Multi-Language Internet Space – Executive Summary

The Maalouf-Report of 2007 describes the suggestions of the expert group

for the multi-language policy of the European Commission. This document is a proposal

for an Internet application, which would give concrete operational support for the

theoretical considerations of the Maalouf Committee.

The advantages of the application are:

* direct, immediate support of political objectives of the EU Commission,

* very low development costs,

* very low operational costs, distributed to the concerned countries.

The owner of the application and the arbiter of its functionality is the Commissioner for

Multilingualism and his Team. It assigns Language Rooms for set up and operation to the countries.

The Language Room is a place, where the students of a language can meet native speakers of this language.

Objective is to exercise the use of the language with native speakers, who speak it correctly and well understandably.

It is not a language school, but a place to use, exercise the language and have live contact with its speakers.

Objective, too, to have live contact with persons, who know well the culture connected with the language;

that are carriers of this culture and can give freely advice and information about it.

Mentors, Visitors and Supervisors log in into a Language Room.

Mentors are certified by the operating country. They are not language teachers and they do not correct,

do not teach or advise in questions of grammar or syntax. They are certified, because they speak the language

free of accent, with good pronunciation, articulation and with a moderately rich vocabulary. They should have

an above-average education of the general cultural aspects of their language.

Mentors set up discussion tables, where up to three visitors may take place and conduct freely a discussion.

They should have webcams that makes their faces visible in four windows to all four members of the discussion.

The discussion maybe on any subject, what the mentor or any of the sitting visitors propose – and the others accept.

The mentor is the owner of its table and decides about what with whom he wants to discuss. At one time only one window is

active and the person in that window may speak. People at the table indicate if they would like to have their window activated

– to get the word – and the mentor and/or the software decides who should be active and how long. They also communicate

in writing by typing messages onto a common communication board.

The discussions are open: any number of visitors may follow the discussion, without rights to participate (bystanders).

They can indicate their wish to get a seat. If somebody leaves the table, the software sits the next waiting bystander.

Supervisors check up on the discussions, going at the tables. The Language Room may not be misused for any political,

nationalistic, religious or business propaganda.

The Language Rooms are operational 24 hours daily. Visitors maybe students of the language, immigrants living

in the country or expats, wishing to have contact with their homeland.

Multi-Language Internet Space – Functional Specifications

Objectives

Multi-Language Internet Space is an Internet application. Its objective is to give operational support the European Commission’s

multi-language policy. The owner of the application is the Commissioner for Multilingualism and his Team. They define the common rules

for the use of the Language Rooms; decide upon common functionalities and on future developments.

The objective of the application is to bring together worldwide native speakers of a language with students of this language.

This way the students may gain personal experience in the natural use of the language; get information about the way of thinking,

the cultural attitudes of the speakers of this language; may get to know and close friendships with the carriers of this culture.

Language Rooms

Every country (not necessarily a member of the European Union) with an own language may get assigned a Language Room.

A department of the Cultural Ministry of the concerned country sets up, controls and operates the Language Room. Because of the

expected worldwide access, it should be operational 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Any communication – written or spoken –

is strictly in the native language of that Language Room. The Language Room is a place, where the students of a language can meet

native speakers of this language. Objective is to exercise the use of the language with native speakers, who speak it correctly

and well understandably. It is not a language school, but a place to use, exercise the language and have live contact with its speakers.

Objective, too, to have live contact with persons, who know well the culture connected with the language; that are carriers of this

culture and can give freely advice and information about it.

Mentors, Visitors and Supervisors log in into a Language Room.

Mentors

Mentors are certified by the country. They are native speakers of the language, free of accent, with proper pronunciation, with

a slow, understandable way of speaking. They are not language teachers. They speak the language correctly, with a fairly rich

vocabulary – but they may not know about the grammatical or syntactical rules of their mother-language. They should have an

above-average education, a good overview of cultural aspects, characteristics, history, and geography of their country.

They shouldn’t have a too strong ego, they should naturally let their discussion-partners express themselves, should have an interest

in different kind of people.

Retired persons with higher education would be ideally suited as mentors. They would have the time for long discussions without pressure,

would have the knowledge to represent their country. The participation in the project, mentoring weekly 5-10 hours, would help them

to break out of their possible social isolation and bring them into contact with any type of interesting people. The visitor’s obvious interest

in the things they explain, the stories they tell, would support a positive self-esteem.

Mentors shouldn’t be rewarded financially for their participation in the project, for their time spent at discussion tables. But they

should be equipped no charge with the necessary technological equipment: a personal computer, a webcam and an Internet connection

with a proper bandwidth. The free personal use of this equipment should be their reward for a certain predefined minimum time spent

in the Language Room.

Mentors have registered profiles, with their possible expertise, interest, education, profession and a picture of their face; but without

personal information, as names, e-mails, etc. Mentors – as everybody else in the Language Room - log in and communicate using aliases.

Dynamic tables

If a mentor logs in into the Language Room, he automatically sets up a dynamic table. The name and the profile of the table is his alias

and his profile, i. e. it indicates, that at this table a general discussion, or a specific discussion of a certain subject is possible.

The table is active and visitors can sit down for a discussion, as long as the mentor is logged in. When he logs off, the table disappears.

Up to three visitors can sit down to a table. On the application interface, there are four windows of equal size and fixed position, with the

transmitted webcam-picture of the face of the table owner and his discussion partners, available to see for all four of them. Also the

profile-information is available under the window of the concerned person – if there is any. Only one window is active at a time, this webcam is

transmitting the picture and the voice of the active speaker. The other windows are frozen, showing either the picture from the persons profile,

or the last picture, when his window was active.

Each window has individual volume control, a sliding scale, to control the voice level of that window.

A general or a specific discussion may be going on, about any subject the mentor or his visitors brought up: a theater somebody has seen,

a diner she has cooked, or how the weather is in Chine. If somebody wants to say something, he indicates it by a certain keystroke.

A clock appears in the active speakers window, indicating, that he should finish his comment in a certain time (say 1 minute).

After the time has run out, or as soon as the speaker – by clicking on his own clock - indicates that he is finished, the software passes

the control to the next speaker. The mentor can overwrite the software and can take the control to himself or assign it to any participant.

Of course, anybody can show anything - besides his face - to the others on his webcam: a picture, an object, a book or a map.

The mentor can open up a fifth window, too, where he can play a piece of music, a video or a DVD from his computer.

His window stays active, he can stop/start the video, point at pictures, make comments, answer questions.

Sitting visitors may request to have their windows activated and may pose questions or add comments,

tell experiences from their own native country.

All four participants at the table may communicate in writing, too, on a common writing pad. The written comments are entered

in their time-sequence, every comment prefixed by the writer’s alias. This way they can exchange information about things, where

the spelling is significant (names, difficult words, etc.). Every person’s profile indicates, which national language keyboard he is using,

and a small keyboard-translation table – presented if required on the application interface - may help him in the use of the

national language characters of the language used in the specific Language Room. The technical solution is quite complex,

if we think for example on an Urdu keyboard user’s problems in an Arabic Language Room!

The activities going on at a table are open to all interested visitors. Any visitor may open up any table and see all four (or five) windows,

see and listen to the discussions and see the comments on the writing pad. They are called bystanders. They follow the activities but

can not intervene or comment on it. They may indicate their wish to sit down: if there is an empty seat, or if a sitting visitor leaves

the table, the software sits the next waiting bystander. He will probably introduce himself and after this time may participate in the

ongoing discussions, as any other already sitting visitor. 

Scheduled Tables

State organizations, institutes or NGOs – with a stake in the language or the culture of the concerned Language Room – may operate

scheduled tables. These tables are managed (as if they would be mentors) by collaborators of the concerned organization,

have certain scheduled opening times and may have scheduled programs. This way, the National Museum, the National Gallery

or the National Historical Institute of the concerned country may set up scheduled tables, man them by their collaborators

in certain pre-defined times and give specific information of the concerned aspects of their country’s culture to interested visitors. 

There is a significant difference between the scheduled table of such an institute and his Internet Home Page. The Internet

Home page gives information about programs, timetables, places in English to generally interested people; the scheduled table

gives similar information in person and only in the natural language of the Language Room, to speakers or students of this language.

The manager of the table may give general information to visitors sitting at his table, discuss specific aspects of the culture

– art, history, literature – or present a certain prepared program. Such a program may be a video presentation of a visit to

a historic site, a guided tour to a museum or a gallery. He may comment the things shown on the video: explain folkloristic

significance of decorations on objects shown, or identify historic persons on paintings in a guided tour to the National Gallery.

The significance of a scheduled tables is not for the possible up to three sitting visitors, but for the – possible hundreds of – bystanders.

They logged in especially at this time for the sole purpose of participating in this already announced guided tour, presentation or debate.

Whole language schools, university faculties may log in with all theirs students, to profit from interesting programs.

Only the fantasy of the people is the limit, of what can be presented at scheduled tables.

My favorite example is the possible scheduled table of the National Pen Club, where young authors or poets may sit and meet visitors

from all over the world and discusses their works with them, may read them from their books or poems.

The opening times of scheduled tables, their possible pre-scheduled programs are available for the visitors on the bulletin board.

Interested visitors may register themselves as friends of a scheduled table: they will be informed by e-mail of the planned programs

of the table.

A scheduled table may have a repertoire: a list of registered, canned programs. Visitors may look up these repertoires and may request

the present mentor of the table, to see a certain program. If it is possible for the mentor, he may oblige to their individual request.

Visitors

Anybody with the proper technical equipment (personal computer, webcam and internet connection) may register to be a visitor

of a Language Room.

Target populations are:

1.) Students of the national language of this Language Room, wishing to gain personal experience in the use of the language,

gain personal experience in the cultural aspects of speakers of this language.

2.) Immigrants, living in this country and wishing to have contact with natives of their chosen land of habitat.

3.) Expats, native speakers of this language, living in far away countries, with probably few occasions to use their mother language.

After agreeing to obey to the rules of the Language Room, they receive per e-mail their login alias and first password. With this,

they may log in into the Language Room and use the facilities as a visitor. The Language Room is anonymous, but they may voluntarily

edit their personal profile, giving information as for example mother language, home country, hobbies, subjects of interest and they

may attach a digital picture of themselves.

Bulletin Board

A bulletin board, available to all visitors, informs about the actually operating dynamic tables (by the aliases of their mentors),

about the opening times and pre-scheduled programs of the scheduled tables and about any other possible interesting events

in the Language Room.

Registering

Visitors can get their login aliases and first passwords by registering to the Language Room. At registration time they must give

their e-mail address, which will be handled strictly confidential by the management of the Language Room. This time, too, they

must agree to the rules of the use of the Language Room; principally that it should not be used for political, nationalist, religious

or business propaganda.

If – after warning – they still break these rules, their login alias will be revoked. As their e-mail is known to the management

of the Language Room, it may be difficult for them to register again and again under different aliases. 

Message Switching

It is not the purpose of the Language Room, but it supports contact between visitors. Anybody may post a short, one-line message

for anybody else by his alias. It may be something like

XXXX please contact me on e-mail aaaa@bbbb.cc YYYY

XXXX will receive this message the next time he logs in into the Language Room and my, if he wishes, contact YYYY.

Supervisors

Supervisors are visitors, representing the management of the Language Room. Their mission is to monitor the discussions going on at the

tables and assuring the adherence to the rules of the Language Room. If somebody breaks the rules, they warn them by e-mail and may

revoke their access.

A mentor, if he is unhappy about the turn of discussion at his table, may request the presence of a supervisor. 

Non-stop Operation

Principally, the Language Rooms should receive and serve visitors 24 hours a day, every day of the year. We want to help students of our

language in far away countries, with a 12 hours time lag, too. Maybe consulates or expat organizations can assure the mentoring of at least

a couple of tables, at times, when it is night at the home country.

Statistics

The application collects usage statistics for the management. This may contain the login (per day per hours) of visitors, the number of

available mentors, the number of sitting visitors/mentor, the waiting times of bystanders to sit to a table, etc. These statistics help

management to optimize the available mentors, understand the interest in the scheduled programs, etc.

Conclusions

Aside the character switching between keyboards and national character sets, the described internet application present no technical difficulty,

whatsoever. All the described functions are already realized in similar web applications.

The Language Rooms of the Multi-Language Internet Space represent no competition to any valid business venture; contrary, it complements

and supports them. All the university faculties, language schools, Alliance Frances and Goethe Institutes will welcome it and use it as valuable part

of their curriculum. All the language students with home school facilities, be it AKAD or the RosettaStone, will be active visitors of the

Language Rooms, to complement with real life experience their lonely, computer-based studies.

Small countries with under-financed Cultural Ministries will have the opportunity to present their cultural values and support the interested students

of their language. The only thing they need is some organization and the employment of a couple of full time supervisors.

As owner of the application, the EU Commission, can assure that it is used only according to its multilingual, multicultural policy.
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