A Sojourn to Macedonia


My initial topic for my presentation was “Action Research:  The EFL Teacher as Researcher in the Classroom”.  This seemed like a reasonable topic for educators, but after sending in the proposal, I started having doubts.  What if these Macedonian and Albanian instructors were not as fluent in English as I had assumed?  What if this topic is way off the mark for the theme of the conference which was “Teaching English:  Moving from the Traditional to the Contemporary”.  I had to fall back on my motto since leaving California, “Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway”.  


Knowing that I could fill a semester with a topic like Action Research, I narrowed it down to Classroom Assessment; a sub-topic of Action Research.  After all, I only had forty-five minutes to speak.  Having used Classroom Assessment myself, I knew my resistance to it in the beginning, but the power it held for my students and myself as a professional, prompted me to hone in on this area for this presentation.  Not only did I have the whole presentation on overhead transparencies, I also had the same thing as a handout for the participants.  I knew that in forty-five minutes, I would never be able to cover the thirty plus pages of work I had accumulated, but it was important for me to give the teachers a ready tool that could be implemented immediately in their classroom.  Not only did I have my own reputation to build, but also I had Damon’s trust that had to be maintained, therefore, the presentation took many hours of thought and preparation.


Skopje is not a pretty city.  Actually, there are no redeeming qualities that were apparent to these Western eyes, on our walks.  We later learned that an earthquake flattened the city in the 60’s.  After the earthquake, the country was a pawn of communism and wars, so the city was never rebuilt to be a showcase, but of utilitarian needs.  The parks and all other landscapes were overgrown with grass and weeds.  The buildings are modern in architectural design, but are weary looking, needing a new coat of paint and in many instances some replacement walls or windows.  We walked to the city center to find a bank with a money machine to get some local currency.  The Macedonian currency is called the Denar and the rate was about 69 of them to the U.S. dollar.  


Dr. Andy Gridinsky, our host was in the hotel lobby and wanted to meet us.  Indiana University was awarded the contract for helping to start SEE University.  SEE (South Eastern European University) was established to give Albanian students living in Macedonia an opportunity to earn an education.  Due to the political strife that is on going, the Albanians have a difficult, sometimes impossible time being accepted into the admissions of the University of Skopje.  The University is a joint effort of the U.S. government and the European Union for a three-year commitment at this point in time.  Andy, as he likes to be addressed is one of three American professors who was contracted to develop the English department. 


There were to be a total of about 40 conference participants including the presenters.  Andy kept referring to Dr. Francis, Ron Schmitz, and me as the “big guns” and the “heavy hitters” that lent credence to this conference for the teachers.  He explained that without us there, they would not feel it was as important as it was for both their professional development and their self-esteem.  With every sentence he spoke, I could feel my shoulders drooping more and more with the weight of responsibility that was being added to them.  


Most of these teachers have never taught on a university level before and most did not even have a Masters degree, not for lack of desire, but for lack of accessibility.  They were capable instructors, but many were trained in the old and traditional schools under the Communist regime and were not privy to more contemporary techniques and pedagogy.  The university opened late in November, behind schedule due to conflict in the region.  For many of them, this was the first conference they had ever attended and it was definitely their first time to be presenters.  They were all overwhelmed with fear and Andy asked that we be generous in our understanding of the situation.  If nothing else, this was going to be an Experience with a capital E.  


The university is located in the town of Tetovo, about 40 meters from Skopje.  Due to the continual unrest between the Albanians and the Macedonians, none of the foreign university staff, are allowed to live in Tetovo.  Native staff are urged to leave the campus by 5:00 pm.  Each morning, the visiting professors are bussed to the university and each evening they are bussed back to Skopje.  The same was to hold true for the presenters.  


The other international speakers that arrived to present were professors from Albania, Kosovo, Bulgaria, and the British Council sent Hazel Slinn, who many of you know from this list.  The university is an eclectic mix of buildings that are modern in design.  They were pre-fabricated buildings that were assembled in Austria and trucked to the site where they are now.  Most of the buildings are painted in shocking blue, but others like the dormitories are a more subdued deep gold.  The multi-purpose room where the cafeteria is, is a pale gray color.  Although all of the buildings stand out due to their unusual colors, one in particular is painted blue, sea foam green, and gold each color in a broad vertical band down the front.  One person suggested it was used as a color sample for the rest of the campus.  We all made jokes about the color scheme of the buildings, but it did provide for an eye-catching and exciting atmosphere that demanded attention on the landscape.  Even in the dreariness of winter, these colors held the power to raise one’s spirits.  The land surrounding the buildings is just now producing grass, which has the faculty very excited.  On two sides of the perimeter are apple orchards, which were in bloom, giving the entire campus a country feeling.  Surrounding the area are mountains, which make the backdrop look like someone has plastered a huge mural on a humongous wall to decorate the area.  

There was a reception opening the conference in the multi-purpose room.  Since Friday was a school day, there were many students on campus as well.  As we met the teachers, they proudly pointed out some of their students.  The ease of interaction between the students and teachers was apparent.  Unfortuately, we did not have time in the tight schedule to meet and speak with some students.  The reception was followed by an opening meeting that was attended by the British Ambassador to Macedonia, an Ambassador’s representative from the U.S. Embassy, the Secretary General of the university, and one of the teachers.

Each of the two days was ambitiously filled with workshops and presentations.  They had two concurrent sessions for each time slot with a total of twenty-six sessions planned.  Half of the workshops were the university teachers presenting and the others were the guest lecturers.  The teachers overwhelmed us in a positive way with comments like “We never thought we would be important enough to have guests such as you come here” or “We were told you were coming, but we did not believe that it would really happen.  After all, why would you come here for us?  Who are we to have such important people have an interest in us?”  It was apparent that these comments and other of a similar vein were not being parroted to elicit sympathy or an aggrandized response.  They were sincere responses to years of subjugation and repression that has caused a lack of confidence in their worthiness as human beings not even considering themselves as professionals.  It was heartbreaking as well as heartwarming at the same time.  I have never felt such as sense of being appreciated in my life.  Even though my friend Ron did not present, he had as much attention to the point of adoration as I was receiving.  Every word that we uttered was attended with great interest and the teachers surrounded us continually during each break vying for our attentions.  

At the beginning, they had set out sign up sheets for each of the day’s workshops, limiting each to 20 participants.  My presentation was scheduled for the first thing on Saturday morning.  I secretly feared that no one would want to listen to a workshop on research first thing in the morning and that I would be speaking to the ghosts inhabiting the mountains.  Each workshop given on Friday was obviously prepared with gusto.  The teachers did their best to make their presentations engaging and they succeeded nicely.  Interestingly, it was a few of the visiting professors from Kosovo who did not take to heart the contemporary piece of this conference and preached outdated methodology.  It was the woman from the British Council who called them to task.

Lunch was provided in the cafeteria at VIP tables for all of us.  Dinner was a group gathering at a restaurant in Skopje.  It was a great experience to have such a quality opportunity to sit in a relaxed atmosphere with so many teachers and discuss their situations from the different countries.  One professor from Albania, shared with us that she had been teaching for over 30 years and this was her very first conference.  She lamented that she never had the opportunity before since most conferences are held in the capital city and she would have had to pay all of her own expenses to attend.  Since their monthly salary is less than $400.00 a month and she is a widow raising three daughters, it was impossible.  Without the sponsorship of the U.S. Embassy, she would not be sitting with us that evening.  The heartbreaking part was when she said that she had long ago realized that she was a good teacher, but could have been a great teacher with some additional training.  Now she is approaching retirement and will never have the chance to reach her goals.  Ron and I were both on the verge of tears many times during the weekend, hearing these teacher’s stories.

The university teachers are obviously a team.  This is a major achievement considering three of them are Macedonian.  Some live in Skopje and the others live in Tetovo, which could be cause for additional marginalization.  Their mutual respect and camaraderie is apparent both on the campus and off.  One of the presentations by a Macedonian teacher revolved her evolution of acceptance not only from her colleagues, but also and maybe more importantly to her students.  Her reflections were dramatic and touching to all attendees of her workshop and the consensus was that she should publish this piece.


Saturday morning seemed to arrive too many hours too early.  Before I had a chance to be nervous, we were on the bus to the campus.  I went immediately to the room where I was going to present and set up the overhead projector and set out my transparencies.  Then I did a follow-up to make sure that my photocopied handouts were ready.  When I looked at the sign up sheets for the day, all were blank.  I had no idea how many people would be in my session.  At 9:00, everyone was corralled into the building for the start of the day’s workshops.  I was pleasantly surprised, actually shocked, to see all of the seats filled with attentive people.  


I explained at the beginning that I knew there was more material than I could ever present in 45 minutes, but if I could get through the first half, they would have all of the tools they needed to be successful in without further instructions.  The presentation went flawlessly.  My nerves were steel and I felt like I was speaking to new friends, no longer were they strangers.  The one thing that I am fascinated about is the use of humor and its cultural implications.  There are always some appropriate cartoons or jokes in my presentations to take the edge off.  One never knows how this will be understood or appreciated by an international audience.  In this presentation, I had a cartoon of an elderly man sitting at a computer, while his wife was on the phone to their son.  The caption said “Okay, your father was finally able to catch a mouse, now what do we do with him?”  In the picture there was a mouse in a mousetrap hanging over the side of the desk.  The point was that although we may think our listener is on the same wavelength of thinking as we are, due to many factors, the message perceived may be entirely different.  Therefore, we cannot make assumptions that our listener fully understands our speech.  I think that the cartoon drove the point home to myself also, as there was not even a snicker of appreciation from my audience, though I did get a number of smiles.


At the end of the session, the teachers from the university were my main concern and true audience, so I was leery about their reaction.  As soon as I was done, they surrounded me to make comments like “You have the most fluid way of expressing ideas that I have ever heard”,  “That was extremely helpful and I cannot wait to try it in my classroom”, “What a wonderful way to provide students with a say in their education, that was phenomenal”, and “Your handout is so complete and useful, it is wonderful.”  I was more relieved to be able to share with them something that they would find useful and that they would implement than the admiration.  My goal was accomplished in that they had a tool that they could feel would add to their professionalism and I was successful.


That evening, we were all treated to dinner at yet another restaurant in Skopje.  With the conference ended after two successful days of workshops, the change in the teacher’s demeanor was dramatic and obvious.  They had gone from ordinary people who had the opportunity to teach at a new university to invested professionals with self-confidence that were interested in pursuing their own professional goals and dreams.  The recurring theme of the conversation for the evening was that they thought the three professors from the Indiana project were insane when they suggested a conference.  None of them thought they could present since none of them had even been to a conference before.  None of them believed that anyone but their own members would show up at all.  The outpouring of appreciation for our caring enough to attend combined with the emotionally charged sense of newly discovered self-awareness was more than I had ever experienced and melted me into a lump of emotion.


As is the Albanian custom, there are a number of toasts made during the meal.  Dr. Francis toasted their success.  I then offered a toast stating, “All of your have just experienced a rite of passage.  You have transcended the passage from amateurs to professionals and I am proud to welcome you as colleagues.”  The irony was that I too had gone through a rite of passage, but it did not occur to me until much later.  One of the teachers from the university stood and said, “None of you know me.  You think you know me, but none of you know my whole name.  I have a very long name and now I will tell you what my name is.”  He then proceeded by stating his first name, then went around the tables and called out each of our first names and finally ending with his last name.  He then ended it by stating, “That is who I am.”  It was one of the most powerful statements of inclusiveness that most of these people have witnessed and it was difficult for many of them to stay dry eyed.  For one evening, people from Macedonia, Albania, Bulgaria, Kosovo, Britain, and the United States were all one.  On that note, the evening ended.


We were all elated by our experience.  Some of the presenters had to take buses to get there and were facing a journey back that would be up to twelve hours long.  The sacrifices that they made to be there to be presenters were as impressive as the conference itself.  I cannot say that we would have that dedication.


At breakfast on Sunday morning, we were able to say our good-byes to those from the other countries that were leaving that day.  Actually, it was all of them except Dr. Francis, Ron, and myself.  The professors from Bulgaria gave us a bottle of Bulgarian wine as a token of thanks for attending.  Since they were fellow presenters, this was very touching.


When we arrived at the airport one hour early as instructed, ready for check-in, security checks, and passport control, the driver announced or we surmised, that the army blockaded the airport entrance.  There is only one entrance to the airport.  The driver’s English is about as good as our Hungarian, but light years better than our Macedonian.  Supposedly, the gate would be opened at 5:00 am.  BUT we had a 5:20 flight!!!


Sure enough, the airport personnel are used to this.  Security was less rigorous than in Budapest.  It amuses me how many people have what seem to me, meaningless jobs.  Perhaps this is to provide employment, but I cannot help but wonder what happens to the self-respect and motivation of the individual. There was one man sitting in a booth before Passport Control.  He looked at passengers’s passports without ever opening one of them and handled it back to the owner.  Amazingly, the flight departed promptly at 5:20 am and had an on time arrival.  


To say that this weekend was life changing for me would be a perversion of the phrase.  It reached into a level of my soul that up to now had been hidden from my awareness.  The teachers touched me with their desire, but lack of opportunity to better themselves.  The university offers five Bachelor degrees and four Masters degrees.  The only Masters that is missing is in Education.  How can an institution of higher learning be so short sighted?  The teachers stated that they have been begging for a Masters program with only promises of sometime in the future.  This has sparked an idea for an educational equivalent to Doctors Without Borders, Educators Across Borders.  I told the teachers there that if they were interested, I would return on my own to provide them with a one-day seminar.  I told Andy that I would volunteer my time, money, and energy to fly there once a month to offer intensive classes for a Masters degree if the school would sponsor it.  I have also started recruiting volunteer educators who are willing to provide seminars, teach classes, and be part of additional conferences for these teachers as well as their counterparts in parts of Kosovo and Albania.  Teachers are underpaid, under appreciated, and overworked the world over, but you never realize how enriched you are until you spend a weekend with teachers such as these.  When I feel this enriched, the only choice for me is to give to others so they feel a sense of self worth.  I am relying on other educators being willing to do the same.  So I am brainstorming ways to get the word out to other educators of ESL or Teacher Training to be a little part of making the world a better place for future generations.

Ryan James, MSW, LCSW, Ed.D.

