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My experience of attending the conference was an absolute delight! There were so many great 

speakers sharing their knowledge and experience it was definitely a very valuable learning time 

for me.  

 

The conference began with Barbara Comber sharing about how we can make our classrooms 

into places of wonder in which learning can occur. Barbara challenged us to reflect on what we 

are currently doing and to assess what we could do differently? Barbara showed several 

presentations to demonstrate that children bring their own life experiences into the classroom 

and showed how the different teachers were embracing multiculturalism and allowing the 

students to teach and share their experiences and through doing this it can be a shared learning 

experience in which students feel valued and their ideas are welcomed. Barbara emphasised 

the importance of not conforming to the environment we are in, but to define your own style and 

be creative, not to just be compliant but to embrace creative disruption to enhance learning for 

everyone.  

 

Anne Bayetto then spoke about teaching students with literacy difficulties. Anne highlighted the 

importance of setting tasks that are appropriate to the student’s ability level and when doing this 

give explicit instructions outlining clearly the expectations of the task. Anne shared that although 

some students may be harder to teach, they can still learn and it is easy for students to flick the 

light-switch in their minds to: “I can’t do something” when really they are choosing “they don’t 

want to”. Anne shared that every student is smart in their own way, as teachers we need to 

identify areas that students are good at and focus on developing those skills and set tasks for 

the differing abilities while maintaining dignity and instead of the students feeling anxious about 

what they can’t do we need to be the ones empowering them and encouraging with what they 

can do well. Anne mentioned the four Literacy skills as they are learned:  

 

1. Listening  

2. Speaking  

3. Reading  

4. Writing  
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Listening and speaking were identified as the two literacy skills that are the foundation for 

everything. Therefore we need to be actively giving students opportunities for speaking and 

listening. Anne discussed the importance of getting students talking to each other. As we all 

know, you learn a lot from the company you keep, this also very true in classroom environment. 

Anne introduced the concept of “fickle literacy” which is undertaking tasks/activities routinely but 

they are not necessarily of any learning value and suggested that morning talks were one of 

these. Anne encouraged us to get students reading aloud every day and silent reading is still 

very beneficial but to extend this further by asking students to explain what they have read? By 

doing this we can evaluate if the students actually understanding what they have read. Anne 

also encouraged us to monitor student’s progress weekly or fortnightly so that we have a better 

understanding of where students are at and to recognise that for the student with learning 

difficulties the assessment process may need to be done differently.  

 

Margaret Merga conducted a session explaining research she had done on literacy and the 

advantages of regular reading. Margaret identified the main four benefits as being:  

 

-  Improved literacy outcomes  

-  Benefits in Maths  

-  Development of empathy  

-  Cognitive Stamina (assisting later in life)  

 

This highlighted that reading is a vital skills that impacts on all areas of your life therefore as 

teachers we need to be giving students the opportunity to do this regularly.  

 

I attended a workshop called “Enhancing literacy through drama and literature: School drama” 

this session focused on bringing drama into the classroom to teach students literacy. During the 

workshop John demonstrated that through drama students can connect with characters of the 

story and through the process of breaking down stories into the individual words, asking 

questions and defining the meaning of words, this helps expand students understanding while 

still teaching literacy. Students are also able to develop empathy by stepping in to that role and 

stopping for a moment to think about how that would feel, which is very important for life.  

 

Robyn Ewing discussed how writing can be used for the individual, as well for the purpose of 

communicating with others. Robyn shared how writing fosters problem solving and motivates 
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you to look more closely at life. Students need to be given choice in what they write about so 

that they can enjoy the experience. Robyn explained that “play” is the initial expression of 

imagination and the basis of creativity and this is the closely followed by drawing and story- 

telling, as teachers we need give students the opportunity to imagine.  

 

Kath Murdoch complimented what Robyn presented by building on this to encourage teachers 

to create learning habitats in which students can grow their learning. Kath enthusiastically talked 

about practicing “moments of wonder” in which you teach the students to stop and actually see 

what is happening around them and to live in the moment. Kath mentioned the importance of 

having good literature available in the classroom to inspire learning and to allow “eye time” for 

students to be able to stop, watch and wonder allowing them to talk it through and imagine it, 

before they write about it. To do this successfully Kath highlighted that as the teacher you need 

to prune your language to implement moments of wonder such as asking “what are you 

noticing?”, “I wonder why”, “What if?” to create that learning habitat.  

 

Sheena Cameron and Louise Dempsey’s presentation focused on using practical ideas to 

embed vocabulary learning. During the session they explained that students need to have a 

word introduced 12 times before they understand it and that the average student learns 2,000 

words per year. Sheena encouraged teachers to become “word conscious” and to build word 

awareness in the classroom. Some ideas of how to do this was to implement: “word alert – word 

of the day” “adopt-a-word” and gave several suggestions on how to build on these. Sheena and 

Louise used word pictures to demonstrate another way of teaching words so that it is linking 

visuals with words. They discussed how using dictionary meanings can often confuse students 

and also when teaching when you ask the students in a group what they think the meaning of 

something is, often other students may listen to what another student has explained which could 

be incorrect and then they remember the incorrect meaning so to use this approach with 

caution. Louise suggested that while teaching to embrace the “incidental word learning” and 

explain what words mean as you work throughout the day and to make it clear to students that it 

is not okay to not know the meaning of a word. The big take home message from Sheena and 

Louise was to encourage students to read independently, as students that read for 9.6 minutes 

per day will learn 622,000 words per year, this is the most powerful thing that can be done to 

promote vocabulary.  
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Jon Callow shared about how picture books can be used to teach reading and life lessons. 

Picture books provide us with opportunity to see facial expressions and emotions that may not 

be written bringing more depth and detail. As teachers Jon explained the importance to teach 

students these visual cues. John discussed how we need to teach students that books can be 

re-visited and the more often we read a book it often reveals different things that we missed 

other times and to teach students that reading is something to be enjoyed.  

 

Chris Walsh shared about implementing digital literacies into the Australian Curriculum and 

explained that we now live in a technology driven world in which the future jobs will be 

dramatically different from the world we currently are living in. Due to this we need to be 

preparing our students the best we can for this ever changing world. Teachers need to be 

teaching students to independently analyse, interpret and understand data as these will be a 

very necessary. Another huge skill that teachers need to be teaching their students is to 

determine problems then to find solutions and allow students to explore new ideas and to do 

this collaboratively.  

 

As outlined above, the conference was a wonderful learning environment in which new ideas 

were introduced as well as challenging you to reflect on your current practice. In my teaching 

practice I will definitely being trying to cultivate a good healthy learning habitat in which students 

can “wonder” and learn. I loved the idea of teaching literacy through implementing stories and 

drama to bring about understanding of meaning and emotions and empathy so I will definitely 

try to bring these approaches in to the different classes that I do TRT in the Lower South East 

region. Thank you for such a wonderful learning opportunity. 


