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The first time I attended an AATE/ALEA Conference was in 2011 in Melbourne. As a pre-service 

teacher, I was deeply inspired by the speakers and workshop presenters who appeared to have 

the most exciting jobs in the world. The conference affirmed for me that the world of English 

teaching is full of opportunity, creativity, and passion.  

 

Now in 2016, five years into my English teaching and coordinating career, I was again fortunate 

enough to relish in intellectual discussions, and explore new worlds of possibilities, thanks to the 

sponsorship of the TRB. Below outlines just some of my conference highlights, and how I will 

apply these learnings to my educational context. 

  

The first Plenary Keynote, Barbara Comber, immediately established how schools, and 

particularly the English classroom, can become places of curiosity and wonder. Using Case 

Studies from South Australian teachers, Comber highlighted the importance of allowing students 

to use their own cultural capital – their own knowledge and experiences – as vehicles for 

meaning-making. I have always advocated for an integrated-based curriculum; however, it is 

difficult to achieve in the secondary classroom. Well, that would be the easy statement to make.  

 

Drawing inspiration from Comber and other speakers, who encouraged teachers to read 

curriculum imaginatively, and to find opportunities to explore the curriculum creatively, I revisited 

my recently developed year 11 English STE(A)M unit. I interrogated my planned learning cycle, 

to see where students could more deeply reflect on their own understanding of the world - as it 

is now, and what it could be. In this unit, students study a range of texts – from short stories to 

blogs, to question the relationship between ethics and technology. They consider whether 

beauty and danger always conflict; whether society can only improve when technology 

improves; and whether it is ethically right to improve technology without knowing the possible 

effects. It ultimately facilitates discussions around what it means to be a morally sound human. 

The beauty of English teaching is that our position allows us to help students develop their 

character – our learning aims can be as ambitious as, ‘students will understand how their 

enacted values contribute to social progress.’ The fact that I wouldn’t be surprised to read that 

‘PokemonGo is the leading cause of death in 2016’, inspires me to continue leading these 

interdisciplinary discussions.  
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This later resonated with what Ian Reid asserted about literature – which was that it ‘enlarges 

the circumference of the imagination’ which is the greatest instrument of moral good, because it 

can develop empathy. Reid also argued that it is important to challenge students through their 

reading to move beyond the small world of the here-and-now, and to confront uncomfortable 

episodes from other times and places. For this purpose, he argues, novels set within an 

historical framework can be especially useful. I agree with this, but feel that novels or short 

stories set in a futuristic setting can achieve a similar purpose. For example, Ray Bradbury in 

his predominately science-fiction work, confronts us not just with what has been, but what could 

be. Inspired by this learning, my colleagues and I will be auditing our English texts, to consider 

what opportunities they may provide for historical and sociocultural critical perspectives. 

 

These ideas again connected with Dr Brian Cambourne’s session on re-framing literacy as 

meaning-making. I was immediately intrigued by Cambourne’s study that considered the role of 

professional discourse in influencing classroom practice. His findings snatched my breath – how 

have I unconsciously subscribed to, and promoted a political agenda to improve literacy 

outcomes through a discourse of acquisition? To briefly summarise, Cambourne asserted that 

to adopt a discourse of acquisition around language – that is, that when language is associated 

with the word ‘acquire’ – we begin to frame the knowledge as some of physical or tangible 

‘thing’ that can be separated from the human mind. It can be measured, moved, stored, 

packaged, lost, misplaced, reduced, etc.  

 

Cambourne proposes that if such learning is subconsciously framed, teaching can subsequently 

been seen as a delivery system from transferring external knowledge to a child’s mind. The 

alternative is to see literacy as a process of meaning-making – which we all agree on, but which 

frighteningly conflicts with our dominant discourse of acquisition. From this learning, I will further 

examine theories of literacy development, and look to re-develop the pedagogies we employ in 

our literacy intervention programs.  

 

This closely connected with Dr Lisl Fenwick’s session which provided insight into how teachers 

interpret the literacy domain of their subject area, and how metacognition is not an immediate 

by-product of reflection. Our site is currently re-developing the PLP Learning and Assessment 

Plan, and through Fenwick’s research, I have been able to more thoroughly understand the 

complexities involved in curriculum design and teacher interpretation. I will share my learning 
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from Fenwick’s presentation with the PLP teachers at my site, and may be part of the subject’s 

redevelopment.   

 

During the post-presentation discussion, the issue was raised that within our attempts to 

differentiate tasks, we make assumptions about students’ understanding of the literacy 

demands of each choice. We know that students’ school success is often dependent on their 

ability to understand the literacy demands of each task. That is, that they can demonstrate their 

learning using the correct register and genre. Fenwick suggested that if we are to provide 

options in our task design, we should be providing clear scaffolds for each option. This is 

something I will be sharing with the whole staff, as it complements our site’s literacy 

improvement plan.  

 

While I am presently completing ‘How Language Works’, and appreciating the complexities of 

language, and the importance of understanding functional grammar; what resonated throughout 

the conference was that ultimately, English teaching is about making connections. It is about 

using the dispositions Melanie Shoffner so articulately explained, and that Misty Adoniou 

metaphorically explored in her closing plenary, to provide the most creative, rigorous 

experiences for our students. I again thank the TRB for affording me the opportunity to absorb 

three days of inspiration and reaffirmation that I do have the most wonderful job in the world.  

 

 


