8th ELTAM – IATEFL – TESOL International Biannual in Skopje, Macedonia report 

by Daniela Valíková

The 8th ELTAM – IATEFL – TESOL International Biannual Conference took place in Skopje from 31st October to 2nd November 2014. It was my utmost pleasure to represent ATECR (Association of Teachers of English of the Czech Republic) at this event. The title of the conference was Managing Teaching and Learning: Making the Most of Both Worlds, Enhancing Teachers’s and Students‘ Life and Organisational Skills. As Macedonia is a land of lakes and mountains with thirty-eight peaks over 2500 metres, it is hardly surprising that already my landing at Skopje Alexander the Great Airport was an unforgettable experience. The view of Macedonian landscape from a plane is truly spectacular. ELTAM pre-conference event took place already on Friday afternoon at American College Skopje. The panel discussion dealt with continuous professional development. Its goal was to discuss several models of professional development (PD) and their possible use in Macedonian educational context. Except for traditional approaches, the speakers discussed innovative ones such as action research, exploratory practice, audio- and video-recording one’s teaching, etc. International insight into this issue was provided by contributions and remarks made by representatives from partner associations and other speakers from abroad. Among many others, a model in which professional development is an inseparable part of working time was mentioned. In such a model, the time devoted to PD forms a part of a school calendar, which means that there are no classes at that time. Various opinions and practices were presented concerning the methods and usefulness of PD measurement with stress on regional issues. 
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After the panel discussion on Friday evening we were given a short tour of the city centre. I visited Skopje five years ago but I could hardly recognize the centre of Macedonian capital. The beautifully reconstructed oldest stone bridge in Skopje, Stone Bridge/ Камен мост, was one of a few places I was able to identify. The area around it was, however, completely newly built, reconstructed. Thanks to Skopje 2014, a project financed by the Government of the Republic of Macedonia, around 20 buildings such as museums, theatres, concert halls, hotels, and administrative offices, and over 40 monuments including a triumphal arch and around 15 equestrian statues, fountains were constructed. The project was aimed at giving the capital a more classical appeal by the year 2014.  Below you can see the Warrior on a Horse (Воин на коњ), a 14.5 m tall statue which sits on a 10 m high cylindrical column. The estimated cost of this monument is approximately 7.5 million euro. On one hand, these massive and radical urban transformations of last few years have provided the city with a more monumental and dynamic appearance. On the other hand, the project has attracted controversy as many critics suggest that a relatively poor country with high unemployment rates and stalled progress towards EU and NATO memberships should spend its resources in a different way. The total cost of the project is estimated at anywhere from 80 to more than 500 million euro.  In fact, the monuments are so massive that if their size was just half of the actual size millions could be invested in sectors such as education. On a more positive note, the courage and ambitions of this project can serve as an inspiring and encouraging example for smaller projects in the region.  
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Once the conference was officially open on Saturday morning, it was time for the first plenary by Suzanne Mordue.  After that, I managed to attend workshops for example by ELTA Albania president Ymer Leksi and George Kokolas. The next plenary performed by Kate Mulvey dealt with alternative assessment. I also attended Gergo Santha’s talk on RELO. My own workshop closed the official part of my Friday conference programme. In my workshop I talked about sensory experience in the classroom and guided fellow teachers through several examples of activities which use relaxation techniques and/or mental imagery. Shifting our attention from the outer world to inner perceptions and having a chance to experience a few moments of quite transition was hopefully enjoyable end of an exhausting day. In the evening it was time for socialising with old and new friends at a Halloween quiz. Unfortunately, my flight arrangement did not allow me to listen to plenary speakers on Sunday who were George Kokolas and Rakesh Bhanot. 
Leaving Skopje and taking off was even more impressive than the landing as Sunday was finally a sunny day. On my way back, I was thinking of a long list of reasons why I should visit Macedonia again and spend there much more that two nights like I did this time. Some of the places worth a visit are surely Skopje itself, Ohrid, Matka (canyon, monasteries, caves), Kokino (megalithic observatory). My gratitude belongs to ATECR and ELTAM for allowing me to participate at this inspiring event. 
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