

SOL NEWSLETTER AUGUST 2010


Our Website

Since April 9th, when we had our counter put on, there have been 5,000 visits to our website, with 2,250 ’unique’ visitors – well as far as they can tell, assuming each computer is used by one person. People from 68 countries have logged on and the statistics make interesting reading. 1 in 4 visits are from people in the UK, whilst the country with the second most visitors is Serbia, with 11.3%, closely followed by Hungary on 11%. The USA is next with 9% of our visitors and Romania and Bulgaria on 6.5% and 5.5% respectively make up the top six! We have just had our first visitor from South Africa. 

We are going to be developing the website over the coming months and will always be glad to have suggestions as to what might be useful and interesting to have on it. Meanwhile our Facebook pages have been gathering ’Friends’ and it is great to see so many pictures of the summer courses being put up for all to see.
	The Summer Teacher Courses
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For the first time we ran two different courses, but both with the same three tutors and both were a great success. Despite having the burden of taking over responsibility for the student courses following Dan’s untimely departure, Yvonne was able to be fully involved and was a vital member of the tutor team. The first course ”Authentic British Language and Culture” was lead by Mark Andrews and involved a lot of fieldwork by the teachers whilst on visits. It also involved talking with seven different ’guests’ in the programme, including the manager of the Grand Hotel in Torquay, The coxwain of the Ilfracombe lifeboat and the North Devon MP, Nick Harvey! 


	”The second course The Reflective English Teacher” was led by Simon Parker and involved less emphasis on visits but more on classroom issues and included a very demanding but much appreciated micro-teaching sessions involving all participants.
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No Teachers course would be complete without the legendary ’Hearts of Oak’ and once again they entertained with their folk songs from near and far in the Pilton Village Hall on the first Wednesday of each course. The two evenings also gave a chance for the tested and untested voices of the participants to sing some of their own favourite songs from their own countries. It was great fun and enjoyed by everyone including the several host families who came (though they didn’t have to sing!!). 
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Another evening event was the Pub Quiz in The Rolle Quay. Both groups enjoyed this evening with some keen competition to win the budget prizes – although a lot of pride was clearly at stake!! 
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The two courses ended somewhat differently. The first course had involved small groups preparing a short presentation for the last afternoon. This was on what they had learned through visits and talking to people about Devon. Presentations took many forms including this wonderful T-shirt of Devon. Because of the very demanding micro-teaching on course two the presentation of certificates was simply preceded by a good old sing-song, but at both Mark showed off his ’special’ T-shirt reflecting the multiple roles that teachers have today! 
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I cannot stress enough how lucky we are to have these three tutors for our courses. They showed enormous commitment in preparing what were certainly both unique courses, but equally it was their enthusiasm throughout that enabled the group to both work hard yet also relax and, importantly, feel very much together! This, even though there were 10 nations represented on the first course and 9 on the second. The spirit of these courses has to be experienced to be believed and we hope that even more teachers may realise next year it is an experience to be treasured. 


	Here are some of the comments:

( ‘…I felt the atmosphere of real England which is very different from what we read and see in our textbooks.’ (Natasa)
( ‘Since I have never been before in North Devon, it was really a new experience to me and I really, sincerely enjoyed a lot.’ (Jelena)
( ‘I’m given the opportunity to come, see and feel real England. I meet many, many wonderful people and I know the friendships will last.’ (Tatiana)
( ‘This course was very good. Combined with the trips and staying with host families, it is really wonderful and very beneficial for teachers.’ (Ljiljana)
( ‘Thank you for a wonderful experience!’; ‘It helped me feel more confident when talking to native speakers and it will help me in my further development. I’ve also learned a lot of new expressions…’; ‘All the sessions were professionally beneficial in a way…’ (Djordje)
( ‘I felt GREAT every single moment here…I got inspired and will cherish this experience for the rest of my life.’ (Irena)
( ‘…sharing ideas, experiences with other teachers are one of the best strategies for professional development.’ (Anna)
( ‘I really enjoyed every minute of my stay here.’ (Ivona)
( ‘Each of the tutors has given us a different perspective, which is invaluable’ (Tatiana H)
( ‘Each activity was useful, inspiring and almost all of them provided food for thought.’; ‘Every breath I took filled me up with the essence and spirit of North Devon.’ (Monica) 
( ‘The mix of language and culture was a real success.’ (anonymous)
( ‘The activities I enjoyed most were definitely fieldtrips. They were also the most exhausting, but very inspiring as well.’ (Slobodanka)
( I am writing this message to you to say thank you for everything you have done for me. it was my best time of all my life .I still remember the lessons of MARK ,I will remember and practice with my students everything I learnt there. I was really lucky being there with you, the teachers and my host family (Enkeleida).

Student Course Developments

Well, we have already had to adjust to a greater number of students arriving by plane rather than traditionally by coach. Our Open Courses seem to have been with us for a long time but in fact it has only really been three years and until this year mainly in Bideford. Tiverton has enabled us to cope with the increased number of students arriving in the peak holiday season – something we would love to even out but we seem to be swimming against the current here with more and more schools believing that English language immersion courses must be relegated to holiday time. Competition for our slots in the summer will be even greater. The calendar is ready but bookings for the summer and other holiday periods will have to be made as soon as possible. Balancing multiple requests from different countries is always very difficult so we’ll be asking for full confirmation of places reserved even earlier than usual! 
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This summer saw our first Open Courses in Barnstaple, and this may become an increasing trend. It is to Sharon’s credit that she has been able to manage all the various flight arrivals and departures (over 100) and accommodation bookings so well whilst still remaining so calm!! When families see a group arrive, they may not realise the efforts that have been made both at home and abroad to bring that group in!! In early August we had two groups in Barnstaple, representing six countries!


	[image: image12.jpg]


There is another development we are excited about which we feel will provide real added value to the students experiences on our courses. During the summer Antonia, from Sofia, was working with us again in the office during the second teacher course – she was with us for 6 weeks last year too so is very much part of SOL!!. Once the teacher course was over, she started recording a lot of the commentary and stories which Tim (mainly) was giving to the group. The picture shows her recording Tom on one of his town tours. Antonia (Toni) teaches at the New Bulgarian University in Sofia and during the next few months she is going to transfer some of these stories and descriptions into text. Supplemented by questions and tasks this material will enable our own classes in Devon to become even better (we like to link the visits to the lesson time), but another real objective is that this material could be used by teachers who bring their groups to SOL, back in their own schools with their students – even the ones who didn’t come. So, it will be like extending the course and in the future we should be able to look at audio and picture support for this. 

It is an exciting development which will take SOL courses even further out in front in terms of what they achieve and in terms of value for money.


	SOL teachers abroad

A very important part of SOL’s work is the recruitment of teachers to work in schools in some of the schools we receive students from. This year we will have the smallest number in post since the early 90’s. This is mainly because of a contraction in student numbers coupled with both economic savings by schools and a continually increasing number of teachers qualified to teach English – even if their pay is pitiful. It is hard for those in the UK to imagine what it is like to manage on a salary of less than €300 a month which is the case in Romania and Bulgaria and it is not much better elsewhere. Host families will know that the business SOL brings Primark throughout the year shows that prices are often not less in these countries of Eastern and Central Europe than in the UK. 

However our teachers are taking on those salaries in order to extend the work we do in Devon with our courses! They get essential help with housing otherwise it would be impossible for them but for me it is one big ‘thank you’ to all of them as they start the new term – several for the first time. I’ll be meeting many of them in the coming weeks, but I’ll mention the new ones here with fuller details in the next newsletter. As always it is a mixed nationality team!

Starting in Miskolc in Hungary are Antonia Morgan and Martin Chezdoy from England

Ben and Cindy, who were with us last year, start new schools in Budapest and Luke Skeen moves to Salgótarján.

Starting in Bucureşti in Romania are: Stephanie Sablich, Emile Parotta and Hanna Halder and in Timisoara, Neil Rodrigues and Daniel Carroll. These are all American teachers, though Hanna has one English parent and Emile has been in England these past two years.

Starting in Sučany, in Slovakia is Darran James, from England.

We wish them all the best!!

Conferences ahead

If you are going to any of the follwing conferences, then please do look us up on the SOL table!

Slovakia: Trnava 9-10 Sept: Tim Brownings will be there – his first time at a conference

Czech Republic: Usti nad Labem Sept 22-24: I’ll be there, but unfortunately Karolina cannot be.

Hungary: Zánka, Balaton 8-10 Oct: I’ll be there + Mark!!

Romania: Iaşi 22-24 Oct: Olesia and I will be there

Macedonia: Skopje 29-31 Oct: I’ll be there hopefully with ’next door’ coordinators, Sanja and Stefka.

The next newsletter will be out in October – please do send any items of interest or news to me before the start of the month. Best wishes to everyone as the new academic year starts!

Grenville


