Convenors report for AMGS-AGM, 4 November 2006

This report covers the last 16 months of AMGS activities because the planned AGM in June 2006 had to be rescheduled. 

Overall, it has been a successful and very active year in which the AMGS achieved many of its goals and advanced operations in a number of areas. We have run two successful conferences/workshops, have awarded the Gisela Shaw Prize for the second time and have also increased our network of contacts with the aim to form strategic alliances for the benefit of our members. This all has only been possible through continued and often increased commitment from current active panel members. As convenor of the AMGS, and on behalf of all the members, would like to thank everybody for his or her commitment in the past year and hope that you will continue with further the development of teaching and learning German as part of the AMGS panel.

AMGS Panel

As much as the activity is welcome, it is my view, that the current level of activity cannot be sustained if we do not 

· increase active panel participation 

· bring in new panel members.

The restructuring of the association’s executive in 2004 achieved a greater match between the functions of panel members and (then) officers and what they did in real life for the association. Since this “reality check”, active membership has increased slightly, though some members left the panel or became inactive, but others have joined or increased their contribution. There are now about nine or ten panel members who act on behalf on the association more than once a year which, a smaller number acts regularly. This participation is sufficient to maintain the status quo of activity but would not support any increase in AMGS business.

There are also members on the panel who do not attend meetings or contribute very rarely to the e-group. This is at best unfortunate because it makes business for the active members more difficult. More importantly, it diffuses the clear sense of ownership of, responsibility for and representation of the association - outside partners and members must be clear about who is accountable for what with the association. Furthermore, it signals levels of support which do not exist in reality and interested, prospective members might be put off joining because key functions appear to be taken already. 

As part of the 2004 restructuring it was agreed that panel members must take on a responsibility, either an active duty such as treasurer, or a “link” function to a country, a education sector or a organisation. The former has been successful in most cases but not all, the latter has had no effect at all. There was no increase in environmental scanning as a result of these links, and, as far as I can see, AMGS activities have not been disseminated via these structural “link” channels. Instead, information about external opportunities has reached AMGS via informal networks, which were also the main channels for spreading the work of the association. We have had many occasions during the last two years where people were happy to support the association in connection with a specific activity (for example Chris Young for the sport conference) but would not want to be involved in any panel capacity. 

In short, there appears to be no need for structural links within the panel, but there are good reasons to keep panel membership restricted to those who commit themselves to active duty. (What has worked well is the concept of a “sabbatical” where active members take out a certain time without leaving the panel.)

In the light of all this, please consider the following radical proposal towards a resolution of this situation

Proposal 1:

1. All current members of the panel formally step down.

2. “Links” to the outside world as a structural part are no longer part of the panel portfolio. If the panel deems a link of particular strategic importance, it can co-opt people on to the panel, for example a representative from the Goethe Institute.    

3. All current members of the panel indicate if they wish to stand again for panel membership and also what active duty they wish to fulfil (currently Convenor, Deputy Convenor, Secretary, Treasurer, Main Conference Organiser, Membership secretary, Website/AMGS-Flyer co-ordinator, Editor for GfL, Reviews editor for GfL, Gisela Shaw Prize co-ordinator). Panel members also agree to help with conferences and other event the AMGS where possible. Panel members can take on more than one duty (as is in practice already the case)

4. We accept/elect the new panel at the 2006 AGM. This process will be repeated for every AGM, though it is hoped that the process will not take up a lot of time. 

5. We approve the changes suggested in this report and amend the constitution accordingly.

6. We publish the results and the changes to the constitution on the website. If there are no objections from AMGS members within 4 weeks of posting the new panel membership, the arrangements are deemed ratified.

This procedure should result in a smaller, but more accountable panel. It may not help increasing active panel membership, in fact, it would make it difficult for new people to join if there is no “duty” that could be taken on. I therefore propose that …

Proposal 2

Anyone interested in joining the panel can do so for one year without any duty. After that year, he or she either shares/takes over an existing duty or takes on a new one if this arises. These panel members will be listed under “New panel members” on the website for that year. 

Please let Joanne know in good time if you support the proposals and if you want to stand for panel again in the coming year. I very much hope that this proposal will not turn away existing active members. To anyone who wishes to step down, I would like to express my sincere gratitude for your work for the AMGS over the years and I hope we can still count on your advice and support in the future.

Since our last AGM in July 2005 the following items are to be reported:

November 2005 Film & Classroom workshop

This workshop on using films in the class room, run by Elke Hughes (Dublin), took place at the Goethe-Institute. Due to unforeseen circumstances none of the panel members could attend but Astrid Küllmann-Lee (AKL) sent two language assistants to stand in for her. Our contact at the GI was Reinhold Schulze-Tammena (RST). Anecdotal reports indicate that the workshop was a success. We have not received a conference report or a budget from RST who is now no longer at the GI. The cost to the Association for this conference has been minimal and the theme fit well with the April conference (on film), so, on this occasion, I am confident that overall this event was supporting the aims of the organisation and of benefit to its members. In future, it is important that reports and budgets from the events are sent to the panel in good time, and that the terms of temporary collaboration are clarified before the event..

April 2006 Sports conference

This one day event took place in Birmingham and turned out to be a small but, on the basis of anecdotal evidence, stimulating event. Chris Young (Cambridge), who could not attend on the day, was a key person in the planning because of his subject expertise which none on the panel had. He has also provided the AMGS with contacts for a writing workshop on the theme. Gabi Steinke was the key organiser on location, and rooms were kindly provided for free thanks to Dietmar Wozniak. Details of budget and feedback from the conference to be submitted seperately.

Gisela Shaw Prize

This has been awarded for the second year running with one winner and a runner-up. Gisela Shaw was present at the April conference to present the awards to the two visibly happy winners. Prize money in total was £150 in book vouchers. Unfortunately only four entries have been received and while there is no question that the prizes were fully justified, some thought needs to be given to how marketing of this prize could be improved. This prize was originally planned to run for three years only, i.e. until next year, and then the AMGS will have to decide about its future. Carol Tully (CT) has kindly taken on the planning of the next prize cycle. I personally consider this prize a good initiative and a good incentive for students. The cost is well within the means of the association. However, we would need to make sure that the awards is being publicised appropriately, including, as has been discussed already, mail shots to HE departments with ready made flyer that could populate the departmental notice boards across the UK. Appropriate measures should be discussed as soon as possible, preferably before the next panel meeting in December amongst the e-group.

Goethe Institute

There have been a series of meetings between the Goethe Institute and AMGS members and the association is now working together very close with Karl Pechatchek, Head of Languages, and Karl Pfeiffer, (add title). One of the fruits of this renewed relationship is the good working relationship in the organisation of the November workshop. We also agreed that AMGS panel member are included in regular (e)mailings of the GI so that the panel is kept informed of new initiatives on a regular basis. There are also strategic developments that AMGS might want to support, either by joining forces, or by offering conferences etc. that relate to some of the activities of GI. 

Networking

The AMGS is gradually developing its contacts with the embassy, initially through chance social encounters with some key embassy staff (Ambassador Ischinger, Head of Culture, Language, History and Dr. Anne-Marie Schleich and Margit Hosseini in her office). It is too early to say how the two institutions could collaborate in the future, so for the moment as matter of watch this space.

The AMGS joined the UK Council for Area Studies Associations, UKCASA, a new umbrella organisation for area studies. UKCASA organises at least one conference a year and generally tries to give area studies a stronger profile within the new RAE dominated disciplinary HE landscape. We decided to join partly to support the organisation, raise our profile which the discipline and benefit from the collective knowledge and lobby work of UKCASA. Our membership will be reviewed from time to time. The next meeting is on 9 October.

I have joined the Association for Language Learning ALL and am a co-opted member of the German committee which met on 23 September 2006. ALL is currently refocusing its activities and is seriously trying to run a tighter, more joined up operation. The German committee appears to be very active and will make support for primary teaching one of its key areas of activity for the coming year. I also joined an ALL-HE-SIG which is currently considering which activities in this sector might benefit ALLs traditional member base. From the meetings on that day I conclude that some closer co-operation might be beneficial for our members and might allow us to pool resources better. One example could be closer web collaboration. Although ALL can claim to represent some 6000 teachers in the country, not all AMGS members will be ALL members as well, and links to and from each others website might be a starting point.

German Teacher Award

It was not possible to join the award panel this year due to circumstance outside the influence of the panel. There are some signs that an AMGS representative will join the panel of the coming year. AMGM members had been amongst those who initially suggested such an award. Award Panel membership would increase the visibility of AMGS. We have already agreed that Peter Barker (PB) would represent us when the invitation arrives.

Website

Maintenance of the website has now moved to UCL, represented by Christine Hoffmann (CH). Paul Hogan (PH) provides his technical expertise for maintaining the site. Thanks to Norbert Pachler, who supported the website since its inception and keeping it very much alive despite other commitments and to CH and PH for the support in the future (of course, equally despite their commitments elsewhere).  For the moment the cost of running the web to the AMGS is minimal. The association will need to consider ways of making the site more attractive for members as this is one area where the AMGS can support its members irrespectively of whether or not they can attend our conference events. There is however not much room for this as current active panel members are already giving much of their time to keep normal activities running. I propose to make this a main discussion item for the December panel meeting.

