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2017 EDTechSA Conference Report – Jessica Fletcher 

 

On the 19th and 20th of July, I attended the annual EdTechSA conference which was held in the Margaret 
Ames centre at Immanuel College. The theme of this year’s conference was “STEAMING AHEAD: 
Navigating Australia’s Digital Future. This theme encompassed the fast-developing idea of STEM 
(STEAM) in education, and the importance of educators’ need to approach teaching and learning with 
the knowledge that our world is constantly changing in its production and use of digital technologies. 
The digital future in which our students will one day be a productive part of requires a change in the 
skills, knowledge, and abilities that students leave school with and these new skills will be developed 
through exposure to digital technologies, STEM subjects and learning experiences. 

During the two days of conference, I had the opportunity to attend a range of informative hands on 
workshops, trade presentations and keynote presentations with a wide range of teachers, educators, 
scientists, entrepreneurs, invited speakers and specialists in digital technology. The trade presentations 
included representatives from digital technology companies, that work with and for schools and 
students in all things technology such as smartboards, online web developer companies, online data 
organiser websites, coding app developers, creators and sellers of digital technology coding toys, robots, 
drones and much more. I used my time at the conference to have conversations with representatives, 
and to seek out information, resources, and ideas from these companies about their role in schools and 
education. The workshops that I attended provided me with a wide range of teaching strategies, lesson 
and unit plans, resources, links to websites, relevant apps and online technology that I can utilise in the 
classroom. 

The keynote presentations provided me with the most information regarding STEM and of its 
importance in education. The first keynote speaker of the conference was Taj Pabari and his colleague 
Shannon from the company 56 Creations of which members travel to schools around Australia providing 
workshops to students on STEAM and digital technologies such as virtual reality, robots, and drones. The 
keynote presentation entitled “Creating Future Innovators” centred on the idea of entrepreneurship and 
the idea that students can think and create with the skills, passions and ideas they have right now. This 
suggestion was emphasized when it was brought to our attention just how many times adults tend to 
ask children what they would like to be when they grow up. The flaw in this question being that students 
may have no idea of what they would like to be, and even more significantly, the jobs our students will 
be working may not even be created yet. Therefore, it is of great importance that educators focus on 
the skills, abilities, passions and interests that our students currently have, while teaching and building 
upon timeless skills in students to best prepare them for what essentially is an unknown future. Timeless 
skills highlighted by Taj are those that cannot be replaced by robots and automation. These skills include 
communication and public speaking, creativity, collaboration and emotional intelligence. 

Another key message from Taj came in the form of a quote. Taj quoted Sylvia Platt by stating “The 
biggest killer to creativity is self-doubt.” This highlighted to me the importance of creating supportive 
learning environments to drive these passions, but equally, the importance of creating an environment 
that is safe to fail in and try again. This can be modelled by the classroom teacher. Enthusiasm breeds 
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enthusiasm, meaning if my students observe my own excitement and passion for their interests, they 
will genuinely experience excitement for learning as well. 

Dr Leanna Read, who is the Chief Scientist to South Australia, in her keynote presentation titled 
“Australia’s Digital Future,” spoke of the careers and industries that will that will continue to thrive in 
and utilise the growing digital technology world. These industries and careers include science based 
careers, aged care, mining, health care, cancer treatment and prevention, transport, and cyber security. 
Dr Leanna Read highlighted the four big ideas that will drive the direction of our current and future 
digital technologies. They are Internet use, big data, machine learning, and autonomous systems. This is 
likely to be where jobs of the future will be spread. Our responsibility as educators is to tap into our 
students’ interests as mentioned above, and to combine them with the skills and abilities that will be 
required in these careers. 

Kevin Richardson, the principal of Immanuel College, provided a definition of STEM and what STEM 
means and looks like in the education setting. The big idea from this presentation titled “STEMming the 
Flow, New Opportunities for Educators” is that STEM serves as a way of inquiry and discovery, and is not 
just as another curriculum area to be taught. Therefore, STEM can be implemented across 
interdisciplinary approaches to learning. Kevin highlighted that a good STEM inquiry is one that engages 
students in utilising resourcefulness, develops creativity, promotes problem solving and encourages 
student ownership of learning. It is through inquiry and discovery that students will find their passions 
and interests. Kevin stated that STEM learning and projects need to be linked to industry and that 
context is key. To me, this means making STEM inquiries relevant to our students’ worlds’ but also 
maintaining future focused learning intentions which could relate to the upcoming industries that were 
mentioned by Dr Leanna Read. It is through planning and preparing that educators can achieve this 
focus. 

Dr Jane Hunter spoke of the importance of teacher confidence in implementing STEM programs, in her 
presentation titled “What Matters in Building Teacher Capacity and Confidence in STEM.” As the idea of 
STEM is still relatively new, educators are essentially learning on the go as they implement STEM and 
the new Digital Technologies curriculum area. Confidence will come about from planning and practice of 
implementing STEM topics. Attending professional development sessions is a start. Sharing ideas and 
lessons with colleagues and having formal conversations with other staff is another way. Jane also 
mentioned the concept of High Possibility Classrooms (HPC) which is a model for integrating technology 
and STEM into the classroom. The 5 defining concepts of this model are creativity, theory, public 
learning, life preparation, and contextual accommodations. Jane extended upon the concept of public 
learning. That is, making learning relevant, meaningful and real world, and providing the opportunity for 
tasks and learning to be publicly shared with parents, other classes, or the wider community.  

Dr Jenine Beekhuyzen spoke about her work in ICT and of her passion for inspiring young people, 
particularly girls, to enter technology and computing fields of study. Jenine mentioned that on average, 
our students, and again particularly girls, will lose interest in STEM topics by age 6. This is a major 
consideration for educators as we need to work towards diversity in STEM careers and to uncover the 
passions and interests our female students may have but rarely use due to lack of exposure to STEM or 
fear of seeming different to their peers. Jenine asked three questions of the audience which prompted 
us to consider how we can use these questions in our own classroom. They were “What is your X 
factor?” “What do you love” and “How can you incorporate STEM?” These questions will elicit student 
interests and educators can then work on combining them with STEM. An example given was of a group 
of students who enjoy reading, and as part of their afterschool code club, created a reading app. This 
app has now become commercial on the app stores for use on mobile phones and tablets. 
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The last presentation of the conference was by James Curran and Bruce Fuda from the Australian 
Computing Academy. James and Bruce provided an interesting insight into the history and importance 
of language and number conventions, and where it is likely to head in the future. We utilise symbols, 
algorithms, decision making and branching every day without realising and it is having skills in 
algorithms, decision making, and branching that will enable our students to tackle the digital world and 
the careers they will likely be a part of. Recognising that simple algorithms and decision-making 
processes are involved in something as simple as making a sandwich will help children better 
understand how algorithms and decision making is becoming increasingly more relevant to digital 
technology. Students will begin to consider the steps they undertake to complete an everyday task, and 
can start to realise different or more efficient ways of completing tasks which is essentially what is 
happening in the workforce now as we encounter new technology and methods of completing tasks. 
James and Bruce highlighted key areas that will utilise skills in number conventions, algorithms and 
decision making and they include data representation, collection and interpretation, and digital systems. 
These concepts are what educators need to be directing students towards when undertaking STEM 
lessons and learning about technology, as it will be our students who develop different algorithms and 
methods for our advancing digital technology. 

The most considerable message that was emphasised by all speakers was that collaboration between 
staff, leaders and experts is vital to the successful implementation of STEM programs in schools. In my 
role as a relief teacher, I can collaborate with a wide range of staff and students in a wide variety of 
school sites and contexts. I can take the ideas presented at the conference with me and share them with 
staff during conversations, I can offer insight into how to implement new ideas and lessons, and I can 
share resources, links, apps or websites that may assist colleagues with their planning and teaching. I 
can also observe and adapt ideas I see presented in these schools and incorporate them with my own 
learning to further extend my knowledge and confidence. 

Although each keynote and invited speaker had differing topics, key ideas and concepts, I came away 
from the conference with an overall impression of the importance of STEM. Most of the presenters 
spoke of the skills that come from engaging with science, technology, engineering and mathematics 
subjects and how they are relevant to our digital world. I have come to realise that teacher knowledge 
and confidence is vital to ensuring our students are also knowledgeable and confident, because our 
students are not just learners and users of technology anymore, they are also becoming creators of 
technology and it is for this reason there is a need for innovation and creativity in education as we all 
navigate a digital future.  

 

 


