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If it wasn’t for my mentor, Amanda Muruste, I would never have considered applying for a Network of Education Associations of Tasmania (NEAT) scholarship to attend the National AATE / ALEA Conference in Adelaide. I was hesitant to apply for a scholarship as I was a beginning teacher (four months out!) at Hellyer College and felt I couldn’t possibly measure up to other experienced applicants. With only limited experience in teaching English I instead focussed on the literacy programs I was currently implementing and future goals I had for the teaching of English. My excitement at being offered a third scholarship was only compounded by the prospect of learning from a quality range of Keynote speakers. 

Looking forward to Adelaide’s warmer weather, I was met with less than favourable temperatures. Alas, the “City of Churches” did not disappoint, with a fantastic Civic Centre that promised to comfortably accommodate the sessions to be delivered within its walls. The shopping and nightlife weren’t bad either! 

The theme of the conference was “Stories, places, spaces: Literacy and identity”, which encouraged me to share with fellow colleagues my own literacy “stories” and practises within the classroom. Social dinners were organised and many a fine feast was enjoyed in some of Adelaide’s finest restaurants. This was an invaluable exercise as I was able to network and collate ideas and resources (that were practical) to take back to my classes. Brain drain is a common symptom of conferences so this was an ideal chance to sort through all the information.

The overall scope of the program of workshops being offered was overwhelming. I had never being to a conference of this size and was often torn as to what session I would attend. A significant focus of the conference was the growing need for students to be digitally and visually literate, with workshops such as “How to reach the digital natives in your classroom” and “A multi-literacies approach to picture books.” Teachers were also given a crash course in the basics of social networking sites such as MySpace and Facebook, two favourites of students. I was impressed with the willingness of more experienced teachers to embrace the new technology and learn how to use it to the student’s advantage when assessing literacy outcomes. 

The session I remember the most as it gave me practical strategies that I could use immediately in the class was “Getting more BANG for your BLAH…. Developing effective listening in the secondary context.” I was able to consolidate my knowledge of how to plan teaching and learning activities that make particular listening strategies explicit. OUT go the headphones and IN goes my BLAH! I also enjoyed the discussions I had in the workshop on “Teaching students to use the writing techniques of successful authors.” This was extremely relevant to the pre-tertiary Writers course I teach and my students have benefited greatly from the ideas and information I discovered at this session.

As the conference came to a close I had to pack my suitcase very carefully to fit all the resource books I had purchased from the “market place” stalls (thanks to Hellyer College for the finances!). I learnt a lot of practical and theoretical information from this conference and want to encourage all beginning teachers, Tasmanian and nationwide, to attend the next National English Conference to held in Hobart in July 2009 . It was an invaluable experience that opened my eyes to just how much I still have to learn about the effective teaching of English. I am passionate about teaching English and will contribute to the future of our students by continuing to become involved in learning opportunities that keep me informed of curriculum initiatives, current theory and ideas related to the teaching of English.

I would like to thank NEAT, TATE and Hellyer College for allowing me to attend such an important conference. See you all in Hobart! 
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