Tandem for special purposes - Tailor-made language exchange for advanced learners?
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Taking into account the increasing share of professional language in the demand for foreign languages as well as the unsatisfying situation existing in many classes for learners that "face the task of becoming bilingual" (Paul Portmann during the inauguration of the CILA conference in Zurich, 1993), it makes sense to find out if the method of Tandem could offer a solution to this group of participants. By 'Tandem' we do not only mean the bicycle on which both persons pedal to make a progress together, but also a social form by which two students of languages with two different native languages get to know the language and the culture of the other with his/her help. There are two ways of applying the method: Individual Tandem, i.e. in pairs, and as Tandem in classes, i.e. in two classes brought together in binational phases. Special trained intermediators, who often are teachers of the classes as well, take care of the intermediation between partners. Institutes applying the method normally in intensive summer classes, on language trips, vacations or youth exchanges, generally cooperate in the Tandem-Net. 
Accordingly, in 1992 four members of the Tandem-Net, namely the Centro InterCultural Tandem Donostia/San Sebastián (Intercultural Centre of Tandem in Donostia/San Sebastián, Spain) in collaboration with the local CDE (Centre of  Further Job Training), Alpha&Beta in Meran, Initial in Karlsruhe, and CLIC in Lyon, started the LINGUA-project 'Tandem for special purposes'. It differed from other previous experiences like the ones discribed by Ehnert (2), Wertenschlag (3), and Zamzow (4) and, among other things, by the fact that the participants were working instead of studying. 
From these circumstances some fixed conditions arose: on the one hand the participants did the Tandem in addition to their working day which made it impossible to form large homogeneous groups. This again restricted the setting of binational classes and intensive phases to a large extent. On the other hand the degree of specialization and the orientation on its utilization were so high that the pairs were supposed to be of participants already being specialists in their fields, which raised the accuracy of intermediation needed.
Having such a defined group of participants, we presumed (and turned out to be right) that certain changes would arise in comparison with the Individual Tandem for general language having been put into practice up to that point (5):
"-	On the questionnaires "windows" need to be added so that the professional interest  in special purposes can become clearer than on the original questionnaires, on which  there were only one or two questions regarding this matter.
-	The intermediators need to be trained to recognize and distinguish between professional and general interest and to intermediate accordingly. It still is unclear which professional qualification they will need. On the one hand one assumes that for the teacher-focused professional language classes it would be enough to have the participants as experts and that the teacher therefore does not have to be an expert and would not be able to be. On the other hand the intermediators at least need to be able to evaluate which professional branches are that similar that an intermediation still is reasonable, since the participants can draw on common vocabulary and/or working procedures. 
-	Because of these doubts about the adequate competence of the intermediators, in the beginning it is advisable to reduce the intermediation to a few test fields and to extend it step by step.
-	A more intensive organization and consultation as well as gathering supportive materials are likely to be inevitable. But the search of technical texts will be left to the participants, who know best themselves what they need. ... One of the most important activities of such Tandems of special purposes (possibly) is the composing of personal "encyclopaedia" for the common professional field.
We do not necessarily assume difficulties with explanations, which particularly needed to be practiced in particular for the Tandem for general language, because for the Tandem for special purposes one can apply  standardized terms. Instead, problems with decoding the syntax as well as with countless "words with no meaning" may occur for some professional languages, where professional and general language are hard to distinguish. The learning of reading understanding strategies and of strategies of helping the partner with decoding will gain importance. "Hints" will have to be written for that, if necessary (6).
-	So far mainly students of humanities or of educational sciences have applied the Tandem method. With the occurence of more and more engineers, businessmen, scientists of nature the learning style will change. Therefore, other kinds of didactical materials than the ones given to the Tandem partners at the beginning will be needed."
In addition to that, during the first attempts other essential differences, but also common aspects with the general Tandem became visible:
*	For both the personal sympathy is of importance, one can even notice its influence in topics such "aseptic" as economics. That means that while intermediating attention has to be paid not only to the harmony of professional factors and profiles, but also to the personal ones.
*	A "new start" of the people meeting after work to do a Tandem for special purposes requests a certain effort. Therefore, there is a tendency to turn over to 'more pleasant' topics than the professional ones, even if initially professional motives were stated.
*	The language level should be higher (at least 300 units of lessons) than that of a general Tandem (sentences with two objects, one past form, which is equivalent to 100-120 units, depending on the progression), but also, if possible, the knowledgement of the institutions of the country the partner comes from as a fact to refer to or from own experience.
*	Special difficulties occur with abbreviations and terms that are related to institutions that in the other country do not exist in that form. 
*	If one of the partners arrives from abroad it makes sense to tell him/her in advance to bring literature/ papers about the topic. It is easier to find foreign magazines for a general Tandem than specialized books written in the foreign language, that may be necessary for the Tandem for special purposes.
In the following I would like to take a closer look at three aspects:
1)	Analysis of standards and needs
2)	Contents
3)	Settings of organization

1) Analysis of standards and needs.

We offer the Tandem for special purposes to people having obtained the 'Zertifikat DaF' (Certificate of German as a foreign language), i.e. for the intermediate and advanced level. If this level is achieved, there won't be any other standardized tests before the beginning of the Tandem. But it is recommended to the participants to tape-record themselves on cassette during the first days and to evaluate frequent mistakes, at least if they work in the field of humanities.
The needs are described more in detail. Tandem partners at first are chosen with the help of a questionnaire which also allows the answer 'professional'. If 'professional motives' are marked, an additional questionnaire will be applied which represents the so-called 'entry window' to Tandem for special purposes and states the following:

= 	Branch of the firm
= 	Professional qualification, typical course of work
= 	Academic titles
= 	Size of the firm
= 	Planned place for the Tandem meetings
= 	Profile of knowledgement
	of listening comprehension, reading comprehension, grammar, syntax, vocabulary, 
	written style, free conversation and translation, according to self-rating of deficits 
	and self-set desired focuses
=	Focuses
	like reading trade correspondence, technical texts, inspecting firms/machines, making 		phone calls, negociating, writing letters, making vocabulary lists, translating, 			interpreting, revising articles
=	Social form of applying the foreign language
	alone, in pairs, in groups, in meetings
=	croncrete aims and other wishes
=	distribution of general and professional interest
=	own suggestions.

Next comes a personal conversation between intermediator and the interested person, which is very similar to an analysis of the work place, and no sooner than that the presentation of the partners takes place.

2) Contents

As an illustration of the contents being discussed, some examples from Donostia chosen during the project 'Tandem for special purposes' in the years 1992/3 follow:

Tourism accountant and consultant for youth groups:
Simulation of the work at the hotel reception and translation of statutes of youth groups.

Lawyers:
Law of town planning in Germany, structure of courts in the Basque Country.

Psychologist, philosopher:
Technical vocabulary.

Engineer of electrical engineering, engineer of auto mechanics:
Reading comprehension of technical texts, comparison of working conditions.

Language teachers/translators:
Mutual revision of translations and articles for technical magazines.

The focusses were on vocabulary work as well as on giving an insight into the corresponding working conditions. It became evident that a 'product orientation', such as solving important  and even useful tasks for the job, was of importance and benefit.

As supportive material, the intermediating institution or any other being accessible for both partners should provide them with a well equipped library (not necessarily with books for learners of a language, but with modern presentations, illustrated encyclopaedia etc.) as well as with dictionaries. Also visiting the other's company often is a useful supplement.

3) Organisational setting

Now we are getting to the question of the organisational setting for the Tandem for special purposes. First there were four different organisational settings to be tested in the project of the Tandem-Net:
a)	Donostia:	intermediation of individuals within the institutions
b)	Meran:		affiliation of equal professional groups in a bilingual region
c)	Karlsruhe:	international partnerships
d)	Lyon:		relationships between companies

a)	Donostia:
Since the interests in demand are very specific and profession-related, carrying out the intermediation in an efficient way is only possible if the profession and the actual work are on the computer. During a summer class, for instance, a paediatrician who wants to learn more about the health service for children in the Basque Country may participate. Therefore, within two days at the beginning of the class, the  intermediator needs to find a Basque paediatrician or 'at least' a children's nurse with a high German level who is also interested in participating in a Tandem for special purposes at the same time ... Similar problems occur with employees of the "free"-enterprise economy: because of the lacking time of many working people and because of their very frequent travelling after having gained a certain position within the company, it is almost impossible to realize Tandems for special purposes in courses of  less than a month, e.g. summer classes, that satisfy both of the participants. It turns out to be much easier to pair parallel courses.
b)	Meran:
Initially one had presumed that it may be sufficient to pair Germans and Italians that work in the same field, e.g. two rangers. But with pairing two interested parties in binational regions one has to consider that curiosity (the desire to learn about new things) is an essential motivation for  a Specialized Tandem, and therefore it does not make any sense to intermediate between two people who already have been working together for the same company for a long time. On the contrary, it has proved to be useful working together on a topic other than language itself, like e.g. operating a computer programme. However, this may result in rationalization, which is unintended from the viewpoint of the language teachers: Doctors who had to write reports in Italian or German for the transferences of patients to Austria or the closest Italian-speaking province, tended to write the reports for each other instead of learning the corresponding structures and terms from their partner.
c)	Karlsruhe:
With international projects the greatest difficulty to get started is finding the right people to consult, ways of advertisement and a target audience 'on the other side', which requires a lot of extra work. In our case two railroad companies from both sides of the border were concerned. Both were divided  into several levels, of which each indicated towards the next higher level when projects like the 'Tandem for special purposes' appeared, which were not definable by the existing guidelines.
d)	Lyon:
Also when working with companies one has to consider losses due to other causes than the Tandem itself: The intermediation between employees of different companies of the same branch often is blocked by the corresponding hierarchy because of fear that they may reveal business-related secrets to the competition. Intermediations between working people and students, on the contrary, fail because usually the interests of the working ones are more concrete than what the students can offer. This limits the possibe range of applying the 'Tandem for special purposes' in companies to specific constellations, which do not show these problems.

Returning to our initial question now, we can say that the 'Tandem for special purposes' certainly can achieve a hand-made language exchange and therefore offers a successful addition or a nice change for the advanced learner's classes. However, one has to bear in mind, that
+ measuring needs to be learned as well (7)
+ a qualified counsultant is necessary
+ not always all the desired sizes, materials etc. are available 'in stock' as tailor-made products. 



