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Conference Reflections – Adrienne Willing

My thanks go to Network of Educational Associations Tasmania (NEAT) for the scholarship which supported my attendance at the ALEA national conference.  My thanks also go to Meree Barber, my school-based referee, and to my colleagues on the local council of ALEA for my nomination.  While I have been teaching for 26 years the process of professional learning and reflecting on teaching practice is ongoing.  Professional teaching associations offer a fabulous opportunity for this and the conference in Melbourne was an excellent example. There was a multitude of speakers to choose from and I was frequently torn in making my choices.  I would have no hesitation in recommending membership of these associations to my colleagues for the wonderful professional learning opportunities they provide.

Over the course of the conference I noted that reading for deep understanding using comprehension strategies was a theme of many of the presentations, in particular through engaging students in meaningful discussions.  Another theme noted was the importance making the connections between reading and writing.

This resonated with the messages in the Australian Curriculum:  English about the interrelatedness of the language modes:

“The processes of listening, speaking, reading, viewing and writing, are interrelated and the learning of one often supports and extends learning of others.” (ACARA, December 2010, p.5)

and the specific statements about reading comprehension found under the interpreting, analyzing, evaluating sub-strand of literacy for each year level.

Tony Stead’s presentation ‘Improving Competencies in Literacy through the Power of

Non-fiction was for me one of the most motivating sessions providing me with much food for thought and connecting with my recent participation in the 2010 ALEA Reading Comprehension Project.

Tony outlined his work on a project in several New York schools which developed from some alarming statistics that showed that students’ comprehension of non-fiction texts lagged significantly behind their comprehension of fiction.  This was despite the fact that much of our reading lives will be with non-fiction texts.
His project goal was to address this need by increasing students’ use of non-fiction texts across a range of teaching contexts.  This included the interactive read aloud, shared and guided reading.  The use of comprehension strategies to deepen students’ knowledge about the content of non-fiction texts as well as their knowledge about the organisation and features of them was an important aspect of his work and he reported that his efforts resulted in not only improved literacy results but also in improvements in academic vocabulary, world knowledge, critical perspective, understanding of different text and language structures and the ability to write for different purposes and audiences.

He also emphasised the importance of threading reading and writing together and described a process of immersing students in many examples of the non-fiction genre and engaging them in discussion.  Through this they identified the purpose of the genre and developed knowledge about the organisation and features as well as deep understanding of content.  This enabled them create a definition of what needed to be included in a good example of the genre.
Next students worked collaboratively to create a class example of the text and brainstorm other topics that the genre might be used to address.  After this students worked independently to develop their own example of the genre.  Finally their work was both teacher and self assessed as they reflected on what had been discovered about the non-fiction genre being studied.
The process clearly demonstrated the interrelatedness of the language modes and will support my implementation of the Australian Curriculum:  English as it has definite connections in particular to the sub-strands of text structure and organisation, expressing and developing ideas, interacting with others, interpreting, analysing and evaluating and creating texts.  
Professor Gay Su Pinnell was both a plenary speaker and conducted a pre-conference institute.  In her plenary she addressed ‘Supporting Deep Understanding of Written Texts through Talk and Writing’ and in her pre-conference institute ‘Teaching for Strategic Actions across Contexts for Literacy’.  She noted that while we may be teaching students the skills to read there has been something lacking in our approach so that they are not choosing to read.  In her opinion this has been the result of an over emphasis on the teaching of decoding skills and that for students to develop greater engagement, motivation and emotional involvement in their reading we need to involve them in thinking beyond and about the texts they engage with.  

She argued that the starting point for developing student thinking in this regard should be talk.  Students need to be involved in conversations about their reading and these conversations should occur across all the contexts where they ‘meet’ texts – the interactive read-aloud, the reading workshop which includes the mini lesion, independent reading time and guided reading, during literature discussions and book clubs and during shared and performance reading.
While her use of comprehension strategies was more subtle they were the tools used by students to participate in these discussions.  Using the text Grandma’s Purple Flowers she demonstrated how the discussion could elaborate students’ use of the comprehension strategies in this case the strategies of predicting, connecting and visualizing.  She also used this text to demonstrate how discussion can also develop their understanding of the features of the genre – in this case the personal memoire.  She was emphatic in her belief that noticing what the writer does to convey their message has a many fold positive impact on both future reading and writing.
Both the speakers mentioned in my report have consolidated my professional learning about the use of reading comprehension strategies.  Furthermore my interaction with fellow conference attendees has provided me with opportunities to have collaborative conversations and reflective thinking time in order to refine my thinking about my implementation of the Australian Curriculum:  English.  I have gained many ideas that I will be able to use in my classroom and share with colleagues in the future.
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