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ACROSS LINGUISTIC AND CULTURAL BARRIERS 
TO EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION ON BOARD 
Human factor on board often affects the quality of multinational crew members’ communicative interaction. It usually depends on the level of the English language proficiency because it is the English language that is officially recognized as a working one for professional and everyday communication onboard a vessel. No common language – no full professional communication with all the consequences that come with it: lack of effective service information exchange, complications in mutual understanding, difficulties in interaction, which, in fact, are considered to be extreme working conditions and in case of provoked or spontaneous emergency fraught with tragic consequences. 

Losses because of communication that failed or took place in a wrong way sometimes become catastrophic. The emergency oil spill from «Sea Empress» tanker (1996) as a result of landing ship aground is one of the examples of irreparable harm to the environment. More tragic are the consequences of accidents involving loss of life, which was the tragedy on the Swedish passenger ferry «Scandinavian Star» in 1990, when a fire on board killed 158 people, and a bad command of English was indicated among the causes of the tragedy. The disaster of the largest passenger ship «Costa Concordia» in 2012 and the death of 32 people were the result from a series of mistakes made by ship personnel. 

Commanders’ irresponsibility and carelessness along with the deck crew incompetence wherein poor English played a key role that was evident from a constant asking to repeat coordination data, delayed response to commands and, ultimately, wrong maneuvering the vessel were recognized as the tragedy causes. Thus, these and other tragic events emphasized the role of a human factor in preventing accidents at sea, particularly such its component as common language proficiency. Ignorance or lack of the English language is deemed inadmissible. Crew members’ uncoordinated actions due to incorrect or incomplete understanding of incoming orders, especially under extreme conditions, lead to irreparable consequences: loss of life, massive environmental disasters and serious economic losses as a result of cargo damage or loss. 

The project CAPTAINS (2010-2012) – Communication and Practical Training Applied in Nautical Studies, performed in the framework of EU professional training program, came to the end with the creation of the interactive multimedia training program, the fundamental difference of which was its targeted focus on the problem of multinational crew members’ effective verbal interaction in critical situations [2]. 

CAPTAINS conceived in line with the English language integration with other subjects. In other words, the communicative English language teaching takes place simultaneously with the professional knowledge acquisition as well as the mastery of practical skills and abilities in relation to certain extraordinary circumstances. So, trying to integrate communication and practical training in the Maritime education project developers have implemented the IMO’s urgent request for a new e-learning software for effective English-language communication within a multinational crew to prevent accidents and ensure safe navigation. 

Free interactive training course was created on the basis of previous developments and existing database of authentic life scenarios with the description fragments from past accidents related to ship personnel’ ineffective communication. Now it is available online (in real-time) and offline as a standalone computer version. With 2D / 3D interactive learning environment in the form of virtual simulators the course facilitates communication and interaction with virtual vessel's 207 

crew for solving simulated authentic dangerous situations at sea [4]. 

Acting as one of the characters by means of avatar one can demonstrate the effective communication and appropriate behavior within a team, or, by contrast, demonstrate poor communication leading to a critical situation. 

The methodological basis of the course is formed by the competency-based approach, according to which the expected training result should be the formation of professionally oriented English-language communicative competency, or in other words, English language proficiency applied in the context of maritime professional activity. 

Other innovative approaches involved in the educational process: 

• First, intercultural approach in teaching English communicatively which draws attention to the diversity of language variants on board, but with a rather controversial Englishness. Nevertheless, using them as the equivalent versions of English on board promotes to recognition of various types of discourse in real life situations relating to accident-free voyage. According to the thematic focus and communicative purpose it may be navigation, engineering or maritime radio communication discourse. 

• Second, scenario approach (scenario-based learning) in the context of cognitive and communicative teaching methods based on the concept of scenario as the verbal realization of a compressed model (scheme or frame) of crew members’ verbal interaction in critical situations, the modulation of which is carried out by specially designed computer software, depending on speech behavior strategy and tactics, and the stage of training – primary, secondary, or advanced. 

• Thirdly, experiential learning which is treated as learning in action or learning by doing and considered as a practical basis for mastering future seafarers’ Maritime English competency during their virtual interaction in critical situations on board. 

One more innovative practice in Maritime English acquisition is providing maritime professionals with intercomprehension (IC) strategies. That was the main goal of INTERMAR project (2012-2013) to raise seafarers’ awareness of linguistic knowledge and their ability to understand different foreign languages they have never been learnt. Such ability is defined as plurilingualism [3]. So, Intercomprehension (IC) strategy means ‘a form of communication in which each person uses his or her own language and is also able to understand that of the other(s)” 208 

[1, c. 7]. Among the project expected outcomes are deeper understanding of other cultures and improved communication aboard. 

The course addresses maritime educational institutions which are considered to be highly motivated to communicate across language and cultural barriers. Intercomprehension competency will empower future seafarers to use the many social situations they will be exposed to in their everyday life and work on board and ashore. It is obvious that understanding of other languages and cultures fosters human relationships, favors effective multilingual and multinational crewmembers’ interaction, and enhances seafarers’ well-being in general. 

The project is represented by a blended 60-hour course (3 ECTS credits) distributed among 7 modules: Icebreaker (4 hours), Intercultural Awareness (4 hours), Interproduction (4 hours), Maritime English (20 hours), Romance Languages (28 hours), Germanic Languages (28 hours), Baltic Languages and Russian (28 hours). Almost all the modules are presented by means of attractive cruise scenarios. 

As for the learning regime specified as a blended-learning approach combining face-to-face, or classroom activities with virtual distance-learning sessions it is highly dependent on each institutional context. To be termed as blended learning none of them should represent less than 25% or more than 75% of the above mentioned activities. But most of the scenarios suggest both regimes. They are taught in a blended modality, with the exception of the Interproduction model which is taken in a traditional classroom activity. 

The first three modules (12 hours) are compulsory ones. They have an upward spiral structure to develop future seafarers’ minimum skills in IC and facilitate their intercultural communication while the face-to-face Interproduction activities. The Icebreaker module practices intercomprehension through decision-making tasks. The Intercultural Awareness module deals with cross-cultural communication by exploring some issues such as maritime taboos, body language and others that interfere with successful interaction. 

The rest modules are at each institution’s choice. According to their specific needs students take at least one module of a certain language family. Specific language domains cover three families of languages: Romance languages (Portuguese, Spanish, French, Italian, and Romanian), German languages (Dutch, German, English, and Swedish) and Baltic and Russian languages (Russian, Latvian, and Lithuanian). The Maritime English module may be taught either 209 

simultaneously with the language family module or after it. The competencies formed in the specific language family modules may be re-used in the Maritime English module while studying related to future profession topics as marine engineering, ship construction, navigation, marine meteorology, piracy, and emergency drills. 

In order to work safely and keep up quality standards it is necessary to be able to communicate in English easily and without misunderstandings. As English is the bridge language it is used as a starting point to approach language diversity. The innovative feature is the developing perceptive skills in several languages and contributing to such key EU competencies as learning to learn; social and civic competencies; cultural awareness; communication in foreign languages. New methodologies based on the cultural dimensions to the acquisition of language skills in English and other languages promote effective collaboration among the seafarers of multinational crews across linguistic and cultural barriers. 
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