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National English and Literacy Conference 2016 
 

The National English and Literacy conference for 2016 adopted the catchphrase, "weaving 

worlds with words and wonder". I was especially attracted to the promise of a focus on words, 

and attended the conference with a mind to learn what I could about word selection, creativity in 

language, and grammar teaching. The concept of weaving together different strategies and 

ideas appeared as a constant motif throughout the various presentations, and the conference 

was composed of three strands: narrative, creativity, and language and inquiry. Although I 

focused on language and inquiry, I found interesting ideas in each strand. 

 

Narrative 

The conference offered a variety of opportunities to discover new texts and their uses in the 

classroom, as well as a renewed focus on intertextuality. Professor Len Unsworth presented his 

ideas for an intertextual study of Neil Gaiman's Coraline, compared with the graphic novel and 

animated film adaptations. He demonstrated how the appraisal framework could be used to 

highlight differences in the text types, with a particular focus on the attitude element of the 

framework. This method began with examining a printed episode from the novel, and identifying 

those words that related to affect, judgment and appreciation. The same episode was viewed in 

the graphic novel, and those words that did not appear in the graphic novel were crossed from 

the printed page. It became evident that much of these attitude markers did not appear via word 

text in the graphic novel, and opened up discussion for how the same information was conveyed 

visually. The exercise was applied similarly to the film version, and as a whole the method 

provided great opportunities for exploring narrative techniques, as well as for categorising the 

language used in texts. 

 

Sarah Chambers spoke about using classical and quest literature to engage students, 

particularly gifted and talented students whom, she revealed, express a preference for quest 

narratives. She included a discussion of L'Engle's A Wrinkle in Time and the way it can be used 

to explore bigger concepts such as IQ and a 4th dimension. Paul Sommer presented a keynote 

about spaces in film studies. He argued that sound is often neglected or underestimated in film 
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study, and his showing of the introductory scene of Apocalypse Now was a fantastic example of 

the close relationship between audio and visual components of film.  

 

Creativity 

A common theme in many of the presentations was the importance of imagination in English. 

During the opening plenary, delegates viewed a video of students discussing imagination in 

their work, which highlighted the value of imaginative writing for drawing on students' existing 

knowledge and making them feel their ideas were important. Some workshops explored 

techniques for inspiring and improving creative writing, such as Tasmanian author Cameron 

Hindrum's, regarding narrative order and perspective. Cameron introduced writing prompts in 

the form of sentence starters from various narrative perspectives, which challenged participants 

to consider telling a story from alternative points of view. He also discussed changing the order 

of a story, and referred to Matt Madden's book, "99 ways to tell a story," a graphic resource in 

which the same story is told in different ways. We looked at techniques such as flashback and 

retrograde ordering as well as the voyeur perspective and the unreliable narrator, which could 

be used as options for students to re-write their stories in more interesting ways. When 

discussing student approaches to creative writing, Cameron referred to a quote by Neil Gaiman: 

"perhaps everything has been written but it hasn't been written by you." This strengthened the 

connection between the ideas of perspective and creativity, and is something I intend to pass on 

to my own students. 

 

Language 

There were many opportunities for learning about language at the conference, including 

grammar workshops and presentations about whole-school literacy approaches. The two most 

prominent presentations for me were those presented by Professor Ian Reid and Professor 

Kirsten Malmkjær. Professor Reid made a compelling case for memorisation of texts such as 

poems, when he spoke about the link between imagination and memory. He discussed the way 

in which committing texts to memory extends the language knowledge upon which we can draw 

for future use. This increases our mental word banks, as well as providing an understanding of 

how to correctly use these words. Although we as teachers have largely moved on from rote 

learning towards more interactive teaching methods, it seems that recitation and memorisation 

of short texts could be used in the early stages of a unit of work as a vocabulary introduction 

tool and also to provide students with a frame of reference in cases where an intertextual link 

exists between the memorised text and texts to be studied later in the unit.  
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Professor Malmkjær presented a keynote about language habits and translation, in which she 

discussed how we can learn about a language by translating a text from one language to 

another, or studying such translations. For single language speakers, she suggested studying 

the original text and a back-translation, in which the text has been translated to another 

language and back to (for example) English again. Professor Malmkjær gave examples from the 

Danish fairy tale The Princess and the Pea." One of the points she made was about the choices 

translators make when translating: between an exact translation of the words or an equivalent 

translation that finds similar techniques such as idiom, rhyme and alliteration in the target 

language. The opening of the fairy tale, for example, begins with "There was once a Prince..." 

This is the standard opening for Danish fairy tales, so of course the English equivalent "Once 

upon a time" is usually chosen to maintain the sense of a standard fairy tale opening rather than 

the exact words. Comparing translations in this way gives students the opportunity to explore 

the conventions of the English language, and to argue why a translator made certain choices 

about texts. It also reveals much about the cultural values associated with each language, as 

some concepts are often entirely left out or replaced with something else in a translation of text, 

due to the cultural context of activities in the story. This sort of back-translation activity could be 

used during textual studies to reveal more about the specific text, or as a standalone task to 

inspire discussion about language. 

 

Overall, the National English and Literacy Conference was an excellent opportunity to gather 

new ideas for English teaching. I gained new strategies for teaching intertextuality and creative 

writing, and was inspired by new ways of thinking about teaching the language strand in 

English. I look forward to including some of these new approaches in my English classes, and 

sharing the ideas with my colleagues. 

 

 


