicative language learning tasks, by focusing on the home culture as well as the target culture. From native speakers to cultural negotiators we become a cultural explorers. Corbett suggests that we can explore the “linguascape“ of our local community to think critically about the role of English in our local public spaces. To proceed from observation to reflection. To go out to explore the interaction between the local and the global (e.g. an ethnographic observation at Starbuck´s). 

More about that at John´s blog http://johnbcorbett.wordpress.com
Chris Hall, York St.John University, UK. In his talk Changing Englishes  for Intercultural Communication Chris stressed the fact that native speakers are numerically a minority among users of English, yet in ELT the principal objective is to achieve a native-like competence. We should move away from the monolithic to pluralithic view of what English is. He says: “Standard English is a mythical beast. Now English is more a galaxy of many different Englishes, many stones with not clear, fuzzy outlines.“

She is went to see John yesterday.

Will I not work no more? 

Both examples come from a native speaker from Belfast. We can see that grammar has become a rather social marker.

Excuse me. Please tell me the time. Speaking of what is considered a mistake, Chris says this is the worst mistake because it is rude, it´s not the way the Brits ask for something. Here the knowledge of culture and not the grammar is fundamental.

More about changing Englishes at www.yorksj.ac.uk 

Adrian Holliday, Canterbury Christ Church University, UK. In his talk Culture and Authenticity: Hidden Potentials Adrian used the term linguaculture a link between a learner and the language (what you are/have you carry to other laguages on a personal level). When learning English, we carry our home culture into the process.

Marlene Wall, LCC International University, Lithuania spoke about Defining Hospitality: Cultural and Linguistic Competence in the Global Village. She is a Canadian, living in Lithuania for 12 years, and therefore is the right person to speak about being a guest in a foreign culture.

Daryl McCarthy, Cooperative Studies, Inc.,USA. Daryl has taught the audience the NGNBJD mantra: It´s Not Good, It´s Not Bad, It´s Just Different  - Effective Strategies for Intercultural Communication.

Liliane Sakamoto, Alpha College of English, Ireland. Her talk on Digital Realia – Online Communities for Participation and Collaboration in the Classroom and Beyond was based on her teaching practice in Dublin. She claims that learning and entertainment are now collaborative.

David Hill, freelance consultant based in Budapest, delivered the closing plenary talk Intercultural? Yes, but Whose Intecultural? Textbooks used to be Britocentric, says David. Not any more, it would not be realistic. In a series of visual images he pointed out the changes in understanding what British culture actually was and is today.

Out of numerous workshops, I would like to report about the most inspiring one, that of Inguna Melne, a very young colleague teaching at Riga State Gymnasium No.1, Latvia entitled Students Involvement in Planning Lessons on Countries and Cultures. 

She believes teachers should change their attitudes towards teaching. Students can find the necessary information on their own using IT tools and planning and conducting lessons themselves. They, however, have to be given exact outlines and step by step instructions from their teacher. One example: pictures of the buildings of old Riga are distributed. The task is to go out, search for them, find out relevant information and finally give a presentation in class.

I myself, as a representative of the ATE CR, also had a presentation/workshop on teaching culture and literature to in-service secondary school teachers in Prague Reading through Cultures. 

And last but not least, I would like to express my thanks to the ATE CR for giving me the opportunity to take part in the Conference.  
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