Impressions of the Tenth INFITT Conference

University of Pennsylvania, June 17-19, 2011

This is the first INFITT conference I attended, though I have read the proceedings of the earlier conferences. I was impressed by the passion and commitment of technical and Tamil professionals to make Tamil fit for the digital age and by the participation of younger generation of the information society.

The presentations fell into two broad categories viz., those concerned with the development of technical tools for Tamil and those with application of the technology to Tamil. The former were about database creation, data mining, text-speech interface, mobile apps etc and the latter were about literary and linguistic analysis, Tamil pedagogy, both language and literature, tools for composing and testing (verses, lyrics, summary reports of games), bibliometrics etc. 
There was a gap between the tools and their applications. None of the applications demonstrated by non-ICT people used any of the tools developed by the ICT people specifically for Tamil. They all used generic tools available in the market. This means that there is no feed back from the application people to Tamil ICT tools developers to improve their products. Without using Tamil specific tools and not being able to report their experience to them, the application oriented papers could very well be presented in their subject conferences such as linguistics, language teaching, literary analysis, library science etc. They don’t have to be in an ICT conference, which INFITT conference is. It may be required for the future INFITT conferences that the application papers must have a technical tool evaluation component.
The largest number of applications oriented papers was on Tamil teaching. It was clear that the digital technology is a necessary tool for teaching Tamil to maintain it in places where Tamil is minimally spoken at homes and on streets. The future of Tamil as a living language and as a transnational language heavily depends on digital technology. Wherever Tamil is to be learnt voluntarily, this technology has the potential to make Tamil pedagogy attractive and sustaining. 
I have a few suggestions for INFITT with regard to providing support and conducting future conferences.

1. Tamil language teaching tools and materials may be placed in one place on the web for teachers in any corner of the world to draw from and use. The modular approach is the way to go for teaching Tamil since the Tamil curriculum, learner background (age, nationality, purpose etc) differ. A teacher can construct her own course by choosing appropriate modules and arranging them appropriately.

2. INFITT may issue an annual survey of tools developed for Tamil and post it on the web. The Vice-President’s suggestion to trace the current stage of the tools reported in earlier conferences is a good one.

3. Conference may be conducted once in every two or three years with video conferences in between. This will give enough preparation time for the organizers and participants to ensure good participation and to report tangible progress.

4. A corpus fund may be built up expenses with contributions from ICT industries

to meet the conference  from the interest from the funds.
5. Since the conference papers are pre-circulated in a book form, the presenters may be given fifteen minutes and the discussion may take place for fifteen minutes.

6. INFITT must be watchful not to make the conference more of a Tamil gathering than a technical gathering. Informality has its virtues, but the seriousness of professional gatherings should not be sacrificed in terms of punctuality, last minute changes in the program, the chair of sessions in real control of the conduct of the question-answers, time keeping etc.
7. Now the ICT product development relating to Tamil is mostly supported by public bodies including the government. This has to seek market support to sustain the development and help bring proto-types to consumers. There may not be venture capitalists for this, but it should be possible to create a KaNini-t tamizh Fund with money from industries and entrepreneurs, which INFITT could use to develop tools especially identified. These don’t stop as products of labs but become products in the market. 
Tamil is one of the couple of earliest languages of India that adapted writing technology. It was only a few decades behind Europe and the first among the Indian languages to adapt the printing technology. It should not allow itself to lag behind in the new digital technology. 
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