
Gorgeous Geelong is host to this year’s middle years conference. 
It will be a frenzy of talk, food and thinking on the Geelong waterfront with 

fabulous, fantastic ideas to inspire your classrooms.  Let’s get together 
in Geelong to be inspired by a town that stands proud of its heritage while 

looking forward to the future: much like us as English teachers, we reckon! 

       Register at www.vate.org.au

Conference prices
$200 Individual, $220 Institutional, $154 Concession 

Non-members please contact the VATE office

We Need to Talk 
about Texts
Conference Panel:  
Alice Pung, Tony Birch 
and Kirsty Costa

Join Alice Pung, Tony Birch and Kirsty Costa as they discuss text 
selection, and the importance of students engaging with a 
range of cultures, communities, and voices through texts that 
address the cross-curriculum priorities in their English classrooms.

Alice Pung is the author of two award-winning memoirs, 
Unpolished Gem and Her Father’s Daughter, and the editor of the 
collection Growing up Asian in Australia. Her most recent book 
is the novel Laurinda. Alice is a writer, editor, teacher and lawyer 
based in Melbourne, and is currently the Artist in Residence at 
Janet Clarke Hall at the University of Melbourne.

Tony Birch is the author of Shadowboxing, and the short story 
collections, Father’s Day and The Promise. His novel Blood
was shortlisted for the Miles Franklin Award. His stories have 

appeared in several Best of.... and anthologies, both within 
Australia and internationally. 

Kirsty Costa is a Professional Development Manager at Cool 
Australia. For over 10 years, she has helped hundreds of early 
childhood services and schools integrate sustainability into their 
curriculum and daily operations in meaningful and enjoyable 
ways. Kirsty is an experienced teacher trainer and education 
consultant. She values learning experiences that inspire curiosity, 
problem finding, creative and critical thinking, self-direction, 
collaboration and risk-taking. In 2013 she was awarded the 
Victorian Environmental and Sustainability Educator of the Year.
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Conference 
program 
(at a glance)

Monday 10 August

Registration 
and morning tea
8:30am–9:30am

Panel
We Need to Talk 

About Texts 
9:30am–10:30am

Session 1 
10:35am–11:50am

Lunch 
12:00pm–1:00pm

Session 2 
1:00pm–2:15pm

Session 3 
2:20pm–3:35pm

Session 1—10:35am–11:50am

1a: Getting writing right: Years 6–8

1b: ‘I coulda been a contender...’

1c: Inspired English: An innovative new classroom resource

1d: Making postmodern theory accessible in middle years literature

1e: Picture books and critical literacies in the middle years

1f: Solutions Network: A classroom approach to assisting struggling writers

1g: Teaching grammar and language in the middle years, and how to get 
them to like it!

1h: #WeNeedDiverseBooks

Session 2—1:00pm–2:15pm

2a: Getting creative with assessment and effective holistic assessment

2b: How to write film poetry

2c: Improve student writing and punctuation skills through a knowledge of 
sentence structure

2d: Playing with narrative

2e: Using ICT in the English and humanities classroom: Quick ideas for 
apprehensive ICT users

2f: Walking together: A journey through middle years literacy with a coach

2g: What does your middle years English classroom look like?

Session 3—2:20pm–3:35pm

3a: All the word’s a stage

3b: Creating your own YouTube channel and the flipped classroom

3c: Effective strategies for teaching reading comprehension in the middle years: 
improving student engagement, enjoyment and reading comprehension skills

3d: Getting the most out of your iPad

3e: Integrating assessment into course design

3f: Oral skills in the middle years: The second most important skill

3g: Steampunk: The language of retro-futurism

3h:  The power of choice
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1g: Teaching grammar and language in the middle 
years, and how to get them to like it
Students in the middle years identify strongly with their peers and are keen 
to find out more about themselves and their peers and what they can do. 
They are increasingly ready to take on roles of responsibility. Ideologically, 
‘play based learning’ doesn’t have to end in the early years—middle school 
students can and will benefit from age appropriate ‘play’ (via technology) 
and increased responsibility in the classroom. This workshop will focus 
on combining these two important concepts and turning students into 
‘Grammar Slammers’ responsible for their own (and each other’s) 
grammar education.
Nerrida Prosser, Notre Dame College

1h: #WeNeedDiverseBooks
On a recent list of most borrowed young adult titles put out by ALIA, less than 
half had female authors, and only one of those women was Australian. In this 
session, Stella Prize Schools Coordinator Bec Kavanagh will discuss current 
publishing trends and reading habits, and suggest a range of current texts by 
Australian women. This session will equip teachers with an arsenal of local, 
diverse, quality texts to recommend both for study and personal reading.
Bec Kavanagh, Stella Prize, Schools Program
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Session 1

Session 2

1a: Getting writing right: Years 6–8
Northern Bay College, Geelong is currently the largest school in Victoria. In an 
effort to ‘get writing right’, the Years 6– 8 communities across four campuses 
has embarked on Ruth Cullam’s ‘6 Traits +1 of Writing’. At NBC we value ‘unity 
over uniformity’, so each Campus English Leader has tailored writing to the 
particular needs of their campus. We have all, however, re-energised Writers 
Notebooks, refocused our students on the aspects of ideas, sentence fluency, 
organisation, word choice, voice, conventions and presentation, and we have 
incorporated ICT. We would like to share our journey with you.
Ian Hauser, Gerrard Herpich, Jessica Hayes, Lee McConnell, Colleen 
Marshallsea, Northern Bay College

1b: ‘I coulda been a contender…’
How do we support creative writing in an environment where emojis are 
used to express almost every emotion? How do we encourage students of all 
abilities and backgrounds to feel passionate about creative writing and find 
their own voice? From poetry, to multimodal texts and picture books, this 
workshop will explore ICT learning tools that have been tried and tested in 
our English classrooms to engage and develop strong conceptual thinkers 
and writers.
Natalie McDonnell and Michelle Clark, Montmorency 
Secondary College

1c: Inspired English: An innovative new
classroom resource
Each year thousands of secondary school students take part in workshops at 
the National Gallery of Victoria, which focus on art as inspiration for teaching 
and learning the English curriculum. Inspired English is the result of an exciting 
collaboration between Macmillan Education and the NGV. They translate the 
unique pedagogy developed in the Gallery into practical classroom lessons 
for students and teachers of Years 7–10, focusing on works of art in the 
collection of the NGV. Participants in this session will explore activities from 
the books, which develop visual literacy, close reading, writing in a variety of 
text types and literature links through engagement with works of art from 
different times and cultures.
Susie May, National Gallery of Victoria

1d: Making postmodern theory accessible in middle 
years literature (if it’s good enough for Captain 
Underpants, it’s good enough for the middle years…)
The Princess Bride, The Simpsons and yes, Captain Underpants. This session 
will look at ways into a unit of work on postmodernism theory intended for 
Years 7–9. Introduce grown up, theoretical thinking in the middle school and 
make literary theory accessible through popular culture without dumbing 
things down completely. Unpacking what it means to call something 
postmodern, this unit is aimed at empowering students with an introductory 
understanding of the theory and opportunities to apply this knowledge to 
their own subversions of fairytales.
Sonia Murr, St Leonard’s Collge

1e: Picture books and critical literacies in the 
middle years
This workshop will look at picture books as rich texts in the middle years and 
show you how to use them to teach critical literacy skills. Luke and Freebody’s 
‘Four Resources Model’ is the literacy framework that will underpin the 
exploration of a broad range of picture books to suit the diverse needs and 
interests of your students, offering lots of ways to develop complex thinking 
with engaging texts.
Aneta Renieris, RMIT

1f: Solutions Network: A classroom approach to 
assisting struggling writers 
VATE’s Solutions Network is very much about sharing different approaches 
to assisting and supporting struggling readers and writers. This presentation 
looks at one approach to overcoming writing reluctance. We will then 
open up to a discussion about what you do and what other schools do to 
overcome the many barriers struggling writers are trying to leap. 
Chris Wheat, Sunshine College

2a: Getting creative with assessment and effective 
holistic assessment
Packed with creative, instantly-implementable ideas, resources and strategies, 
this workshop aims to make teachers think deeply about how and why we 
assess and how to maximise the impact of assessment on students learning. If 
you feel temporarily stuck on autopilot, this workshop will provide inspiration 
and practical, yes-we-can-take-them-away-and-use-them-tomorrow-and-
they-will-make-our-lives-easier resources for all. Many of the ideas will be 
based on assessment for learning and how to use formative assessment in 
the classroom to ensure high-impact learning and teaching.
Kate Daly, McKinnon Secondary College

2b: How to write film poetry
Film poetry is an emerging multi-modal art form which poet, Alastair Cook, 
describes as ‘a single entwined entity, a melting, a cleaving together of words, 
sound and vision’. Think Bob Dylan’s Subterranean Homesick Blues meets an 
ACMI art installation. Bring along your devices to discover the breadth of film 
poetry, learn how to compose it and most importantly find out how to teach 
it to a middle years cohort. 
Jessica Heffernan

2c: Improve student writing and punctuation skills 
through a knowledge of sentence structure
Ruth Rosenberg is a former journalist, proofreader and an experienced EAL 
teacher who realised that her grammar and sentence structure knowledge 
could be usefully presented to English students who struggle with effective 
sentence writing and punctuation. Using a series of jumbled sentences, 
a basic analysis of sentence structure and knowledge of punctuation and 
grammar, she presents a user-friendly explanation designed to help with 
NAPLAN testing and clear writing up to VCE level and beyond.
Ruth Rosenberg, Beth Rivkah College

2d: Playing with narrative 
The changes to the VCE curriculum from 2016 means that understanding 
narrative and how to create stories are now an essential part of the secondary 
curriculum. For students to write imaginatively, they need to understand 
the elements of the narrative and the relationship between all the elements. 
Students need practice in writing and analysing stories in order to write 
their own. This seminar will demonstrate how to teach students to play with 
stories, and how to play with all the elements of the narrative. Teachers will 
also be provided with ideas on how to ensure that their English classroom is a 
creative and imaginative space. 
Marissa Pinkas



2e: Using ICT in the English and humanities 
classroom: Quick ideas for apprehensive ICT 
users
Sharing practical ideas with fellow teachers who have similar classes can be 
the most valuable learning experiences we have. This collaborative session 
is designed for teachers to share lesson ideas with each other regarding the 
way they have incorporated ICT in the classroom. Let’s face it, the use of ICT in 
education is not going to decrease in the foreseeable future. It is not enough 
to know what apps, program or websites can be used. We need to know how 
they are being used. If you have a lesson that has incorporated ICT in some 
way, come prepared to share your experience and demonstrate how you 
have used it in your classroom.
Michael Russell, Catholic College Wodonga

2f: Walking together: A journey through middle 
years literacy with a coach
At the beginning of 2014, Kilbreda College in Mentone set off on an 
innovative journey through middle years literacy. Following a series of 
workshops, teachers were invited to express interest in participating in a 
process of pedagogical change in line with contemporary educational 
thinking for the 21st century. The team of Year 7 teachers met with the 
literacy coach on a regular basis. Alongside this, the literacy coordinator was 
coached in her role as a leader and an agent of change. The whole experience 
has been highly successful and has now extended into Year 8.  
In this workshop we invite you to share this journey with us.  
Rae Torres, Clarinda Primary School, and Bridget Goodyear, 
Kilbreda College

2g: What does your middle years English classroom 
look like?
Text selection: are you cannon fodder? Assessment: are you value adding? 
Supporting writing: do you know how to help someone with Dyslexia? 
Differentiation: is this meaningful—or has the VCE swallowed up your ability 
to be flexible? Technology: does it drive you bonkers (in a good/bad way)? 
Reading: how do you read—how do your students read—how does the 
Australian Curriculum tell us to read? An interactive workshop that has radical 
education theory at its critically reflective heart.
 Jon Williams, Princes Hill Secondary College
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Session 3
3a: All the word’s a stage
If you are wondering what text to place on the book list for 2016, why not 
include a play? Ticking many boxes, a script allows the students to actively 
engage in literature by licensing them to rise out of their confining desks and 
chairs to take on a persona.  For the kinesthetic students, especially, this is a 
breath of fresh air!  Cheryl Dober, Head of English at Geelong Baptist College, 
will present three texts and their possible use in the English classroom:  Boy 
Overboard—the play, A Midsummer Night’s Dream and The Diary of Anne 
Frank—the play suitable for Years 7–10. While Cheryl is also a Drama teacher, 
you do not have to be.  Come along and, if you wish, pick up a script to tread 
the boards—or just observe.  Ideas of how these plays may be used in a 
classroom will be shared.
Cheryl Dober, Geelong Baptist College

3b: Creating your own YouTube channel and the 
flipped classroom
While making a YouTube series on grammar, I discovered that it is easy and 
cheap to script, film and upload your own entertaining lessons. It works 
especially well with the ‘flipped classroom’ teaching strategy, where students 
do homework in class and lessons at home. This allows students to each 
proceed at their own pace by pausing and re-watching your lessons as suits 
them. Teaching in the twenty-first century might increasingly resemble such 
an approach.
Carl Umber

3c: Effective strategies for teaching reading 
comprehension in the middle years: improving 
student engagement, enjoyment and reading 
comprehension skills
Empowering middle years students to take increasing authority and 
responsibility over their reading and related tasks through changing 
classroom discourse contributes to improved reading engagement 
and better reading comprehension. This workshop will actively engage 
participants to grow their understanding of active and productive interaction 
with text for middle years students. A range of practical, theory-based, 
effective routines and activities will be presented, providing teachers with 
ideas and strategies to apply to their classrooms. Participants will leave the 
workshop with increased understanding of reading and practical skills to 
improve reading comprehension.
Helen Woodford 

3d: Getting the most out of your iPad
This session will focus on moving to digital marking and assessment. The 
strategies discussed will help in organising and archiving student work 
digitally with and without annotations. In the second half of the session, 
iBooks and the potential of using student created or faculty created iBooks 
will be discussed. Please bring an iPad with you!
Alex Goldsworthy, Caulfield Grammar School, Wheelers Hill

3e: Integrating assessment into course design
Too often, assessment is an add-on to course design. At Year 8, we have 
developed four units that integrate formative assessment into the tasks 
that students undertake within these units. We have adopted a unit design 
protocol that emphasises the pedagogy for learning that best supports 
students to undertake tasks and reflect on these. This raises the issue of 
monitoring student achievement from the assessments undertaken. We 
have further developed and applied Guttmann charts to building a picture 
of student skill and knowledge development which allows both student 
and teacher to monitor and, ultimately quantify, their growth in skills and 
knowledge. Come and hear about our journey.
Richard Geddes, Robert Savage, Dora Kourambas and Andrew 
Batrouney, Camberwell High School

3f: Oral skills in the middle years: The seond most 
important skill
This hands-on workshop will be interactive. Judith Field is a former teacher, 
Head of English, has worked in schools and is an expert in this field. She will 
share ideas. Participants will also share what works in the middle years to 
increase confidence in all students. Come and learn, share and have fun.
Judith Field, Speech Matters

3g: Steampunk: The language of retro-futurism
Linking perfectly to the new VCE English Study Design’s focus on Creative 
Writing, Emmaus College’s Year 9 English teachers have created a vibrant, new 
‘Steampunk Short Stories’ unit. A sub-genre of Science Fiction, Steampunk 
blends past settings (predominantly the Victorian era’s Industrial Revolution) 
with quirky clockwork inventions and a raft of creative terminology to 
challenge and inspire Year 9 students to read, view and create their own 
Steampunk short stories. We will provide teachers with a suggested 
curriculum outline, resources, assessment tasks and rubrics. 
Claudia Stow and Sylvia-Jade Tandberg, Emmaus College

3h: The power of choice
Teaching reading can be frustrating. Students often don’t read the texts we 
set them; many students tell us that they would prefer to choose what they 
read. What if I told you that all areas of study and assessment in the English 
classroom can be met using the free-reading approach—and that along the 
way, students will discover a love of literature and embrace a life-long reading 
habit? Worth the risk? You bet!
Sandra Norsen, Daylesford Secondary College


