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As many of you will be reading this for the first time, a very big welcome to you, as well as to our regulars! This newsletter comes out every two months and reflects some of the happenings related to SOL both at home and abroad. It needs friends to feed in to share their news ideas and thoughts, so contributions from any of you will always be welcome.

Two events not related to our work these last two weeks have nevertheless impacted greatly on the lives of many in the SOL ‘family’. The volcanic ash effect will have a separate reference below but the overwhelming tragedy of the plane crash in Smolensk, wiping out most of the upper echelons of Polish society has affected many of us. If you are not Polish, it may be difficult to feel the impact it has had on everyone in Poland, because no one else has ever experienced such a personal tragedy on this scale. The President may not have been so popular today but he was the President and more than that, he represented so much from the time 20 years ago when Poland escaped from the oppressive clutches of the Soviet Union. It is still hard for us in the western half of Europe to imagine that. Other people involved in the Solidarity movement also died. 

It was also such a poignant event that he and the others were attending. SOL shares condolences with all our friends in Poland at the shock of this tragedy but hope that, out of tragedy, may bring a new unity to the country and at last a spirit of cooperation and friendship with Russia.

Volcanic Ash

Who could have believed the effect one volcano eruption would have had this last week?! For us, there were two ‘casualties’, with our Austrian group getting stuck in London instead of flying back to Vienna. They eventually arrived back home two days late having caught a ferry to Calais and then being collected by a coach sent from Vienna. Our own Yvonne was not lucky either as she was due off to Hungary last week to see old friends at the school in Szentes where she taught for three years. Well, one week late she is able to make it finally, and in time to see the students present a play that she wrote for them two years ago!! Her talents go far beyond what she shows in the classroom!!

PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Image"I attended the Croatian English teachers’ conference in Opatija last weekend. 320 teachers attended but the organisers had a big problem when one of the keynote speakers could not leave the UK because the flights had stopped. Fortunately Microsoft were also attending the conference and they were able to set up a live link to London so that David Cotton could give his talks to a live audience, as seen in the picture.

We also had Sanja Čonjagić, our Serbian coordinator, there and her presentation was broadcast live on the internet.

Our Three Centres

For the first time this year, all three centres were in operation just after Easter. As many of you are not so familiar with the centres pictures of them are included. Although potentially any of the centres can be used at any time in the year, in practice most groups in the winter 6 months come to Barnstaple when the demand for our courses is much lighter. The main reason for this is financial as we do not have to rent additional rooms out, but also, being our main hub over the years it is where most regular groups request to come. However if we could wave a magic wand we’d like to use all three centres more as we are proud of our host families in all three places. Unfortunately many schools are simply not allowed, or do not allow, students out of school in term time, even for such an important educational experience as they get from a SOL course.
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For further views of these centres, you can now use STREET VIEW on Google. Enter the Post Code of any centre (below) in the search window, then click on MAPS. Under the address which appears on the left, click on “More” and a new menu comes up which includes Street View. Click on this. It is amazing to be able to move in either direction or swivel round 360 degrees. The only trouble is that the Barnstaple photos were taken when the clock tower was shrouded and in Tiverton it is not possible to get off road to see the lovely park behind the centre, which you can see part of in the picture above.

Barnstaple EX31 1HB 

Bideford EX39 2HR 

Tiverton EX16 5JJ

Teacher trainees at SOL

We are delighted to have strong links with two or three University Faculties of Education abroad where future teachers are trained. Once again the University of Brno, in the Czech Republic, sent a group of their students to us in February and then, for the first time, we welcomed a group from the University of Osijek, in Croatia, in March.


PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Image"Part of the course we offer includes one and a half days in a local Primary School and we are very grateful for the cooperation of these schools in welcoming the students. It was a great experience for all, and there are also now a lot of young children in North Devon better informed now about at least two of the countries in central Europe!! The picture shows three of our Croatian students at Caen Community School in Braunton – a lovely school built in 1873 but offering as modern a curriculum as any. The consistent comment from the group was how friendly all the children and staff were!

As well as using our regular teachers, we were delighted to have Fred Ovey, one of our host families, join the group for both preparatory and feedback sessions. His explanations of the English school system and of various things the students had observed were invaluable. Fred is in active retirement now but the students all said how amazing it was that a teacher could be still so enthusiastic after 42 years of teaching!! Well, that IS Fred and that is why we are so happy to have him in our ‘team’!

This month we welcome 5 teachers from Cluj, Romania, where our own Simon Parker has taken the post of Principal of the new International School being set up there. We will be thanking Pilton College and Kingsley School, Bideford for giving these teachers a school experience during their very short course with us!

SOL Teachers abroad

In early March many of our SOL teachers abroad were able to come together for a meeting in Budapest 
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Most of our teachers based in Hungary were able to make it for the weekend and we were very glad to be joined by Mark Andrews, who is one of our summer course tutors but lives in Budapest. Also able to make it were Natacha Southwell, teaching in Cadca in northern Slovakia and Wade Caldwell who teaches in Timişoara, Romania. Wade is the one Canadian teacher in our team abroad.

As well as sharing experiences and ideas, the group was able to visit the famous Gellert Hill at dusk and enjoyed the wonderful view from there of the river Danube 




This is the time when decisions are being made about next year ; who is staying and who is leaving and which new teachers will join the team. All of them deserve congratulations for doing a wonderful job and extending the work we do in Devon in taking English to thousands more students who cannot afford to come to England for a course.

Conference season

This is the time of the year when many conferences for teachers of English are held. The Croatian conference I have already mentioned. Next up is the Bulgarian conference in Veliko Turnavo, the old capital of Bulgaria and two weeks later, it is Belgrade hosting the Serbian conference.

The SOL table always attracts interest, although many teachers imagine a course in the UK is simply too expensive and so pass by. By offering a free place on one of our teacher courses in the raffle, it draws more attention to us but for the past 18 months we have also insisted on those wanting to take part to complete a short quiz about SOL. All the answers are in our colour leaflet so lots more teachers get to read through it, and realise perhaps that we are a rather special organisation and not simply a commercial language school trying to make a profit for its own sake. We are sure more teachers have brought groups as a result! 


PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Image"Here is the lucky prizewinner at the first conference of the season which was in Slovenia last month. We were lucky in having both Mark Andrews and Simon Parker there giving presentations. Simon was asked to give his talk as a plenary, i.e. for all 220 attending, on Saturday morning. 

PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Image"It was very well received and for Simon, being asked to do a plenary for the first time, it was a very satisfying experience. 

Mark is running a very interesting and successful blog on the internet and it is certainly worth any teacher of English following it. Even SOL gets a mention after the Croatian conference and he is also brave enough to put a photo of him swimming in the sea (13C!) there but I am not including it here so as to encourage more to read his excellent blog – an exploration of the quality of classroom life!! The address is: http://markandrews.edublogs.org

The Storks have arrived!

Despite the long and extended winter, and the delayed Spring blossom and flowers, the storks arrived on time in central Europe!! 



The storks invariably nest on chimneys or platforms specially built for them in villages throughout central and eastern Europe and arrive in the second half of March having flown from sub-Saharan Africa for the summer. They rely on convection currents for their long journey which can be more that 10,000km! Each female lays 3-5 eggs and the young storks are ready to fly in about 5 weeks.

The storks normally fly north but this year more than usual have flown south and many have formed nests on the new football stadiums built for the World Cup in South Africa. As Storks are regarded as a sign of good luck, no one is anxious about this strange development, only pleased!! 
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Family Day outings

Number 2 in this section, which suggests possibilities for family days to places the groups do not get to visit, normally because of coach access. With the Icelandic volcano and recent earthquakes reminding us of the fact that the Earth is not a fixed unchanging solid sphere, a visit to Hartland Quay reminds us of enormous upheavals in past epochs in our own locality. Providing some of the most stunning coastal scenery in Devon, or even the country, it is a scene no visitor will forget. It is 20km from Bideford but once there it can involve a most glorious coastal walk or just a stroll down to the old quay to simply wonder at the amazing contortions of the cliffs facing you. With a good westerly too, the sea will also provide a memorable experience!! So close to such grand imposing nature it puts our own tiny beings into perspective!

******************************************
Finally, for all teachers of English abroad reading this, it is not too late to join one of our summer (July) training courses!! Mark, Simon and Yvonne, all mentioned already are a wonderful team who will provide a course brimful of ideas but mixed with the wonderful spirit these multinational groups develop. Plus, having the time to spend with a host family and to see our wonderful countryside simply adds to this experience! Full details are on our website www.sol.org.uk and the price is a fraction of any other course in the UK – even though we have the best tutors! That is because we think differently to other organisations and know how very poorly teachers in central Europe are paid! 


Grenville

