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This year I was fortunate in receiving a scholarship from the Network of Educational Associations Tasmania (NEAT) which enabled me to participate in the AASE/ASEPA National Conference in Darwin. I am very grateful to the association for their support.

As with most Conferences, it was difficult to choose from a field of speakers all offering topics of great interest.  As a Support Teacher I tended to gravitate to those sessions that offered an insight into differentiated curriculums, latest research findings and effective practises. 

The chance to share experiences with educators from across Australia was extremely valuable and insightful. Inevitable comparisons provided rich learning opportunities with email addresses being shared in order to continue conversations post Conference. 

It is interesting, and disappointing, that common concerns continue across all our States despite many years of lobbying by individuals and organisations on behalf of students with disabilities. I consider the fact that ACARA only began to consider differentiating the new national curriculum, for students with special needs, this year is indicative of the distance we have yet to travel. The presentation in regard to the latter was given by Robert Randall – General Manager, Curriculum. The Special Needs Working Group has been involved since January and has a limited mandate. 

As I work in mainstream school settings I found refreshing the comment by one keynote speaker, Jean Crockett, that principals should be regarded as the special education organisers with responsibility for practices and the advocate for programmes. (Realistically a difficult mantle for many mainstream principals to encompass but ideologically a goal to aim for.) She also commented on the ‘watering down’ of special education teachers and their loss of professional recognition within general education. In one of my networking conversations the group were very concerned that, with the older guard nearing retirement, there are not the numbers of experienced special education teachers to take their place.

On another note was the session conducted by a special school in Canberra. This school had been concerned that many goals in their students’ IEP’s were not being met (up to 47%). They identified 250 functional skills that formed the basis of their curricula. They also identified  programmes they had been using that were not evidenced based – in other words unsubstantiated, not widely accepted with no quality, published research in recognised journals. They ceased all these programmes and developed a set of quality indicators to determine which programmes to include for example ABA, AAC’s and visual supports and PBS. Student goal attainment rose appreciably. I found this very interesting in light of conversations often held regarding new programmes being hastily conceived and undertaken by some specialists.

A highly entertaining session was conducted by John Visser from the UK. Any presenter who tells his audience to put down pen and paper, sit back and listen is guaranteed to gain the popularity votes! His session, dealing with successful classroom management, was insightful and very thought provoking. John allowed delegates to access his paper from his web address and I’m sure that everyone there would have taken the opportunity to download. 

Another session outlined factors that bridge the research to practice gap in inclusive education and looked at six research projects. Four common themes were identified in successful outcomes – research should be responsive to the needs of educators; professional learning should always be incorporated; there is a need for shared understanding and ownership, responsibility, collegiality and mutual respect; consistency in support (including time as well as resources) for all stakeholders. It needs to be sustained, responsive, co-ordinated and seen as relevant by the teachers with the chance for educators to be involved in the project – as well as providing scalability within the school system. All of this would seem obvious and yet how often are projects determined by the interests of the researcher without adequate consultation with those who will be the major instigators ‘at the coal face’. 

The chance to attend a National Conference is one that all educators should be offered. It is not often that we have the opportunity to listen to well known and respected key note speakers, network with colleagues from around Australia and, in my case, experience a slice of Australia not seen before. Greatly appreciated

