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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I come here from the periphery of academic writing, from the far flung reaches of Central and Eastern Europe, to address you at the “center”, a task I approach with a degree of trepidation. I hope what I say however, will not be peripheral to the conversation of writing.



Central & Eastern Europe before 1989: 
Writing in Higher Education
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The justification for my talking to you is connected to the fact that prior to 1989, there wasn’t any writing in Central and Eastern Europe. Until then, university assessment in the region was by oral exam. There was often a piece of writing prior to graduation – but it was a kind of summative literature review, the purpose of which was demonstrate student had done the reading. It was pretty much assumed that students ability to write this piece depended on their knowledge of the texts, not on their ‘writing skills’. 



Central & Eastern Europe after 1989: 
Some Writing Initiatives in HE
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I look at eight initiatives in six countries where academic writing is taught. They are not the only ones, but they are a representative sample. Here they are:
Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Bratislava, Slovakia
Babes Bolyai University, Cluj, Romania
Lithuanian Christian College University, Klaipeda, Lithuania
English Department, University of Vilnius, Lithuania 
English Department, University of Lviv, Ukraine
English Department, University of Szeged, Hungary
Central European University, Hungary
Centre for Social Sciences, Tbilisi State University, Georgia



Slovakia
• Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Bratislava
Romania
• Babes Bolyai University, Cluj
Lithuania
• Lithuanian Christian College University, Klaipeda 
• English Department, University of Vilnius
Ukraine
• English Department, University of Lviv
Hungary
• English Department, University of Szeged
• Central European University
Georgia
• Centre for Social Sciences, Tbilisi State University
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Two issues stand out: choice of language, and the identity of the initiators of change. The two are inextricably linked.



Translation into the local language

Language of 
the program

Language of the 
university/ 
department

Reasons for choice of 
language of program

Bratislava, 
Slovakia English Slovak Sts need to write in 

English

Cluj, Romania Romanian Romanian Inadequate st English

Klaipeda, 
Lithuania English English Language of institution

Vilnius, Lithuania English English Language of unit

Lviv, Ukraine English English Language of unit

Szeged, Hungary English English Language of unit

CEU, Hungary English English Language of institution

Tbilisi, Georgia Georgian Georgian Inadequate st English
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First of all, what it important is that there is very little literal translation of academic writing into other languages going on. The programmes taught in Romanian in Cluj and in Georgian in Tbilisi are the only ones I know of. In American-style universities, the reasons for teaching in English are obvious: it is the official language of the institution. In state institutions, most writing programs are housed in English departments because writing is imported through methodological innovations in English as a foreign language.
So why did writing happen in the students’ own language in Tbilisi and Cluj? The simple answer is that when the programmes were set up, the level of English among students was not high enough to make the teaching of writing in English possible. This is still true in Tbilisi: while the MA program is in English, including the writing course, at BA level writing has to be in Georgian or not at all. In Cluj since 2006, the course has been offered as an option in English and there has been significant interest. The long term implications of this remain to be seen.



Who is driving the change?

Agents of 
change

Professional 
background

Adaptation and 
experimentation

Bratislava, Slovakia Former alumni Social scientists No

Cluj, Romania Former alumni Social scientists No

Klaipeda, Lithuania Foreign experts English teachers Yes

Vilnius, Lithuania Local academic Linguist Yes

Lviv, Ukraine Foreign experts English teachers Yes

Szeged, Hungary Foreign experts English teachers Yes

CEU, Hungary Foreign experts English teachers Yes

Tbilisi, Georgia Local academic Social scientist No
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Who initiates academic writing? The most common initiators of change are ‘foreign experts’ as is the case in CEU and LCC (both American institutions), and Szeged and Lviv English departments. These people are almost always teachers of English as a foreign language. 
What it looks like, from my research, is that programmes initiated by ‘foreign experts’ are more likely to experiment with a range of western approaches. LCC University changed three years ago from a liberal arts first year comp approach to a more WID approach. Vilnius English department also experimented with ‘new rhetoric’, process writing and genre based approaches. My informant at Szeged justified the approach there by drawing on writing theory. CEU has adapted its approach to its European, graduate context, developing a theoretical underpinning for its way of working. The people who teach in this context are informed about writing theory and are able to adapt and translate. 

In Slovakia, Romania and Georgia, the instigators of writing initiatives are social scientists. We are talking here about alumni of the institution who have studied at American universities (mostly but not only CEU). They come home and want to set up social science programs comparable to the ones they have been through, and they see academic writing as a necessary part of that so students can do the writing assignments. 



Translation or transplant?

Cosmin Marian, current writing teacher in the Cluj 
program (social scientist):

“…our department had in the past visiting 
or Fulbright professors that used to teach 
this course ... They developed a pattern 
and I try to stay as close with the models 
as possible.”
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What is interesting is that apart from the literal translation into the local language, these people do not translate, they transplant. The current teacher in the Cluj program put it tellingly:


One of my students last year who studied at Cluj before he came to CEU commented, ‘the syllabus is the same, just in Romanian’. This is not surprising, given that the founder of the initiative, Romana Careja, was my student in political science 10 years ago. 
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Having worked closely with the team of social scientists developing the writing program in Tbilisi, I can say that they felt uncertain about teaching methodology and curriculum design, and not well qualified to adapt these. They hoped that I as ‘expert’ would give them or at least help them design ‘the course’ that they would then teach indefinitely.

Here, two issues emerge: the first is that of cultural imperialism, to adapt slightly Phillipson’s term, the second is who is the best equipped to carry writing to people who don’t speak English.




On the topic of cultural imperialism

Xhavit Rexhai, professor of English
Prishtina University (Kosovo):

“We need to import the English model of 
writing into Albanian and get rid of all 
these conservative teachers of Albanian 
language with their old-fashioned ideas of 
writing”.
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On the topic of cultural imperialism, Xhavit Rexhai, a professor of English at Prishtina University (Kosovo) made a rather surprising comment to me when I was there as a consultant, just after the war.

Are we agents of linguistic and cultural imperialism if we import or impose the norms of English writing on other languages, as is in the Romanian and Georgian case? 



More on cultural imperialism

Marine Chitashvili, Georgian psychologist, founder of 
the Centre for Social Sciences at Tbilisi University

“Georgian doesn’t have its own culture of 
academic scholarship.* The way we have 
written until now is the Russian way, imposed 
upon us as part of the Russian empire in the 
19th century and the Soviet in the 20th. We 
have the choice to keep the Russian way of 
writing which is not ours, or  exchange it for the 
Anglo-Saxon way of writing, which is also not 
inherently Georgian.”
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Marine Chitashvili, Georgian psychologist who founded the Centre for Social Sciences at Tbilisi University, had an interesting answer when I asked her this question:

(The asterisk is to remind me to add that Marine asked me to emphasize that she is only talking about the social sciences, otherwise, she says, “Georgians will kill me accusing me of abandonning 15 centuries of literary tradition“)

In fact, worries about linguistic/cultural imperialism appear to be linked most closely to teachers of local languages at university level in Central and Eastern Europe. I had an interesting conversation (through an interpreter) with the head of the department of Azerbaijani language at the University of Languages in Baku. He found my comments on the teaching of writing ‘intellectually interesting’ but ultimately irrelevant to his language, which had “different rules”. Social scientists, in contrast, seem less concerned about cultural heritage and more interested in obtaining effective tools for doing their job. Which culture these tools come from appears largely unimportant to them.
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What all of this suggests, I think, is that we need to extricate writing from the clutches of English. If we can do that, we (whoever we are) stand a much better chance of being able to propagate a useful tool which is relevant across cultures. Tying writing to the English language, or worse to any aspect of Anglo-Saxon culture, ties it to a bunch cultural assumptions and associations that make it more problematic to implement without treading on cultural toes and getting involved in the global vs. national culture debate.

So who are ‘we’? Who has, or should have the job of teaching writing in local languages in Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union? Three groups present themselves. None is without problems.



Who does the teaching? 

Teachers of the local language
• Have a different agenda 
• Very traditional training
• Would need retraining from scratch
• Likely to retain emotional attachment to 

‘belletristik’
• Many don’t speak English
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1. Teachers of the local language
These teachers currently have a different agenda and a very traditional training. Not only would they need retraining from scratch (and the money isn’t there), but they would be likely to retain emotional attachment to their former views on Belletristik. A lot of them also don’t speak English. They are therefore the least likely candidates.



Who does the teaching?

Teachers of English as a foreign language
• Have more up-to-date methodological training, 

thanks to USAID / British Council 
• Are able to read literature in English on writing 

theory, or be trained in US/UK.
But: 
• Hard to dissociate themselves from Anglophile 

cultural baggage: both how they are seen by 
others and how they see themselves.
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EFL teachers have two advantages: they have more up-to-date methodological training, thanks to organizations like USAID and the British Council, and they are able to read the literature on writing theory, or to be trained in the US/UK. On the down side, as I mentioned, they are English teachers. This makes it harder (though not impossible) for them to dissociate themselves from Anglophile cultural baggage, both in terms of how they are seen by others and how they see themselves.



Who does the teaching?

Teachers of discipline (social scientists)
• Know the needs of the discipline
• Not attached to any emotional/cultural features of 

English or their own language
But
• Often glean knowledge of writing teaching second-

hand from EFL teachers (Bratislava, Cluj teachers 
studied at CEU, Tbilisi employed me as consultant). 

• May feel teaching writing is not their area of 
expertise or their real business. 

• May feel teaching writing is a menial task. 
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Both the effective initiatives so far in the region that teach writing in the local language are taught by social scientists. The case ought to be clear; it is not, however. In all three social science driven initiatives (Romania, Georgia and Slovakia) the teachers gleaned their knowledge of writing teaching from (former) EFL teachers: they all studied at CEU, or else employed me as a consultant. Though less in Romania or Slovakia, a worrying trend also appeared in Georgia that you may recognise. Social scientists often feel that teaching writing is neither their area of expertise or their real business. They feel not only on safer ground with their subject, but that teaching writing is rather a menial task. I’m not saying that this must happen, but steps have to be taken against it. 
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The question then is who is most easily retrained. I think in the short term, the people to retrain are the English teachers. Central and Eastern Europe is littered with people in all sorts of positions in NGOs and government organizations who used to be English teachers and have changed career. This is partly because English teaching offers such rotten career prospects in that part of the world, but also because those people are often more adaptable and more open to the opportunities of a globalised world. They need to understand, however, that they are retraining, not just changing jobs.

I think there will be no surprises if I suggest that these people need to learn how to work with teachers in the disciplines, to learn the rudiments of that discipline, largely by osmosis, and to see themselves as part of a team that prepares writers in that discipline. It is not radical either to suggest that one key place they can learn it is through contact with WID programs in the US. What has happened to a large extent hitherto, however, is that such people have come here, like those from Lviv, to learn how to carry knowledge into English departments in their own country. What they need now is to take that expertise into WID teaching their own languages and own cultural context.
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