
The XVI CercleS 2020 conference in Brno, Czech Republic, was designed to showcase the cultural and 

cognitive richness associated with linguistic diversity. Higher education teachers, researchers and 

managerial staff from diverse working, cultural and geographical backgrounds were invited to present, 

share and discuss their best practices, provide new perspectives and encourage in-depth reflection on 

issues at the heart of university language centre activities. The aim of the conference was to offer a three-

day opportunity for an intensive, engaging and inspiring exchange of knowledge, skill and experience.  

As the title of this year’s conference, Language Centers at a Crossroads: Open Directions for New 

Generations of Learners, suggests, the LCs seem to be at a crossroads asking various questions, such as the 

following (http://cercles2020.cjv.muni.cz/node/6):  

1) What language/s do we offer, to whom and in what forms and intensity? 
2) Shall we offer teaching or all language support services? 
3) Whom shall we offer these to: students, academics, university admin staff, the general 

public, or to everyone?  
4) What skills shall we focus on: linguistic, communicative, intercultural, employability, or 

language-related soft skills?  
5) Shall we focus on English only, or on more languages?  
6) In English, shall we focus on English as lingua franca or English as a national language with a 

specific culture behind it?  
7) Who are we: language-support providers, academics, teachers, or coaches? Which methods, 

strategies and tools shall we employ?  
8) Whom shall we be responsible to: our students, the university, or society? How shall we 

develop and guarantee our quality?  
9) What best characterizes us: diversity, flexibility and openness to new options, or 

interconnection, interdependence and complex networking? 

To address some of these questions, papers were invited for seven interrelated sections: 

1) Teaching methodologies and ICT 
2)  Learners and their environment: interactions, roles, strategies  
3) Plurilingualism for academic and professional purposes 
4) Assessment and alternative forms of assessment 
5) Staff and quality development 
6) Policy and policy implementation 
7) Translation and Terminology management 

As the organizers acknowledged in the conference opening, they were taking a risk at running the 
conference in a hybrid mode with about 150 participants taking part in person (despite the corona 
pandemic) and 150 participants virtually and that it was going be an experiment with no guarantee of 
success. The sessions were both zoomed and live streamed in Utube simultaneously. 

To give an idea of some of the challenges this experiment faced, I must say that it was interesting to 

experience all the possible technical problems one can think of including bad sound, no sound, sound 

disappearing and returning a few minutes later, slides getting stuck, slides not showing or showing so badly 

or sound echoing so badly that it was impossible to make any sense of the presentations, delays and so on, 

just to mention a few. In addition, after spending quite some time going through the plethora of parallel 

sessions available and choosing the ones that would perhaps most benefit my one work, I found myself a 

few times in the situation where the link to the session or workshop (including the closing of the 

conference!) in Utube live stream simply did not work, which was quite frustrating as it made one’s anyway 

busy day a total patchwork trying to figure out where it would be worthwhile going next given the link 
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worked the following time. It was also interesting to start reading other online participants’ comments in 

the Utube live chat about their frustrations growing. One expressed it like this:  “In a sense, I feel very 

frustrated and think I would want a refund :D as I am not getting what I paid for.” 

I participated in Section Learners and their environment: Autonomy with my talk titled “AllWell? and EQ i 

2.0® with ALLP - Helping Students Take Responsibility for Their Learning and Develop Self reflection and 

Metacognition?”.  (See abstract in the other attachment.) The talk dealt with the research and 

development I’ve done on our ALLP course in the past two years. With hopes for an opportunity for a 

meaningful exchange of knowledge, skill and experience, the whole point of the conference, in reality I 

experienced something quite different: 

First, I had been placed in two different timeslots for my presentation in the program online. I contacted the 

organizers and asked them to correct the mistake in the program and confirm to me which was the correct slot. I was 

told I am to present on Fri 11.40-12.40 in Room 52 and since the mistakes in the program were still there, I asked 

them again to correct them asap not to confuse the conference participants. I was told they would do so. 

 

On Friday morning I also received the Zoom link to this room for 11.40-12.10 for my presentation, with their online 

program still showing me in both this time slot and the other later in the evening. To my shock, when I was waiting in 

zoom for my presentation turn, the lady from Room 52 with no face showing told me bluntly: “what are you doing 

here, I have just sent the audience off since there is a break now and the next speaker will start around 12.15 and you 

are not presenting now, who are you anyways?” 

Totally baffled by this, I told her that I had received both confirmation for this slot as well as the zoom link for this 

room and indeed I was supposed to present. The same voice said angrily: “well, the room is of course empty now 

because I just sent everyone away, so you have no audience and am not sure if there is anyone in the Utube live 

stream either”. Then equally bluntly, with no introduction of the speaker as with all the other speakers before, the 

moderator said, “you should speak now.” I don’t think I’ve ever been treated this unprofessionally by the organizers. I 

sincerely hope the other presenters had a more professionally rewarding experience than this. 

So, I presented to an empty room with no idea if there was anyone watching the presentation in the Utube. Some 

people obviously joined the presentation at some point, but the only comments I received made me feel like we must 

come from different planets: 

You are so ahead of us there in Finland teaching this autonomy that would you tell us what you do 

right in your elementary school so that we can start from somewhere? 

So, you say you teach students with traumas from their earlier English teachers/ learning experiences. 

Wouldn’t it be better to simply have these students do more independent work so that they would 

never have to deal with their traumas again? 

Seriously? Not quite the in-depth reflection and challenging I expected!  

 

 

 

 



On a more positive note then: of course, the conference also naturally provided talks on the integration of 

ICTs in the “new normality” of language teaching with many useful reminders, such as the following ones: 

 

 

And that: “Don’t look for all the possible tools, look for the human beings!”  

 

 



As we also saw it in CercleS how difficult the hybrid method can be (with at least two or three facilitators, 

technicians and IT support helping the presenters at a time with no guarantee of success), some speakers 

suggested that if you want to avoid schizophrenic classroom management, don’t go for hybrid learning/ 

dual delivery (in person and synchronous video conference online at the same time).  Two more sensible 

options are blended or totally online. 

What about the corona experience and the ways forward? As the panelists of one of the keynote panels 

said, the change is irreversible; we are not going back to what we left behind. We are living in a revolution 

and we better prepare for the post-revolution since we will prepare the new normal. 

In addition, I also got to participate in a few interesting talks on e.g. learner autonomy- a myth of reality in 

the LCs?, counseling (Speaking is silver, silence is gold!), and emotions and learning (in business 

communication classes).  

I give the organizers credit for putting a lot of effort into providing all kinds of  entertainment for the virtual 

participants ranging from links to morning sport videos, virtual tours in Brno,  walking tours in Brno, 

including the Moravian Gallery and the The Old Town Hall and the Brno Dragon – the symbol of the city as 

well as some to the post-conference trip to Lednice to name a few and in this way making the conference 

inclusive to virtual participants. However, somehow these perks lost their full attractiveness given the 

treatment I received described above. 

Oh well, such is life! Thanks LC anyhow for this interesting life experience! On to the following adventures 

now! 

 

Best, 

Hanna Liisa 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5hr17Dn-Ikk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AvpLBIfjR1A
https://www.virtualtravel.cz/brno/moravska-galerie-v-brne
https://www.virtualtravel.cz/brno/stara-brnenska-radnice
Lednice

