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Teaching Advanced Czech: A Student-Driven Internet-Powered Course
Laura A. Janda
1. Introduction

Among the many things that I learned from Michael Heim, the following principles remain prominent in both my memory and my own life and work:

· students should become independent, lifetime learners;

· any text can be used for language learning, and the best choices are texts that the students want or need to read; 

· students should learn techniques of both extensive and intensive reading; and

· one should save resources, especially paper, whenever possible.

This article describes an innovative paperless course in which the students select most of the content. The students are thus the main stakeholders of the course, which launches them with a complete skill set to continue learning Czech (or any other language) independently and indefinitely.

As with any Less Commonly Taught language, the textbook options for advanced study are very limited. We do have some remarkable resources, such as the Brown Czech Anthology (www.language.brown.edu/CZH/), The Case Book for Czech by Janda & Clancy (2006), and Townsend & McAuley’s (1986) Individualized Materials. However, the inventory of language teaching materials collected by the UCLA Language Materials Project for advanced Czech (www.lmp.ucla.edu/index.aspx) yields mainly dictionaries and reference grammars. 

This article describes a course jointly published by the students and the instructor to a website. The instructor provides architecture, and the students determine much of the content. Because most course components are in digital format, they can be accessed by everyone and projected during class for group assessment. The menu of items can be tailored to the needs of a small group of students (usually 2-12) or even adapted for use by an individual learner. The first three items are each grouped around a genre that provides authentic texts as the point of departure for class work: journalism, films with accompanying text, and songs. The last item is a research project presented to the class as a work in progress and then published to the class site in its final version.

2. What’s in the News?

This part of the course focuses on intensive reading, vocabulary development, writing and listening skills, and overall cultural literacy. All tasks are repeated every week to maintain a steady trajectory of progress. The tasks can be grouped according to focus on either current events (2.1.) or background knowledge (2.2.).

2.1. Current Events

Every week each student selects a current newspaper article (the Lidové noviny site is recommended: www.lidovky.cz/) and prepares a vocabulary list giving the dictionary citation forms for at least five previously unfamiliar words, along with their English equivalents. All the articles and vocabulary are posted to the class website. 

A weekly dictation tests the aggregate vocabulary. The dictation consists of three sentences constructed by the instructor, maximizing use of items from the vocabulary list. The dictations can be recorded and posted to the site as mp3 files so that students can write the dictations and translation on their own; they can also listen to them as many times as they want. Dictations can be corrected as group work in class and an answer key can be posted to the site. Though five words per student per week may seem modest, the quantity of new vocabulary accumulates quickly. Even with only seven students this yields approximately 500 words per semester. 

Each student writes a brief (4-5 sentences) summary of their article in their own words, using new vocabulary. All summaries are posted to the site and can be projected for the class and corrected as an in-class exercise. Grammatical errors present opportunities for the group to take linguistic digressions, reviewing troublesome issues such as case use, paradigms, tense, aspect and the like. For recurring problems, such as how to decline the kuře-type nouns, it is possible to ask members of the class to prepare grammatical review lessons on a rotating basis.
Here is an example of what one student handed in (electronically, of course) during a typical week in a fourth-semester Czech class based on an article on tobacco and alcohol use in the Czech Republic. Here are her vocabulary words, posted to the class’ aggregate list for the week:   
	spotřeba – consumption

líh/lihovina – spirit, alcohol

úraz – injury, accident

odborník – expert

konkurenceschopnost - competitiveness


The dictation posted to the class site reflected all of the vocabulary for the week, but the following sentence gives an indication of the level of sophistication that was typical:

Odborníci tvrdí, že vysoká spotřeba lihovin má záporný vliv na konkurenceschopnost pracovníků.
Here is our student’s essay produced later the same week, and corrected with the group: 

V Česku za posledních pět let vzrostla spotřeba alkoholu a cigaret. Čísla vykouřených cigaret a litrů vypitého líhu jsou nejvyšší od roku 97. Odborníci jsou znepokojení, že kouření a pití lihovin jsou příčinou vyššího počtu úrazů a vyšší nemocnosti. Cigarety a alkohol mají také záporný výsledek na ekonomii, když omezují konkurenceschopnost českých pracovníků.

Of course Český rozhlas (www.rozhlas.cz/portal/portal/) typically runs stories similar to those found in Lidové noviny and the link to a short clip can be posted to the website for everyone to listen to as homework. 

2.2. Background Knowledge 


The current focus of Czech attention reflected in the news rides on a broader and deeper reservoir of shared knowledge. Students need to build up their own reservoirs in order to gain real cultural proficiency, a prerequisite to advanced levels of linguistic proficiency. A weekly task addressing this issue is the creation of a Czech Republic e-portfolio, using the list of “50 questions” compiled by Bogdan Sagatov at this site: www.russianmentor.net/ePortfol/WB50q.htm. The list provides an inventory of domains that distinguish any country, such as: politics, geography, climate, industry, religion, music, dance. Each “question” is actually a series of queries that direct the user to research the salient attributes relevant to a given country. These generic questions can be pasted into an electronic file that the learner then fills in week by week. Here is an example of one of the “questions”:  
35 - Early Historical Figures  
A. Name some individuals, both real and mythological, who played important roles in the early history of this nation. 

B. Describe some “national heroes.” 

C. To what degree do earlier figures live on in the national consciousness and influence culture and politics?
Note Internet URLs you found helpful in answering these questions, either here or within the text.

Though the e-portfolio is in English, it establishes a knowledge base essential to navigating in the Czech environment. Research and best practices show that when advanced proficiency is the goal, there is a benefit to delivering some of the content in one’s native tongue because it facilitates transfer to the target language. This strategy actually helps learners achieve a higher level of bilingualism more quickly than an immersion method that presents everything exclusively in the target language (Skutnabb-Kangas 1999). 

2.3 Summary

Reading newspaper articles and writing summaries is initially a formidable task to most students. Yet once they get into the routine of facing these obstacles every week, students discover that news items are actually fairly predictable in terms of vocabulary and grammatical constructions. Invariably there is a week when two or more students have selected some of the same vocabulary items, and often last week’s “new” vocabulary is prominent in this week’s selection of articles. In Válka s mloky, Čapek (1935-6) ridicules the repetitive repertoire of journalism through the character of “Andy” the newt who was taught to read the newspaper out loud so that he could entertain the janitor while he swept. The result is a newt who babbles a tedious stream of stock phrases. This is a kind of fluency, but of course we don’t want to make our students into “Andys”, which is why they should also have some tasks that involve more sustained focus and depth, as described in the next three sections. 

3. Coming to a Theater near You

A feature film offers a rich set of challenges and opportunities for the learner. Visual cues and intriguing plotlines are a big plus, but the accompanying mass of natural language can be overwhelming. One way to help students over the hurdle is by providing an accompanying text. An ideal situation is the one in which a film has been based on a novel, though there are sometimes other kinds of texts that can parallel a film. This section will detail a variety of text and film combinations that I have used in courses, often augmented with annotations and exercises. Classroom-friendly adaptations of texts are available over the internet at the URLs listed below. Three of the films, Kolja, Hoří, má panenko!, and Lásky jedné plavovlásky, can be purchased on DVD from www.amazon.com, and all the films can be ordered from Video EL Canada Ltd. (www.videoelcanada.com/) in either Region 1 DVD or VHS formats. 

The items below fall into three groups according to the relationship of text to film: film adapted from novel (3.1.), novelization of film (3.2.), film script (3.3.). The same items can also be ranked according to how challenging they are for the learner, and this issue is taken up in the section summary (3.4.). 
3.1. Films adapted from novels: Konec velkých prázdnin and Báječná léta pod psa

Pavel Kohout’s novel Konec velkých prázdnin (1991/1996) inspired a six-hour TV mini-series directed by Miloslav Luther as a Czech, Slovak, Austrian, and Slovenian co-production, all filmed on location. The story is set in 1983 and portrays Czechs and Slovaks from various walks of life who crossed the Iron Curtain into Austria. Their stories are woven together in a gripping pattern, with plenty of unexpected twists in the plot. The novel itself is a behemoth (the Mladá Fronta 1996 edition is 711 pages long), and has been significantly reduced (with a number of characters eliminated) in the film version, which otherwise follows the book quite closely. I have trimmed the novel down to a series of short passages which parallel scenes from the film and provide enough information about the characters and plot to make it possible for students to watch the whole movie. I have also annotated the vocabulary for these passages, with the goal of providing a text that students could read extensively, without consulting a dictionary. Under the auspices of the Slavic and East European Language Resource Center, it was possible to digitize this project, so that all the excerpts are online and the annotated vocabulary is available at the click of a mouse: (www.unc.edu/courses/2001fall/czch/101/001/Konec_velkych_prazdnin/index.html).   
Michal Viewegh’s Báječná léta pod psa (1992) became a movie with the same name in 1997, and director Petr Nikolaev is quite faithful to the text. The story focuses on one family and their psychological relationships to the regime and each other, starting in the late 1960s and ending shortly after the Velvet Revolution. This novel is considerably more slender (217 pages), and I use it in its entirety, assigning progressively larger readings and using parallel film clips to motivate conversations on a wide range of topics (dysfunctional families, childrearing, infidelity, paranoia, even driver education). 
The depiction of cold-war Czechoslovak realia is exceptionally rich in both Konec velkých prázdnin and Báječná léta pod psa, and these packages of film and text are guaranteed to spark plenty of discussion.
3.2. Novelization of a film: Kolja 

Using a plotline invented by Pavel Taussig, director Jan Svěrák filmed Kolja in 1996, and in the same year his father Zdeněk Svěrák (who also played the leading role of Louka in the film) published a novelization of the work. Though Svěrák Sr.’s text version probably cannot stand on its own as a literary triumph, it does capture much of the charm of this 1997 Oscar winner in which a middle-aged man who is equally staunch in eschewing marriage and Russians becomes intimately involved with both on the eve of the Velvet Revolution. I have selected nine passages from the novelization that are sufficient to carry the plotline, and all of them are available online, along with parallel vocabulary lists, crossword puzzles, cloze (fill-in-the-blank) passages, and case usage exercises (www.seelrc.org/lmwczech/Kolja/Kolja_menu.htm). Because the students can purchase their own copies of the film, they can view scenes parallel to the passages on their own and group work can focus on conversation and other scenes from the film. 

3.3. Film scripts: Hoří, má panenko!, Lásky jedné plavovlásky, Obecná škola, Lotrando a Zubejda
The first film in this group, Hoří, má panenko! (1967, director Miloš Forman), is so accessible that a vocabulary list (available at: www.unc.edu/~lajanda/hori, ma panenko vocab.doc) is all a learner needs to enjoy it. Also by Forman is of course Lásky jedné plavovlásky (1965). Thanks to the efforts of David Danaher, a pedagogical version of the script can be accessed at: www.seelrc.org/lmwczech/teacher_materials/danaher/lasky_jedne_plavovlasky.htm. This text is a complete script presented as a large cloze exercise, with blanks to be filled in by users. Because the students can access the text online and purchase the DVD, I assign parallel sections of both items, and then verify that the homework has been done by asking for the words that go in the blanks in the script. When no one in the group has succeeded in identifying a missing word, we look at the grammatical context together to see if it gives us any clues and view the relevant film clip to listen for the right answer. Danaher’s script is divided into handy sections, and comes with exercises and vocabulary for each section, focusing on the peculiarities of Spoken Czech. A similar approach has been taken by Masako Fidler to Jan Svěrák’s Obecná škola (1991), with a pedagogical script (as a cloze passage, in this instance leaving out some grammatical endings for students to fill in), vocabulary and exercises, available at: www.seelrc.org/lmwczech/teacher_materials/fidler/fidler_menu.htm. The last item in this group is Lotrando a Zubejda (1997, director Karel Smyczek), a musical-comedy fairytale based on Karel Čapek’s fable of a sad princess. Steven Clancy has provided the texts for all the songs, along with vocabulary at: www.seelrc.org/lmwczech/teacher_materials/clancy/clancy_materials_menu.htm. The plot is simple and contains enough repetition so that students can make sense of the scenes that fill in the gaps between the musical numbers in the soundtrack.
3.4. Summary of Movie Picks

Trial and error over the past two decades have given me some sense of how to arrange these films and texts in a curriculum to match learners’ linguistic capacities with their need for further challenges. Hoří, má panenko! is an obvious starting point, since there is no need to read connected narrative (nor even connected dialog) to make sense of the film. This film can even be enjoyed by first-year students; indeed the online vocabulary list has asterisks next to all the imperative forms because I have often used it alongside Heim’s Chapter 7 (1976/1982) where that form is introduced. Kolja and Lotrando a Zubejda follow next and can be used toward the end of an intensive first-year course or in a second-year course. Next on the scale of difficulty come Lásky jedné plavovlásky and Obecná škola. The most advanced students can move on to Konec velkých prázdnin, followed by Báječná léta pod psa.

Because they contain dialog, films bring up the issue of Spoken Czech. This is true of all films, but especially salient in the Forman films, and I have typically paired work on Lásky jedné plavovlásky with reading assignments from Townsend’s (1990) description of Spoken Czech. 

Films can provide a significant boost to learners’ cultural proficiency, and this can be further enhanced by holding a film series with evening screenings and discussions during the semester. Another way to extend the benefits of the text+film materials is by having the students prepare performances of skits or songs. The latter has been particularly popular, and my students have performed songs from both Lotrando a Zubejda and Lásky jedné plavovlásky. The pedagogical implementation of song lyrics is the topic of the next section.
4. They’re Playing Our Song

Lyrics are of course texts in their own right, the most prevalent use of poetry in today’s world. There are lots of pedagogical advantages to using lyrics in language teaching: the music and rhythm support the prosody of the target language, students are willing to listen to them over and over (an attitude not usually found in relation to other texts or textbooks), phrases and vocabulary from songs are easily memorized. Recently I ran into a student who took one semester of Czech with me some years ago, but can still recite snippets of famous songs, to the delight of his in-laws. Due to copyright issues, these materials are less shareable across universities, but it is fairly easy to set up a database of one’s own, since most of the content can be assembled by the students. Their output is a website with simultaneous access to audio, texts, translations and accessory materials. 

The best way to get started is with CDs purchased in the Czech Republic by the instructor and/or students. Genre doesn’t matter (folk, pop, country, rock, rap, etc.), but instrumentation does – it is important to find songs where the lyrics can be heard clearly over the music and are delivered at a reasonable pace. Students provide the lyrics and a translation, along with a vocabulary list and annotations or exercises. Usually the lyrics can be found on the internet or the CD insert. Students can present their songs and their progress in preparing the translation and accompanying materials to the group in stages. For educational purposes a university can post these materials and mp3s of the songs to a website that is password-protected and available only to students. An alternative is to start with songs that someone else has already posted to a publicly-available site, and there are more and more of these. The results of this project can be shared with the next generation of students, who can have homework assignments that involve listening to songs and reading the lyrics, beginning even in the first weeks of study. For example, Michal Kocáb’s “ABC” (performed with his daughter Natalie) recites the Czech pronunciation of the alphabet, naming diseases beginning with each letter. Leona Machálková has recorded a version of “Den je krásný” from the original Czech musical Starci na chmelu (1964, director Ladislav Rychman), which is great for introducing beginners to adjectives (den je krásný vs. noc je krásná) as well as pronouns (s tebou figures prominently and repeatedly). The dative case gets a lot of reinforcement from Jaromír Nohavica’s “Líbíte se mi” (a phrase chanted many times) as well as “Mně se zdá” by Petr Spálený and Miluška Voborníková. Another grammatical point is the use of instrumental vs. nominative in Nohavica’s “Starý muž”, where he uses both: Až budu starým mužem…  vs. A budu starý muž. If there is a musician or two in the class, they can inspire the rest to undertake a performance. The most memorable in my career was a rendition of “Mravenci v kredenci” (Banjo Band Ivana Mládka) accompanied by guitar and mandolin with the singers wearing black clothes and red-and-white polka-dotted bowties to emulate Ferda Mravenec.
5. Everyone Gets to Be a Star

Each student prepares a semester-long research project on the topic of their choice, either overlapping with other ongoing research (dissertation, MA or undergraduate thesis, or a paper for another course) or inspired by personal interest. The topic itself does not have to involve the Czech Republic, but the sources that are cited must be in Czech, and of course all of the presentations must be made in Czech. The research project is presented in stages as it develops. An early presentation can be a guided tour of a Czech-language website relevant to the project. Subsequent reports can include a bibliography, a list of relevant vocabulary items, an outline, and a summary of conclusions. The final version of the research project is a powerpoint presentation, which is also posted to the class site. 

I’ve often said that the final presentations are my favorite part of the course. Here are some recent titles to give the reader a sense of what I mean: České knihovny a imigranti, České sociální zabezpečení, Česko pěšky, Čeští skladatelé a nacionalismus, Náboženské vyznání v České republice, Počátky Prahy, Rodiče a děti v České republice. To encourage student-to-student learning, the final exam features short essays on classmates’ presentations.
6. Conclusions 

This student-driven, internet-powered course is far more interesting in terms of scope and content than anything any individual instructor could invent. The students create their own on-line resources, tracking their progress in terms of vocabulary development, grammatical structure, reading, writing, and presentation skills. The class achieves cultural proficiency along with specialized knowledge relevant to their own career and/or personal interests. Upon completion every student has a set of strategies that can be used to continue learning Czech on their own, for as long as they wish. 
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