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INTERVIEW TO NORA LIZENBERG, TUTOR AT CIBADIST www.cibadist.net 

How did CIBADIST hit on the idea of developing a distance teacher education programme?

The demand for English teachers is high in Argentina, as English is taught in all schools as from Grade 4 on. The supply of formally trained English teachers, however, is low, so translators, teachers with some knowledge of English, and other professionals who attended bilingual schools in their early years frequently take English teaching positions.

As a result, about 70 percent of English teachers in Argentina lack either pedagogical knowledge or a good command of the language. Federal law requires them to get formal training if they want to keep their jobs, but many unqualified teachers have been in their positions for a long time because there are no other candidates. Formal teacher education programs at state and private institutions in Argentina's major cities are not suitable for full-time teachers: they take two and a half to four years and demand four to five hours of daily attendance-an impossibility for teachers who have family responsibilities and live far away from a city.

Under these conditions, a formal, distance-based teacher education program carried out

mostly via e-mail gives many English teachers a chance to get the credentials they need. The program offered by Capacitación de Idiomas a Distancia (CIBADIST, http://www.cibadist.net/), based in Buenos Aires, is a full course of study at the tertiary level. 

Which is the typical profile of your students?

The program attracts many working teachers, as their motivation is high, they can relate their experience to what they're studying, and they can develop tools for autonomous learning more easily than preservice teachers who have just left high school. In my experience, more women than men have enrolled in the program, as women seem to have more difficulty leaving personal or working activities aside to attend daily lessons. Many of them have attended other teaching training colleges before, but had to drop due to those difficulties. Therefore, our program is a second chance they give to themselves.

How is the programme organized?

Each course (called a module) is conducted by a teacher educator who is a specialist in the area covered. Although the teacher educators have no formal training in distance teaching, most have experienced it as students, and all of them attend yearly training seminars in managing classroom dynamics via forums and communicating via e-mail. The teacher educators are supervised by a director of studies.

What is your role as a tutor?

As a tutor in the program, I maintain an academic profile of each student's academic journey through the program. I also mediate between the teachers, the institution and the students; although students may contact their teachers directly by e-mail, all their exchanges are stored for monitoring. I also advise students on different aspects of the program. Because distance education is new to most students, they may initially need help managing, in spite of the General Orientation Module they take as soon as they start the program. In addition, because many students have not attended school for many years, they may need help with study skills.

I'm also the voice on the telephone students can contact if they need something more concrete than an e-mail. And perhaps most important of all, I make sure students don't feel alone and that they know there's a person behind the computer screen who knows them and is ready to give them a hand whenever they need it, by e-mail, telephone or chat.

How is the programme organized?

The programme offers two degrees. After completing twenty-eight-month modules (including Spanish as well as English language, history, grammar, and pedagogy), students are qualified to teach English in the formal school system up to the sixth year of primary school. Students completing thirty-five modules can teach English at all nonuniversity levels.

Thirty of the thirty-five modules are done at a distance, mainly via e-mail. The remaining five (including, e.g., Spanish Language and Phonology Practice) require two to four face-to-face meetings. Each module takes four months to complete. Although the course takes three or four years full-time, students may take longer to get a degree.

How do the students actually study?

When students enroll in the program, they receive (by postal service) a general orientation booklet on matters such as study techniques, general computer skills, and language review. They also get one booklet for each module they've enrolled in for the term and a CD with reading material as well as sound and video files. Each booklet contains exercises with answer keys and more open-ended exercises to be sent to the teacher. Most exercises are aimed at relating theory to each student's experience and environment .

What happens if students find problems when doing their independant work?

In general, students proceed smoothly through the modules. Students can e-mail the teacher if they have questions about a module; teachers usually respond by e-mail within forty-eight hours. At the program's Web site, students can download reading material, participate in forums, or attend a virtual café, but participation is optional.

How do you overcome the lack of everyday face-to-face contact in a conventional classroom?

One teacher educator noted, "Most students [enrolled in the distance program] are more autonomous and responsible than [those] in traditional training." Still, most teacher educators have mentioned that it is hard to create a group feeling among their students.

The program offers several ways to help students feel part of a community. First, I contact students at least once a week, and students can contact me by telephone or instant messenging during office hours, even hours daily. However, I mostly communicate with students by e-mail. In a couple of cases, I use standard post.

Second, in the virtual café, which is a more informal forum, students and teacher educators exchange jokes and comments, and release anxieties, especially when tests are approaching and when education is in the news. This sort of exchange is not useless. On the contrary, this informal community building helps reduce the number of students who drop out of the program. At present, the dropout rate is about 20 percent, which is quite low for distance programs.

How are students tested?

Students have to pass two tests per module-delivered via e-mail or standard post-in order to be able to take the final exam for that module. Through the tests, students get an idea of what the final exam is going to be like, and teachers gain insight into each student's progress. Tests always involve a personal product that is a synthesis of theory and practice. Some modules also require extra assignments such as writing essays, doing phonetic transcriptions, or relating a particular theory or principle to practice.

Final exams for each module are always taken individually, face-to-face at the central

office in Buenos Aires, as Argentinean law does not allow distance final examinations for official degrees. Students have up to two years after finishing each module to sit for the final exam, so teachers who live far from the central office may travel to Buenos Aires just once a year to take exams for all the modules they have completed that year.

Final exams in distance education differ from traditional finals in two ways. On the one

hand, being face-to-face with their teachers for the first time adds a lot of tension to the natural stress an exam implies. Teachers take this fact into account and try especially hard to make students feel at ease. On the other hand, students are fascinated to see the people they've been writing to and reading messages from for four months and to meet practising teachers from all over the country. They usually exchange work experiences, and many become e-pals after their exams.

What would you say if you have to make a balance?

Over the five years the program has existed, developers, teachers, and students have learned a lot. Students have better computer skills but still need guidance in study techniques and autonomous learning.

Although the intensive practice required usually leads to improvement, some students still feel they need face-to-face contact beyond the few scheduled sessions and the feedback on the recordings they send as part of their work for the modules. At the students' request, the program now offers monthly optional face-to-face meetings in Buenos Aires.

August 2006 saw the third group of program graduates earn their degree. These students, and most others, get satisfaction from their participation, feeling that they have given themselves a second chance for formal education: The program fulfills Argentina's need for well-trained English teachers of English, helps teachers get the credentials they need, and gives teachers access to a community of other professionals like themselves.
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