LANGUAGES OPEN DOORS

This presentation draws its title from the European Year of Languages 2001, which has really offered Europe the opportunity to bring to the foreground the crucial issue of plurilingualism, which connected with multiculturalism form the basis for the debate over respect to the individuality of member states which have diverse cultural characteristics  within the Union. 

During this year, the urgent need for language teaching and learning within formal education but also throughout somebody’s  life has been highlighted and both governments and the Commission are currently working towards developing initiatives to promote the learning of more than one languages, apart from the mother tongue.

So, Languages Open Doors and this allows us to think of languages as keys with a variety of functions: keys towards mobility to other countries for job pursuits, education or entertainment, keys for self development but as well keys towards communication and understanding between people of different cultural backgrounds. 

The latter function is the one which, offering a humanistic perspective, can help create a spirit of openness which facilitates understanding of diversity and can promote the, so much desired, integration of the people who are asked to live and transact in multifaceted environments. 

Foreign Languages and teacher education

The issue of foreign language instruction in teacher education has been discussed for many years, particularly because many teachers visit other countries or participate in common projects with colleagues from other countries, in the context of the various Community activities aiming to bring people from different educational systems and different cultures together, so that there is exchange of information and practice. During these activities the teachers themselves have experienced the need for language knowledge and this has created a very well motivated target group.

So, what measures can be taken to meet this need? One solution would be to develop tools, like glossaries for example, which will offer specialized knowledge on a specific subject matter. But will this be enough to ensure meaning making and communication?

From a sociolinguistic perspective, in the effort towards constructing meaning not only linguistic but as well a multitude of other factors, including psychological, social, political or moral oppositions play a role. In order to communicate in another language, it is not enough to have mastered  the vocabulary or syntax only but one needs, as well, to have developed awareness of the context in which the language is spoken and its relevance to his own context.  As well supported by Kramsch (1994:43), when speaking a language we speak not only our own individual voices but through them we also speak the established knowledge of our native community and society. It is often the case that adults  who have learned a language, when in a foreign country, find it difficult to communicate, because they may have difficulty in meeting the social expectations of speakers from the new speech community.

In order to make meaning, when using a language it is necessary to be aware of  the context within which this language works and by analyzing it, come to terms with the cultural issues which underpin it and which differentiate it from other contexts. On the other hand, understanding another culture requires putting that culture in relation with one’s own. This process includes a reflection both on the target and on the native cultures. Similarly, learning another language implies learning  to exercise both a social and a personal voice. It involves a process of socialization into the other speech community and the acquisition of literacy, as a means of expressing personal meanings that may put in question those of the speech community (Kramsch1994: 232). So language learning and language use are an interplay between the self and the other in an interactive process which does not merely compare and contrast but, further from that, tries to integrate the new to the existing. 

A suggestion to make here, in relation to language learningfor teacher development, refers to initiatives which will promote language learning as part of teacher education, both initial-in universities and in – service, during a teacher’s professional life. At the moment, in Greece provision for the former is taken by the Language School in the University of Athens, which offers a great number of languages to the students. As regards the latter, although there are courses offered by public bodies, the greatest percentage of needs is mainly catered for by an active private sector, where adults can refer to for foreign language instruction. However, such provision should be made through the institutions involved in life-long learning and certainly through public organizations who are involved in teacher training, so that teachers are approached in their schools and their specific needs are taken into consideration for the design of the specific courses. What should be aimed for, in these courses, is providing a variety of languages and as well, focusing on cross-cultural communication which goes beyond comparing and contrasting languages and cultures and extends to interrelating them. Under this perspective, language learning should aim for promotion of a spirit of cooperation, negotiation of meaning and of global knowledge about cultural diversity and respect for differences. This approach to language learning can have added value to development of the teachers’ skills by promoting a competence which should characterize the teacher as educator and critical thinker, who is expected to implement an interdisciplinary approach to classroom teaching, interrelating elements of multiple origin into a comprehensive whole.

The Interdisciplinary Approach vs. the foreign language teacher’s role

In the context of the Interdisciplinary Approach to foreign language teaching a new role emerges for the language teachers, which takes them far from the traditional role of the language specialist who teaches grammar and vocabulary. Now the foreign language teacher has to adopt the role of an educator who cares about preparing learners for interaction with people from other cultures, enabling them to understand and accept people from other cultures as individuals with other distinctive perspectives, values and behaviours and help them see this interaction as a profitable experience. Development of the learner as a whole person becomes the priority.

In the framework of this new role, the foreign language teacher is expected to come to terms with his/her own assumptions and beliefs about language teaching and learning, as well as the issue of promoting the culture of the people speaking the target language and the demands set by the new approach. Then he/she has to reconsider his/her previous approach to teaching, which involved development of the learners’ linguistic competence and add to it the new  concept, which aims for development of the learners’ intercultural communicative competence. This competence has been described by Dendrinos ( 2001:80) “as open to an endless process of structuration, creating constant pressure for a reconsideration and relativization of social subjects’ cultural background and knowledge of cultural practices”. In order to achieve the development of intercultural communicative competence, the role of the foreign  language teacher, according to Byram (2002), is to develop skills, attitudes and awareness of values just as much as to develop a knowledge of a particular culture or a country.

Moreover, the language teacher has to bring in other subjects in his language class and integrate the learners’ received knowledge with new input. In order to do this he/she has to cooperate with other colleagues. Unlike the current situation in which the language teacher, especially in the primary sector, works on his/her own, teaching now should be considered as a social practice and we have to come to the recognition that the kinds of relationships that teachers have with their colleagues affect their teaching. 

Moreover, the teacher is, now, expected to organize his/her teaching in a way which takes under consideration the learners’ cognitive development and educational as well as social needs.

ICT vs. the foreign language teacher

In view of the introduction of  ICT to foreign language teaching, the teacher is confronted with additional responsibilities. He/she has to answer questions like: What knowledge to transmit?  What for?  What are the more and the less important aspects of this knowledge?

For the language teacher, the educational task involves: 

· Making judgments about the choice of data to be put in for the learners, regarding: the relations with each other, the meanings which the learners will be encouraged to investigate and make inferences.

· Developing an interdisciplinary background, so that they view cultural events and phenomena from a variety of frames.

· Adjusting a type of learning which adopts a qualitative approach to knowledge, to an educational process which promotes quantitative and normative measures for effective learning.

· Preventing computers from becoming playgrounds for the mind and instead training the learners in order to become capable for using them to direct their own learning.

Under the emerging circumstances then, the language teachers similarly to the teachers of other subjects are not expected just to implement the curriculum. They are expected to  assume a critical view to it as well as to their attitudes and  practices. Therefore, their training should aim for this objective. Training courses should encourage analysis of the teaching context and  reflection  in the teaching practice. Reflection generally facilitates teacher self - evaluation, evaluation of the teaching processes and their outcomes, realization of strengths and weaknesses and continuous target setting towards educational improvement. It is a way towards critical thinking and self development (Wallace:1995).

If we wanted to prescribe the qualities of the teacher in the changing educational context, we would have to stress:

· Substantial knowledge of the subject matter

· Ability to reflect

· Empathy in order to relate to people and understand their problems

· Commitment so that they enjoy teaching practice

· Collegiality for being open to discussion and collaboration in group work

Some of them imply personal qualities but reflection and collegiality can be developed through training and mentoring.
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