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	 “You can’t put a number on it.” 

                                          Glyn Parry 


Professor Greg Craven

English and literacy education: is there anyone out there?

Professor Craven spoke of one of the biggest ambiguities of them all - when we strive for correctness, convention and competence, we can run the danger of undervaluing the joys of language.  Spontaneity and creativity can bring about this joy.  However, joy is held in low prestige, as Craven described; it “is not seen as the Ferrari of education and of life.”  He used his Professional career as a lawyer to illustrate this point.  Lawyers are held in higher prestige financially.  We also adulate authors and their success, but not always through the educational sense.  What of those teachers that inspired the lawyer, the author or the young writer? 

There is a tendency for education to be divided into hard and easy - important and less important.  If we can buy it, sell it, eat it or use it – it is important.   Maths and Science teaching and the functional application of these disciplines, together with the political and social weighting on literacy, increase the prestige placed on these learning areas.  Therefore they are seen as functional.  Teaching people how to think, the crux of English Teaching and of learning in general, is not so easy to sell!  But to deny this, Craven spoke, would be to throw away the doughnut and merely keep the hole.

Craven argued that English and literacy must be seen as a function of excellence.  Literacy cannot be presented as a marketing concept.  We need to ask ourselves: is the discourse we use calculated to promote the reaction in society that we want to get?   Surely we are aiming not for a literate nation, but a population that is literary.  Can we afford to have a population where reading and writing is not enjoyed?  

Professor Craven shared his musings on English and literacy.  As he reminisced, the family stories of English-literacy provide Australia’s stories of change.  Craven’s lessons on language were:

· Language and enjoyment: We need to engage with the beauty of language.

· Language and imagination: To see language as a way to free our imagination.

· Language and place: Using language to evoke a sense of place.

· Language to empower: To understand how, a technical exactness

There can be no doubt that we want our students to be exposed to sophisticated readings to thus promote sophisticated writing.  As Craven presented, let’s set the challenge to achieve excellence over competence.  Make as many people as we can ‘literary’ and not just literate.  
It’s time for English Teachers to promote a stance where we take ourselves seriously.  Where we promote a teaching for excellence and where a pursuit of excellence equals a pursuit of surprise, where we ‘focus on the arrow rather than on the target.’

Debra Myhill, University of Exeter

Words with ways: How Grammar Supports Writing

Often we associate grammar with bad grammar – always looking for ways to ‘correct’ or improve the work of our students, the words of our colleagues, even the media!    In the public view, grammar is linked to standards and status.  Status can be linked to crime and the negative connotation continues along this cycle.  This relationship is implied in the sense, that if we are not seen to be using correct grammar we can be likened to some form of ‘language criminal’.

Professional opinion is divided when it comes to the teaching of grammar.  There is a continuum of professional positions and views and just about everyone and anyone has an opinion when it comes to grammar, language and literacy! Positions include:

That meta-language does not lead to meta-understanding and in fact hinders understanding

That grammar teaching must be contextualised

That point of need teaching is best; specifically where a focus is relevant

What is paramount, and what Myhill focused on in her study, is pedagogy.  Good pedagogy combined with grammar instruction that is well supported with resources and careful planning, open up possibilities for writers.  Such pedagogy and resources that focus on the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of grammar, include: 

· Thoughtful discussion with students about language and writing

· Good use of models by teachers to prompt thinking - with the clear goal of making connections for students.

· Following student lines of inquiry

· Allowing students to disagree and suggest alternatives – leading to endless possibilities.

· Setting up of a classroom culture to allow playfulness and experimentation: talk, model, create and adapt.

· In narrative fiction, we explicitly look at the role of 1st, 2nd and 3rd person, how nouns for setting and characters can convey meanings.  

· In argument writing, we explore how different modal verbs position the argument differently and how the use of short sentences can help to emphasise key points. 

· In poetry, varying lines lengths help to create rhythm and expanded noun phrases help to create picture poems.

· In persuasive writing, we look at inclusive pronouns to involve our reader (I, you, we, us) and by choosing careful verbs we beat the trap of the endless adjective!

Through Myhill’s study the question of meta-language arose - should we be hung up over the use of metalanguage?  The students in Myhill’s study displayed varying levels of use of the meta-language, from ‘hollow’ conversation through to a more proficient grasp of meta-language.  Myhill concluded that if the students could explain in conversation (and in their own ways and language) the why, then correct use of the metalanguage became less important.  This conclusion resonated heavily with my own approaches to teaching and learning – where understanding is at the forefront and to understand is to think and act flexibly with what you know.  Once a student demonstrates this understanding, the teacher can then draw attention (through specialised terms) to what this concept is known as in literary terms.

Myhill‘s study set out to address the question, “does contextualised grammar improve writing?  The data points and results of her study, together with the before-mentioned pedagogical ideas, suggest that the answer is -yes.

Sally Morgan and daughter Ambelin Kwaymullina
Inspiring Children to Read
There is vast opinion of what an Aboriginal story is and certain expectations placed on Aboriginal writers.  Sally spoke of breaking down this perception in that stories speak to Aboriginals in all facets.  No matter where they live or what expectations are – as stories speak to all members of the Australian population in such ways.  

John Marsden
The colour of truth is always grey
Reflection: Fluency is a characteristic of high status.
Thought: But if we want to comment on this and the use of pause, when newsreaders use ‘of course’ this is not different to a teenager’s use of the word ‘like’.  ‘umms and ahhs’ allow for courtesy breaks in the aim of fluency.  It is important to give children time to speak (especially the quiet ones). Do you finish students sentences for them if you know what they want to say but see they are having difficulty getting it out? Try resisting the urge to ‘help them’ in this way and simply allow them more time to find their words.
Practical idea: when conducting whole-class discussion, ask the students to write down their answers first and then call for responses. This gives students time to formulate their ideas in to a response they can then verbalise
Reflection: Restraints help the writing process
Thought: Restraints allow for attention to the process as opposed to anxiety towards the task.

Practical Idea: Question-Answer.  Half the group write down a ‘why’ question, half write a ‘because’ answer. Randomly call on students to read what they have written, asking and answering questions in the process. This could simply be a fun activity to break-up or end a lesson, or students could be challenged to create a piece of writing in which these are the opening (or closing) lines.
e.g. 

Q. Why are the Conference mints a translucent blue colour?

A. Because we are all tired.

* This idea comes from Handbook of Surrealist Games.


Practical Idea: Write about the death of an animal without using the letter ‘a’. Placing constraints on writing is actually very freeing; it gives students a framework to operate in and rules to follow, which the typical student will be much more comfortable with than being told to ‘write about whatever you like’. The prohibition of the letter ‘a’ forces students to be hyper-aware of their word choices.
e.g. In slow motion, unexpected, without choice.  It dies.  The poor spotted dog could not foresee its demise.  Run down before its time…..

Other ideas:

Write a story with one syllable words only or where each pair of words starts with the same letter or a consecutive letter of the alphabet.

Reflection: Setting up writing rules help to build community
Thought: It is important to encourage students to say what they feel, to never apologise and to own their writing.

Practical Idea: Set the Rules:

· No apologies (don’t say “sorry this isn’t very good, but...”)
· Make eye contact with other students when sharing (not the teacher)
· Stand up when reading/ sharing (this gives you status)
· Don’t touch your face when reading (let your words be heard clearly)
Reflection: Good writing is about solving problems and avoiding clichés
Thought: provide lots of modelled and exploratory opportunities for students to solve problems.

Practical Idea: Deceptive brainstorm.  Students are asked to think up all words associated with, for example, ghost stories.  Then the students are asked to write a ghost story without using any of the brainstormed ideas.

Practical Idea: brainstorm a bunch of solutions to a set problem.  The students then ‘backwards write’ to create the story.

Reflection: The teaching of basic grammar need not be torturous and some of the simple lessons are often the best!
Thought: A simple exercise such as identify nouns/ pronouns and change – name everything and be specific, then fix the verbs and continue this process….  can help reluctant writers to craft more extended and descriptive sentences.

e.g. We went to the beach.  We had lunch and went over to Sally’s.

Fix: John and I went to Kingston Beach.  We had the most amazing salad sandwiches for lunch before we skated over to Sally’s house in the afternoon.


Christopher Walsh 

Contact: c.s.walsh@open.ac.uk
Teachers as innovators with digital technologies in the 21st century

With the digital resources available in the 21st century classroom, teachers are innovators.  Walsh presented the case that teachers are the experts when it comes to innovation, therefore we should turn to them, their classroom ideas and innovations as being at the fore.  Through the use of technologies, our students can achieve a mastery of the complexity of texts, an understanding of:

· Multi-modal

· Creative fluency

· How media can be used to evoke an emotional response (photography and digital media)

e.g. ask students to illustrate a quote from a studied text.

· How technology transforms the way we teach and learn

Walsh shared examples of how he encouraged his students to adopt critical literacy approaches.  Through a history project, he asked his students to compare three different sources of information for three different text types.  The texts were looking at Chinese migration stories and how three key encyclopaedias or source texts presented the history of Chinese migrants.  Chris had the students study these texts and then re-write the history of Chinese migration, sharing immigrations stories and creating a page for a text book that presented a more complete history.  The students were engaged with the re-design process and using technology to create a professional looking text.

Chris also had his students using the IPod touch to create morning show podcasts, he used flip cameras to have students produce their own music videos and performance poetry when studying the genre of rap.

After reviewing video games, Chris had his students produce their own music videos.  In their reviews of games, they wrote reports which included screen shots, good and bad ratings, links to clips and so forth.  A great program to use was Alice 2.2 (downloadable free from Google Apps).

Useful sites that Walsh referred to:

Advertisement spoofs: 
www.adbusters.org
Gaming reviews: 
www.gamespot.com
www.vital.ac.uk
www.teachnet.org.uk
PowerPoint used for the Perth Presentation can be found at: http://sites.google.com/site/awaywithwords2010/
Dr. Steven Layne

Successful strategies for building lifetime readers

In discussing successful strategies for building lifetime readers, Steven Layne spoke of the importance on focusing on the ‘will’ of reading as much as the ‘skill’ to being a complete reader.  The will (or dispositions or ‘right brain activity’) being: interest, attitude, motivation and engagement.  The skill (the ‘left brain activity’): Phonetics, fluency, comprehension, semantics and syntax.  The skills and dispositions interrelate.
Steven shared some classroom ideas for engaging readers:

The Golden Shelf – Spray paint a bookshelf gold.  Place your favourite books on the shelf (generate student interest), create a sign out log, have multiple copies of books by the authors, share inscriptions in the books with students, have them recommend books for the shelf, etc…

Create a ‘books to consider chart’ – conduct mini-lessons in the classroom on ‘how to find a good book’ – read inside jacket, read about the books, think about the title, focus on the cover, read the dedications.  Periodically take students to the library and have many books out on the tables for their perusal (50-60) titles on the tables.  Some adolescents are frustrated by the search for books on shelves, have them all spread out so they can look and compare – makes it a social exercise also.  Based on student choices, have them contribute to a class ‘books to consider chart’ or a chart on ‘what is important when choosing a good book to read?’

Read Around – In the classroom place one book in front of every student at their desk.  Give them 30 seconds to preview the book (using all the ways they know how).  Ring a bell.  The students pass on the book or can choose to keep the book.  They can only keep or hold one particular book for 3 rounds.  This is a good way to have students preview lots of books before choosing one that they would like to read.  At the end of all rounds, the students leave the books on the tables and circle the room –writing down the titles that they are interested in reading.   This is a good starting point for a unit.  Also good psychological tool – if a student continues to hold the same book during the rounds, the student next to them will be curious as to why and will want to get their hands on that book!
The First Read Club – Start up a High School book club (Lunchtime).  When new books come into the school this club are first to read them.  Create stickers to go into the inside cover and include the student’s name as the ‘first person to read this book’ (Students like to see their name in print).  Another idea is to have staff in the school take it in turns to talk to the club, or to classes or grades of students about a book that they like and what is good about the book.  If each teacher in the school took turns once, it would help students to see how adults value books.  Also if a student has a strong relationship with say the HPE teacher or Art teacher, listening to them talk about a book could inspire them to want to read more.

Peter O’Connor

More than words: the power of drama in literacy education

Peter O’Connor’s work is grounded in ‘process drama’, a method of improvised role play for the participants and not an audience.  A method or process to get ‘inside’ a story, to empower through story, develop the rich experience of a story, understand the power of a story and evoke this power.  Peter spoke of drawing his knowledge of Process Drama from people like Cecily O’Neill, David Booth, Dorothy Heathcoate, Juliana Saxton and Carol Miller.  He spoke of drawing his inspiration from John Dewey and the notion of ‘pursuing surprise’ and the pedagogical moments that come from the learning journey.   

O’Connor likes to use drama as a tool to ‘overcome obstacles or explore problems with students’ where the students and teacher are ‘agents in control of their own stories.’  He likened drama to being a “Pedagogy of hope”, where exploring the ‘who’ and ‘what’ as human beings through an imaginary world that connects the story with the real world.  Drama can be used as a process to organise our human experience.  By bringing the stories to life, we allow for the diversities of truth to be heard, rather than one dominant version.  The ‘possibilities’ are opened up as the students are not spectators but agents that can take action on issues that affect the world.

Some recommended reads:

Pretending to Learn: Helping Children Learn Through Drama - John O'Toole and Julie Dunn

Into the Story – Juliana Saxton and Carol Miller
Garry Collins 

Contact: gazco48@bigpond.net.au
The anagram-synonym game: a puzzle-based, self-contained, engaging and productive lesson activity

The following notes are an accompaniment to the anagram-synonym games posted on the TATE website. Garry Collins pitched the series of games as ideal for that annoying supervision/cover lesson you get landed with at short notice when a colleague is away. The following list of ideas represent just some of the teaching and learning opportunities that can be opened up by the game.
Start with a spelling test using some of the game’s list words prior to starting the game.

“What are words?” Pose this question to the class and much discussion can be generated by the answers students will come up with. If an answer involving written language/letters is given, raise the point of long-existing verbal languages, such as the hundreds of dialects of Indigenous Australian tribes. (Spoken) words came first, letters and a system for writing them, arranging combinations of letters in certain orders, came second.

The hop/hope rule: relates to the short vowel and long vowel sound (E.g. cater/caber). When a suffix is added that begins with a vowel, a double letter is added for the short vowel sound and not the long-vowel sound (hop = hopped, hope = hoped).

 There are two types of speech sounds: vowels (air flow unimpeded) and consonants. There are various ‘sub-categories’ within these two types of speech sounds.

How many letters are there in the alphabet? How many vowels? 6 (a, e, i, o, u and sometimes y, as in “fly”) How many consonants are there? 21 (including y as in “young”).

Make a list of one syllable words that have different vowel sounds in them (syllables = sound segments). One syllable words are monosyllables.

Students may question the legitimacy of some of the words included on the lists. What makes a word? Just because you can’t find a particular letter combination in a particular dictionary, it doesn’t mean it’s not a word.

Some words will be ‘archaic’.

How do you know how many words exist? A useful analogy is how do you accurately count the population of a city when there are people on holiday, people dying, babies being born, people moving, people flying in and out, etc.

Question for students: Why do so many words have anagrams (only so many combinations of letters, in short words, vowels are needed…)

The list invites discussion of homophones – caret/carrot/carat, carte/carte, etc.

Why do we have so many French words in our language? Concierge, entrepreneur, a la carte…

Definition of ‘synonym’ is sometimes “words with the same or very similar meaning”; for the purpose of this game, the definition is “words with similar meaning”.

Words can have connotations – e.g. smell = neutral, stench = negative, aroma = positive.

Words can be both nouns and verbs: “Gee you smell” “No, you smell, I stink”

Synonyms can lead to discussion about tautologies. E.g. the pointless repetition of declaring someone has shown “courage and bravery”.

Some words have multiple meanings, but the matching pair of definitions must be found (e.g. sign and trace).

Some words on the lists will invite discussion on word classes – nouns, verbs (including nouns that can also be verbs and verbs that can also be nouns), adverbs and adjectives. These are all “open class” words.

ADDITIONAL CLUE: The series of the first anagram in each of the pairs are in alphabetical order (e.g. List One: 1. trace, 2. tug, 3. two …). This will help clear up most confusion that stems from words that have multiple meanings.

Additional Activity: Locate all of the words on the list that have homophones.

Ask your students to write using this seed or prompt:


“If you could discover, solve or cure anything, what would it be – and why?” 


Parry 


 





“A critic is a scorpion with a personality by-pass.” 


Craven.








“Stories have the power to break down barriers.” 


Morgan





“Technology learning, or learning through technology, is much more than having good technology skills.” 


Walsh











There is often an implied negative connotation of grammar, a so-called ‘error fallacy.’ 


 Myhill








“Successful reading strategies are ones that address the skills of reading in partnership with the dispositions of being a reader.”


Layne.











“Teaching and learning is about the asking and answering of questions – drama is an excellent vehicle for this.”


O’Connor.
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