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This article will provide some background information about how the APIBA SIGs project started, their current situation and what the future holds for them. It is hoped that readers will find it useful in order to have a wider and clearer picture of the rationale for and management of APIBA SIGs.

How APIBA SIGs Started

Back in November 1999, the then recently appointed Executive Committee were thinking of ways in which APIBA could provide its members with more and better services, as well as ways in which the aims of the Association could be achieved more effectively, in particular those concerning the professional development of teachers of English. These aims are set out in Article 2, items (a), (c) and (d) of APIBA Statutes, namely:

Artículo 2º.- Del Objeto.- La Asociación tiene por objeto: a) fomentar el perfeccionamiento de los profesores de inglés y trabajar por la constante superación y actualización de los planes de estudio, programas y métodos de enseñanza de la especialidad en todos los niveles; […]; c) estrechar los vínculos entre los profesores de inglés y las instituciones educacionales y culturales, argentinas y extranjeras, que propendan a la difusión de la lengua y cultura inglesa y al mejoramiento  y mayor extensión de su enseñanza; d) fomentar las relaciones y la solidaridad entre los socios que agrupa.

Up until then, APIBA had catered for the professional development of teachers of English by organising various conferences, seminars, workshops and courses (see Day 2002). However, the 1999-2000 Executive Committee observed that there appeared to be no existing forum for teachers to learn from one another, to interact as peers and to meet regularly with colleagues who share a common interest in order to exchange opinions, materials and their own expertise in a given subject. 

The idea of organising study groups had been considered by previous APIBA Executive Committees so, following up on their initiative, the 1999-2000 Committee set about thinking of ways in which this idea could be implemented. After discussing some possible shapes the study groups might take, it was decided that APIBA would set up its own Special Interest Groups (SIGs) along the lines of those currently in existence in many other professional associations, both within and outside ELT, the most notable example being the SIGs of the International Association of Teachers of English as a Foreign Language (IATEFL). 

However, the Committee was aware that APIBA SIGs would require an altogether different administrative and logistical structure from that of other existing SIGs given that APIBA is a local teachers' association. This meant, among other things, that SIGs would consist of small groups which would meet regularly, face-to-face, and that materials and regulations would have to be produced so that SIGs would run effectively and in accordance with APIBA's Statutes
. After establishing some general guidelines, the Executive Committee decided to appoint the author of the present paper as APIBA SIGs Liaison Officer with the responsibility for both producing all the necessary materials and coordinating the APIBA SIGs project
.

In the initial stages, this author worked in tandem with the APIBA President and together they agreed on the general structure and overall philosophy of APIBA SIGs. Originally, it was decided that some SIGs focusing on wide subject areas would be set up and that they would be named after courses that were part of the Teacher Training College curriculum – and that was how the Phonetics / Phonology SIG, Grammar / Linguistics SIG, History / Civilisation SIG, Language SIG, Methodology SIG, and Literature SIG were created. In addition, it was decided that a few more innovative SIGs would be launched on areas that were not part of the current curriculum in the hope that teachers would welcome them as a complement to their Teacher Training College education – and that was how the Business SIG, Computers SIG and Kids SIG came into being. Each SIG was to meet about once a month and be coordinated by two committed APIBA members who not only were interested in a specific subject area but also wished to contribute to helping the Association achieve its aims.

When the APIBA President and this author first conceived of the APIBA SIGs project, they had three broad aims in mind. The first aim was related to the open and democratic nature of APIBA SIGs. SIGs would endeavour to bring together graduate and trainee teachers, and anyone else who might be interested in joining a study group on a specific interest area for their own professional development. The most important feature of APIBA SIGs that had to be put across was that SIGs were meant to be an open and democratic forum and that all participants were to treat each other as equals – labels such as teacher / student, experienced / inexperienced, expert / novice were to be put aside in the context of a SIG. In a SIG all participants were to regard each other as peers, as colleagues who shared a common interest and participated actively in all decisions ranging from SIG management to topics to be dealt with at each meeting. From the outset, strong emphasis was laid on the fact that a SIG was not a traditional course or seminar, that in a SIG there was no lecturer imparting knowledge and that anyone attending a SIG meeting was expected to become an active contributor rather than a passive recipient of knowledge. 

The second aim that was envisaged was the transferability of the APIBA SIGs system. As with other projects and institutional systems that the Executive Committee was developing to make the Association more efficient in the achievement of its aims, it was essential that none of these systems and projects depended on a single individual but that a solid and effective institutional structure was devised so that whoever was in charge of coordinating a given project could subsequently transfer their role to another APIBA member who would volunteer to take it up for a given period of time and thus contribute to helping the Association to continue growing and providing services to teachers of English. Hence, it was hoped that APIBA SIGs would become a link in the chain of institutional projects and systems
 that in due course would be taken over and improved by future Executive Committees or by committed APIBA members who understood the need for active member participation. 

The third aim that was considered important was the flexibility and adaptability of the APIBA SIGs system. In view of the varied contexts and realities in which the project might be implemented, it was necessary to create a system which could be managed by different individuals and which could also be adapted to the needs of each particular group. In short, the APIBA SIGs system had to work effectively in the hands of any individuals who volunteered to act as SIGs Liaison Officer and SIG Coordinators, and it should also work just as well for APIBA Language SIG, APIBA Computers SIG and APIBA Business SIG; or it should work just as well for a SIG from the City of Buenos Aires and a SIG in a town in the Province of Buenos Aires or a SIG in another part of the country or the world where a Teachers' Association might wish to set up a study group for professional development following APIBA's initiative and adapting their ideas and materials to their own reality
. Thus, it was with these three broad aims in mind – the democratic, transferable and flexible nature of APIBA SIGs – that this author set about designing the materials that would one day be compiled in a Handbook (an idea that has now materialised) that future SIGs Liaison Officers, SIG Coordinators and SIG members would use as the SIGs kept on growing.

As time passed, SIGs succeeded in bringing together people from all walks of the local English language teaching world. SIG members included teachers working in contexts ranging from the state to the private sector, others teaching English at kindergarten, primary, secondary and tertiary levels, others who taught general English or English for specific purposes, others who were involved with formal or informal education. The wide spectrum of SIG membership also included teacher trainers, teacher trainees, translators, interpreters, school managers, English department coordinators and many others who had an interest in a specific area of English language teaching or the English language itself. It was both rewarding and motivating to observe how a SIG dissolved all barriers related to professional background, language proficiency or academic status. During the monthly meetings all SIG members became partners who worked side by side and benefited from looking at a given issue from different and fresh perspectives. It was as enriching and interesting for an experienced teacher training college lecturer to hear the views, concerns and suggestions of a young teacher trainee as for the teacher trainee to be able to interact naturally and spontaneously with a teacher trainer and thus learn the lesson that all teachers – regardless of their experience, background or status – should always play an active role in their own process of lifelong professional development.

However, the democratic spirit of APIBA SIGs entailed an altogether new concept for most participants and marked a departure from established ways of learning. Like any innovation, SIGs encountered some resistance, incredulity and a lack of understanding of its key features on the part of many of those who signed up for SIG meetings. In spite of the fact that the nature of APIBA SIGs was clearly spelled out in the literature that was distributed through the media, mailing lists and so on
, some people simply did not grasp what the concept of study group was all about. Soon after the SIGs were launched in early 2000, it was not uncommon to see some participants get up and leave a meeting as soon as they found out that there was no designated speaker. Yet, many others stayed on and enjoyed the atmosphere of camaraderie, tolerance, respect and generosity that prevailed at SIG meetings and appreciated the fact that APIBA had created this new forum which provided teachers of English with an opportunity not only for exchanging ideas, materials and knowledge but also for networking with colleagues and, above all, for growing as professionals.

APIBA SIGs Today

Today APIBA SIGs face similar challenges to those encountered in the early days, in particular, helping newcomers understand the rationale behind the SIGs and the fact that a SIG is not a traditional course, seminar or workshop, but a study group that demands the commitment and active participation of all its members. It is important that the SIGs Liaison Officer should be constantly on the alert for problems that arise and areas that need to be improved or changed. The APIBA SIGs project has various on-going evaluation channels which provide both SIG Coordinators and the SIGs Liaison Officer with formative feedback from various sources throughout the academic year and this feature plays a crucial role in keeping the SIGs healthy. 

As was pointed out above, a key feature of the SIGs is their flexibility, that is, most features and rules can, have and will be changed provided that there are good reasons to do so and that the changes do not affect either APIBA Statutes or the overall philosophy of the SIGs. For example, SIGs of compatible areas have merged as a result of low membership (the Kids and Methodology SIGs have become the Applied Linguistics SIG), SIGs may change their name in order to make them more wide-ranging or appealing (the History / Civilisation SIG has become the Cultural Studies SIG), SIGs may change their venue and meeting time in order to increase their membership by allowing members to attend two SIG meetings on a same date (the Phonology and Language SIGs, and the Cultural Studies and Literature SIGs have recently tried out this idea with great success), and so on.

These changes come about as a result of the feedback the SIGs Liaison Officer receives from various sources, namely: (a) after-event report form that SIG Coordinators submit after each meeting with their own remarks and conclusions and a summary of the comments and suggestions made in the evaluation forms SIG members usually complete at the end of a meeting; (b) e-mail enquiries and/or comments received at apibasigs@apiba.org.ar and, most importantly, (c) the conclusions reached by SIG Coordinators and the SIGs Liaison Officer when they meet to discuss problems that each SIG faces, possible solutions that may be applied and new proposals that SIG members make
.

Another recent trend in the development of APIBA SIGs has been the launch of SIGs outside the City of Buenos Aires. This is partly due to the intention of the current Executive Committee to extend APIBA's activities to the rest of its jurisdiction
. It is in this context that Professional Development SIGs have started to be launched since last year – first in Don Torcuato, then in Pilar and recently in Olavarría. These SIGs carry the name of "Professional Development SIGs" given that it is expected that district SIGs are likely to have a broader focus and more diverse interests. Thus, a wide-ranging name gives SIG members the freedom to tackle different subject areas at different meetings, for example, they may wish to devote one meeting to Phonology and another one to Literature.

A further development in the history of APIBA SIGs has been that some Graduate Teachers' Associations which are members of the Argentine Federation of Graduate English Teachers' Associations (FAAPI) have formally requested and adapted APIBA SIGs materials to suit their local needs. This has been the case of APrIR (Rosario), APIZALS (Río Negro), APIBB (Bahía Blanca) and ASPI (Salta), which have all requested APIBA SIGs materials through the "APIBA shares APIBA SIGs" scheme
. In addition, APIBA SIGs have shared what they have been doing with other colleagues through poster presentations at FAAPI Conferences and other APIBA events.

Finally, a recent expansion of the APIBA SIGs project has been the organisation of an Opening SIGs Meeting
 in March 2002 which aimed at starting the academic year with renewed energy and enthusiasm. Due to the success of this inaugural joint meeting, both SIG Coordinators and the APIBA Executive Committee agreed that joint Opening and Closing SIGs Meetings should become a regular APIBA SIGs event. The structure of this new SIGs event consists of an individual meeting of each SIG at which they launch (March) or round off (November) the academic year, which is either preceded or followed by a SIGs General Meeting at which SIG members, SIG Coordinators and the SIGs Liaison Officer have the chance to discuss solutions to problems, make proposals, suggestions, and so on. Most importantly, these joint Opening and Closing Meetings not only foster teachers' interest in their own professional development but they also arouse a feeling of belonging and camaraderie which is in keeping with APIBA SIGs' aims and philosophy.

What the Future Holds for APIBA SIGs

Possible projects that APIBA SIGs may implement in the near future include members of APIBA SIGs getting in touch with members of SIGs of other national or international teachers' associations in order to make contact and find ways in which they can keep in touch and enhance the local SIGs experience. Some APIBA SIGs may also take the initiative in implementing new projects such as a Newsletter, either for each individual SIG or a common Newsletter for all SIGs, as this may be yet another forum for SIG members to exchange ideas and materials, share experiences and, ideally, allow SIG members to publish their own work
. Moreover, some individual SIGs have already considered launching electronic discussion lists in order to promote networking and communication among colleagues and hopefully this idea may materialise in the short term. A further possible project that lies ahead consists of organising an annual or biennial SIGs Symposium in which SIG members, APIBA members, and non-member teachers and trainees are encouraged to make presentations and lead workshops related to various subject areas.

Furthermore, it is hoped that the future will also see more SIGs launched in various districts and towns in the Province of Buenos Aires so that graduate and trainee teachers living and working within APIBA's jurisdiction will have the opportunity to participate in a professional development study group. Appropriate initiatives from APIBA members in the Province of Buenos Aires would be welcomed by the SIGs Liaison Officer with a view to setting up new Professional Development SIGs following the examples in Don Torcuato, Pilar and Olavarría. 

To conclude, I hope that the APIBA SIGs project will go on catering to the needs of each individual study group and also improving in the light of the feedback provided by its members and Coordinators, and that SIGs will thus keep on thriving, changing and facing new challenges. Any such changes should help APIBA SIGs adapt to the times without forgetting their commitment to keeping their democratic and pluralistic essence intact.

Analía Kandel

APIBA SIGs Liaison Officer

apibasigs@apiba.org.ar 
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� See APIBA Statutes, section 4.2, at � HYPERLINK http://www.apiba.org.ar ��www.apiba.org.ar� 


� See Kandel (2002: 19). SIGs Liaison Officer's Duties, section 1.7 


� e.g. Help from APIBA Members Scheme, Local Delegates Scheme, APIBA publications, the organisation of academic events, etc. (see � HYPERLINK http://www.apiba.org.ar ��www.apiba.org.ar� )
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� See Kandel (2002: 10; 13; 20). FAQs, section 1.3; Internal Rules, section 1.5; and endnote in sample Timetable, section 1.8.


� See Kandel (2002: 46). SIG Coordinators' Meetings, section 3.8.


� APIBA's jurisdiction includes the City and Province of Buenos Aires, with the exception of those districts which already have Graduate Teachers' Associations, namely, Bahía Blanca (APIBB) and San Nicolás (APISN).


� See Kandel (2002: 25). Section 1.10.


� i.e. a simultaneous meeting of all APIBA SIGs.


� Selected material from SIG Newsletters may eventually be edited and published by APIBA.


� The procedure for SIGs to carry out any activity or project that is not specified in APIBA SIGs Handbook 2002 (e.g. the launch of an electronic discussion list) is to submit a proposal to the Executive Committee which will include a draft set of rules to ensure that the project in question is carried out in accordance with APIBA's by-laws and regulations; cf. APIBA Statutes, Article 8:


e) La C.D. tendrá atribuciones amplias para realizar los actos y gestiones tendientes al logro de los fines establecidos, debiendo al efecto dictar los reglamentos y adoptar las medidas que estime necesarias para el mejor cumplimiento de sus funciones.
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