Australian Council for Computers in Education (ACCE) Study Tour, Jun 23 – July 4, 2009

Report by Margaret Meijers

As a winner of a Hardie Fellowship 2 years ago, I had the opportunity to attend the National Educational Computing Conference (NECC) in Atlanta, USA.  I found the opportunity to network with and learn from nearly 20,000 other educators extremely valuable and enriching for my teaching.  As a Computing teacher and Curriculum Coordinator for ICT at my school, I like to keep abreast of current trends and ideas in this rapidly changing field.  Attending an international conference of such repute is certainly one way to help do this.   

When I heard that the ACCE was conducting a study tour this year that included the NECC Conference in Washington, I was very keen to attend and set about finding ways that I could support my own contribution financially.  Without the NEAT Scholarship, and professional learning funding from the Tasmanian Society for IT in Education (TasITE), it would have been financially much more difficult for me to participate.   

The study tour group consisted of 7 Queenslanders, 1 Victorian and 2 Tasmanians.  We met up on June 22 in Auckland, where we had a whirlwind tour of the main sights, and visits to 4 schools.  These included Westlake Girls High School, Kristin School, Marina View Primary School and Papatoetoe High School.  Each was very different and stimulated great discussions amongst tour participants about future directions and implications for our own particular school contexts.  Highlights that will stay with all participants included the way Papatoetoe integrates its extremely high indigenous and Islander population, the wonderful singing and dancing they did for us, and the Marina View TV Station operated by a class of grade 6 students.  It certainly made us realise that we often underestimate the capabilities of younger students. 

Next was two nights in San Francisco and visits to Oracle, Apple and Google.  Because our schedule was so tight, the group ensured that we made the most of every evening by spending it sightseeing, including the thrills of the cable car and culinary delights of Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco.  We started the day with breakfast at Oracle, while we learned about the Oracle Education Foundation.  This was followed by morning tea and a talk at Apple (with a quick visit to the Apple Store), and then off to Google for lunch.  Google was certainly a unique working environment.  We were impressed with the level of productivity and innovation, while at the same time having very free and unstructured working conditions.  We discussed how much of it might be transferable to an education environment and whether it might be what businesses and schools of the future might look like.  The scale and reach of all three corporations was quite staggering and couldn’t fail to impress.  

It was off to Washington DC after that.  With no time to stop to allow jet lag or tiredness to set in, we raced around the main sights on our only free day before the conference started.  Because of the enormous size of the conference and venue it was essential to have spent many hours prior to the trip pouring over the program to ensure getting the most out of the wide range of workshop offerings, speakers and networking opportunities over the five days.  It was wonderful to be able to meet up with friends from the Atlanta Conference as well as make new friends and connections.  Social networking tools have certainly helped make these sorts of relationships much richer and stronger.  

The themes for this year’s NECC were around school improvement, ethics and equity, technology infrastructure, professional learning, 21st Century teaching and learning, virtual schooling and e-learning.  Being a member of an ISTE affiliate professional association (TasITE) and a Study Tour participant was a ticket to many wonderful networking and sharing opportunities, and invitations to dinners and other functions!  Additionally we had the privilege of a private meeting with Don Knezek, CEO of the International Society for Technology in Education (albeit at 6.30am – the only time he had free in his busy schedule!). 
With so many sessions, so many people to meet and so much learning to do, the conference was a very intense experience that will take some months to filter and sort through.  As I document and develop my learning more thoroughly over the coming months, I intend to share it through my website (http://ictmindtools.net) and professional association (TasITE).  The benefits of belonging to a professional association are many and varied, not least being the collegiality.  In this case I have really appreciated the financial support that the NEAT Scholarship has provided, but also the doors that it opened along this most exciting learning journey.

