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I’m sincerely appreciative of the opportunity to attend this year’s national literacy conference as a scholarship recipient. English/Literacy is our school’s improvement plan priority this year, with recent testing indicating the need for improved outcomes and change, so access to new ideas, developments and resources proved really inspiring!  

As a collaborative team, both Karin Weustenfeld and I enjoyed listening to keynote speakers and participating in small group workshops.  Regular opportunities to meet and network with other English teachers is a luxury we would like more time for.  As our rural school is small, we don’t have large numbers of staff with expertise in disciplines so it was particularly stimulating to share ideas, experiences and knowledge.

Jeffrey Wilhelm was particularly notable.  I was happy to take notes and will now list some memorable points.

RISKS AND REWARDS

As teachers we must encourage our students to take risks; that errors are a sign of growth and risk-taking.  
Many of us have ‘English teacher disease’ – we mark work ruthlessly.  The more errors we mark the more a student regresses.  Research has shown this.  We must name possibilities and reward risks.

The teaching of formal grammar is harmful to writing.  Grammar must not be taught in isolation.  When marking work we must name the strengths first, then suggest possibilities.

By encouraging a student to take risks we must first support, reward and assist them.  We must reward students to take risks.  We must inquire with students into powerful language use, use what is learned and reward risks.  In other words, teachers should sit down with their students and move around the room.

KINDS OF WRITING PROCESSES

1. Students need to know the purpose of it

2. They then have to access and explore information

3. They then have to shape it into some type of form

4. They then have to draft copies, proofread 

5. They then publish it and seek feedback

We must allow our students the opportunities to PRACTISE,  PRACTISE, PRACTISE their work before assessments and assignments.  Scaffold – build up – scaffold – assignment.  Teachers have to work on assignments together.

STARTING A CLASS / UNIT

Teachers must find meaningful situations to discuss in class first.

We are to start a class with a question that could be related to the topic about to begin and seek collaboration with the question.  Perhaps put up some statements on the board and ask students for their opinions.  Then use the same questions and ask them what the author of the book being studied may have thought.  WE MUST ACTIVATE THEIR PRIOR KNOWLEDGE. Knowledge is a network.

TEACHING PROOFREADING

We must identify the causes of errors in our students work.  They don’t know how to proofread unless we show them HOW to do it.  We need to show them what it looks like, where to find it, and how to correct it.

MODELLED WRITING
Give students an example of text – probably from something they are studying.  They are to work out the formula and copy it.

Eg.  A succession of loud and shrill screams, bursting suddenly from the throat of the chained form, seemed to thrust me violently back.

Changed to:  A series of shadowy vampires impeccably dressed in black tuxedos, leaning closely over my bed, seemed to pin me like a weakly flapping butterfly to my bed.

MORE MODELLED WRITING

Give students a photocopied example of text from a novel.

They are to study how the sentences are written and use it as a model to write their own.  In this way, they are studying the writer’s craft, talking about the craft and how and why it works.  The students could then give the craft a name.

FINAL NOTES JEFFREY LEFT ME WITH!

Teach terms / tools that help students make choices / are relevant.  Choose what is most important to correct.

Create a hierarchy of error – don’t do the pancake model!

Teach kids to correct their conventions.

Students must teach each other.

Our only resource is to teach what they already know.

Cressy DHS is unrelenting in its drive to improve student literacy outcomes from kindergarten through to Grade 10.  As our number one priority is to provide a sustainable English / literacy program - one that is rich in quality professional development - both Karin and I truly benefitted from attending the conference. (And if Jeffrey Wilhelm plans to come back to Tassie we would love him to visit our school!)

