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Learning journeys and life stories 
from students in Melbourne
Students throughout Melbourne write about their life and learning pathways, where they’ve 
come from and where they wish to go, while teachers respond by reflecting on their teaching 
practices.

When does school finish?
by Peter Stevens

As a mature-age 30-something, starting school in pre-
apprenticeship cabinet making was not a difficult decision. 
However, it did take some considerable thought.

Being a little older, surrounded by ‘youngens’ can be 
somewhat intimidating. Being a minority is a lways 
intimidating I guess. As much as we like to think we 
don’t care what others think, part of schooling is the 
interaction with fellow students, the sense of belonging 
and camaraderie.

I am happy to report that our imaginings are always worse 
than reality. I find whether young or a little older, we’re 
all here for the same thing and we all have our doubts! I’m 
impressed, however, with the maturity that some show 
towards their work and it inspires us all, not to compete 
with necessarily, but it does, and should, ‘raise the bar’.

I must admit that 20 years ago, I’d not have thought this is 
where I’d be today but, living life is a funny old thing and 
change, loathe or love it, will always be part of our lives.

I’d had a range of previous experiences. After approximately 
six years in the Victoria Police Department, a European 
working holiday, a brief stint as a travel agent, then around 
seven years in non-urgent ambulance, I found myself pleased 
to have been able to help and assist those in my careers. 
However, my feet were beginning to itch and change was 
on the horizon. I wasn’t sure where I was heading.

Then, after buying a house and not having the money to 
call in a tradie, I found myself laminating the kitchen, 
converting the laundry into a study, tiling, decking, 
plastering and the list goes on. I had found something 
tangible that gave me that feeling of satisfaction. I could 
point to it, use it and admire it.

In this industr y not only do we have the persona l 
satisfaction of a job well done but anyone who sees our work 
can appreciate our efforts as well. There are well-known 

passages that will tell us this same thing, though essentially 
they are: compete with yourself, do the best you can because 
it shows through.

I am in a privileged position right now to be able to take on 
full-time study, having worked full-time and studied part-
time in the past with the mortgage hanging over my head. I 
really hope I can impress on those of you that are beginning 
your lives in this industry— please take advantage of being 
able to give your best effort now while you can before life 
gets too complicated to study and concentrate.

So when does school f inish? Never. You’ l l a lways be 
learning, don’t be put off, enjoy it, because it means you’re 
living. It’s your movie, complete it any way you want, just 
make sure it’s a good movie and it’s yours.

If you remember anything, remember this; occupations 
do not define you. Enjoy what you do, change if you need 
to, but give everything a chance. Every job and experience 
you have will go with you. Use it, learn from it and most 
of all enjoy your life.

Peter Stevens is currently completing a pre-apprenticeship 
in cabinet making at NMIT.

A teacher’s reflection—literacy and the trades
by Gilda Alavuk

The beauty of working in a trade area is that one is quickly 

drawn in by the trade teachers’ passion and enthusiasm for 

what they do. There are times when one could imagine being 

on a set in Jamie’s kitchen or at some inspirational seminar.

Although literacy is not high on the students’ priority list, trade 

teachers are continually trying to break down the barriers to 

writing by using dif ferent methods to encourage students to put 

pen to paper. Inspiration may come from at tending an Ar t Deco 

exhibition, trade magazines or creating an ar tistic piece.

As a li teracy and numeracy teacher, having worked in adult 

education for 16 years, my approach to teaching with these 
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students is to get involved and ask lots of questions, so I am 

learning along with them. I believe that like me, Peter Stevens 

was inspired to write about his learning journey by those talented 

teachers in the Furniture Studies department at NMIT.

Gilda Alavuk is a literacy and numeracy teacher in Furniture 
Studies at NMIT.

My story
by Kyra

I come to CAE in 2002. I was bored in my life. My English 
is not the best. I have got a goal in my life to write a book 
about being disabled.

I use a computer to write with. I love the computer. I love 
to write letters to my friend and write short stories about 
my life.

Kyra is a CGEA student at CAE.

What English classes mean to me
by Ourania Panagiotidis

I have been attending English language classes at AGWS 
(Australian Greek Welfare Society) for several years now, 
on Tuesday mornings and Thursday afternoons. They have 
become an important part of my routine and I cannot 
imagine my life without them. Going to classes is now part 
of the rhythm of my life, like doing my shopping, cleaning 
my house and cooking meals for the family.

I look forward to attending every lesson. I have a good 
relationship with my teachers who are supportive and 
encouraging. My teachers are so skilled. They have taught 
me to read, write and speak English so that I can get by in 
my daily life. I can now understand what people are saying 
to me and I can also read and write English—so a whole 
world of possibilities has opened up to me as I enjoy reading 
magazines in English; catching up on all the gossip about the 
stars; discovering new recipes, as well as gaining tips about 
having a healthy lifestyle. I can write sentences, fill in forms, 
read labels and street signs. It is like having been blind and 
suddenly discovering that you have sight! An entire world 
of possibilities has opened up for me!

In between every lesson I love doing my homework. I 
practise my spelling, experience the reading and writing of 
an increasing vocabulary and complete activities from class. 
All of this has kept my mind active and kept me busy. It 
is now a hobby—an enjoyable past-time—like doing my 
embroidery and hand crafts.

I have had inspiring teachers in the years of my learning 
and they have become my friends and mentors. I feel very 
lucky to have such positive people guiding me in my life. 
This is one of the aspects of English classes that mean so 
much to me.

I am now so proud that I can talk to my grandchildren and 
I can express my thoughts to them in English such that they 
understand what I am trying to say. I feel so much closer to 
them—that’s what makes me happiest of all!

Ourania Panagiotidis is currently completing English 
classes at Australian Greek Welfare Society.

My learning journey
by Geoff

After a work accident, I sat at home and wondered what 
the future had in store for me. I had no experience of 
the educated world, no office knowledge. I was scared of 
computers and had nothing to offer any future employer.

Then it hit me, ‘Why not go back to school and show 
everyone that I could have something to offer?’ So I enrolled 
at Glenroy Neighbourhood Learning Centre and hey presto, 
success immediately. I was no longer scared of computers, 
more confidence has been installed into my character and I 
enjoy every minute of my schooling.

The teachers treat me like an adult, and guess what, I’ve made 
new friends along  the way. So carry on the good work and 
good luck for the future of Adult and Community Education. 
The future now looks rosy for everyone concerned.

Geoff is currently studying at Glenroy Neighbourhood 
Learning Centre.

Reflections on teaching writing
by Jacinta Agostinelli

The student writing included here are responses to a project run 

by Adult Learning Australia to promote the value of the Adult 

and Community Education sector. The students were asked 

to describe their own learning journey and the role played by 

Glenroy Neighbourhood Learning Centre in that journey. The 

fact that there was a real contex t for the stor ies was both 

daunting and motivational. All of the students wanted to share 

their posi t ive exper iences of learning as an adult ,  and the 

unexpected joys and oppor tunities it brought them, but were 

intimidated by the possibility that others were going to read 

them. The best outcome of this exercise for us was that some 

of the stories were selected for publication.



vol 31: # 4	 9

Australia was a big, wide, open space. Each house had its 
own garden, which looked nice and beautiful.

I enjoy the freedom here. We are free to talk about anything 
and tell people our ideas. You do not get into trouble from 
the government. Australian people are very kind and 
friendly. There are a lot of different foods and the water is 
nice and clean too, so I thoroughly enjoy myself here. Living 
in Australia isn’t difficult. Even before I arrived here whilst 
living in Vietnam I hoped I could come to live here.

Binh Giang is a student at North Melbourne Language 
and Learning.

My journey into education
by Shane Kirby

My journey back into education began when I first stepped 
onto the Victoria University campus in late 2004 but it 
wasn’t until late 2006 that I actually put my head down 
and put the effort into my work.

At the start of 2007 I started working in the community 
garden at 115 Albert Street Footscray under the new order 
of our teacher Majella who to me is an outstanding and 
beautiful teacher with a heart of gold.

Working for her, I have learned to be more confident in my 
work and more confident that I can do anything that I put 
my mind to. At the start of 2007, where the garden is now, 
was an empty paddock. Since starting work in the garden 
I have helped build two big garden beds and two small 
ones. This took a lot of effort from me and my classmates. 
There were three classes working in the garden to get it 
ready for the open day. I was given the chance to give the 
main speech of the day.

So with the help of some of the teachers at TAFE I began 
to write the speech that changed the way I would go 
about my schoolwork. I had to thank all the sponsors and 
teachers who had contributed their time and their effort 
into helping us in and out of the garden. Besides thanking 
the sponsors I had to give a warm welcome to the head 
teachers at this amazing event. The open day turned out 
to be a very beautiful day.

Over the next year and a half the garden has grown into 
a beautiful community garden. Throughout my time 
working in the garden and at TAFE I have met a lot of 
beautiful teachers like Lisa, my English teacher. I believe 
that I have learnt a lot from her. To my knowledge, if it 
weren’t for Lisa believing in me then I most likely wouldn’t 
be writing this now.

My maths teacher Padmini has also helped me to think 
more clearly and Padmini, like all the other teachers over 
the years, has taught me to believe in myself. Because of 
this I know that I can do better.

Next year I plan to go to VCE because I want to complete 
a degree in maths and I believe that I can and will do it. I 
also want to continue to work for Majella in the garden.

Shane Kirby is a student at Victoria University TAFE in 
Footscray.

Learning each day
by Luciano

I have come to CAE because I am willing to learn English 
because I needed to improve myself. It’s done me well. My 
spelling has improved. My writing has improved and I think 
education is good for you.

Now I speak English well. Before I could not communicate 
well, so attendance at CAE has done me good and I have 
gone longer with studying at CAE. I’ve got confidence 
and the class is very good because we can help each other. 
Sometimes we crack a joke and we have a good laugh 
together. It’s good that we learn something each day.

It’s been eight years now and I have done a few subjects at 
CAE and I have found it all quite interesting.

Luciano is a CGEA student at CAE.

My ESL learning journey
by Dao Le

I would like to share my reflections on my ESL learning 
experience. I hope you will find it interesting.

I am Vietnamese and I arrived in Australia just six months 
ago. At the beginning I didn’t know where I could apply 
for an English course, how much the course would cost 
and how I had to pay for the course. When my friend 
introduced me to the English course at Chisholm TAFE I 
was very happy.

You know, I was a medical doctor in my country. I graduated 
from the Medicine University in Russia. In my student years 
at university I had to study very hard. I always do my best 
to study. Medicine is not easy. There are many subjects to 
learn and many exams to take. Now I am learning English. 
English is also not easy to learn. It is more difficult than 
Russian. Again, I will try my best to study.
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Learning every day
by Sam

I enjoyed school, learning, creating and making friends. 
But I became bored and I just couldn’t be bothered with it 
so I made choices that I knew weren’t good for me. I left 
school and had a child at the age of 16. By the age of 18 I 
had two kids. At that point in time I knew I had to make 
some life changing decisions. I would read constantly, get 
maths sheets printed off the internet and write small books 
about my life and my kids.

Now that my kids are at school I have decided it’s time for 
me to further my education, so that when my kids come to 
me for help with homework and questions about our history 
or the world in general, I can answer them to the best of my 
ability. I am now married and have 5 more children—my 
husband’s—to look after. Three of them are in their teens 
and in high school.

When they come home from school, they are always telling 
me about their classes or their work. I don’t think a day 
goes by when I don’t learn something new from them. I 
am also hoping that by furthering my education I will be 
able to work with the elderly in aged care and also become 
a registered nurse.

Sam is a General Education student at Gordon Institute 
of TAFE.

A teacher’s reflection
by Bronwyn Stretton

Apar t from having low literacy skills, the students I teach are 

often reluctant writers, especially when what is being looked for 

is a personal or reflective piece. An example of how I overcame 

this recently was with a strategy sometimes used with people 

experiencing a block in creative writing.

In this session, the students were si t t ing with pens poised 

over paper and nothing was coming out. They insisted they 

didn’t know what to write, despite a lengthy discussion about 

the topic beforehand. I saw the end of the class looming with 

Learning journeys and life stories 
from regional Victoria
Students from schools in regional centres describe their pathways back to education. They identify 
the challenges they’ve faced and speak of a renewed sense of hope for the future.

no writing from them, so I asked them to put their pen on the 

paper and just write whatever came into their heads. I told them 

I would time them and they could stop af ter five minutes and 

that they should just write whatever came to mind, no mat ter 

how silly or nonsensical it seemed to them. I said I wouldn’t 

judge what they were writing and that the only objective was 

to get something down.

At the end of the class I took up what they’d writ ten and was 

amazed that all of them had actually writ ten on the topic with 

some of the most sincere writing I had seen from them. What 

they had writ ten were statements about what they wanted to 

do with their lives over the next 3 to 5 years, which was par t of 

the Develop and Document a Learning Plan unit. The technique 

was not one I had planned to use, and is cer tainly not suitable 

for all writ ing situations. Their block may have been fear of 

being judged on what they wrote, or my unspoken expectation 

that they would write something meaningful. Whatever it was, 

for every student in that group, this technique—for that one 

instance at least—proved successful.

Bronwyn Stret ton is a teacher at Gordon Institute of TAFE.

A learning journey
by Karen Hand

School was never an enjoyable part of my life growing up. 
Being a shy, quiet child, I was never confident enough to 
ask questions for fear of being laughed at. However, any 
types of outdoor activities were a joy to me.

Pressure to leave school as soon as possible, and not receiving 
any encouragement whatsoever from the home, I’d lost all 
interest in further learning. Finding work was easier then 
too.

After leaving a job due to health problems, I heard about 
Continuing Education in Bendigo while reporting to 
Centrelink. I had worked at a job for the previous sixteen 
years so returning to study was a very scary proposition. I 
was very interested in learning about computers and wanted 
to keep my brain active. They say, use it or lose it. I don’t 
have much to lose so I thought I had better use it.
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I enjoyed the computer class. There is so much more to 
learn. My teacher, Noelene, was very patient. However, the 
courses have changed and I have gone on to try my hand 
at something else.

Overall, every teacher is patient and the atmosphere is not 
as overwhelming as I thought it might be. Everyone should 
try giving Adult Education a go. It is about making new 
friends and finding out everyone has a story to tell.

Karen Hand is a student with Continuing Education in 
Bendigo.

My return to learning
by Jenni Mullen

After years of disruptive schooling, due to the constant 
moving around for my Dad’s work, non-understanding 
teachers and also peer group ridicule, I have returned to 
school. I feel enough confidence now that I can try again.

I enrolled at Continuing Education Bendigo three years 
ago and have done a few courses. I feel confident. The 
teachers are caring and the other students are friends, not 
just students. We are all in nearly the same age groups and 
are all there for the same reasons, to catch up on what we 
missed out on all those years ago.

This adult learning may not lead me to work but has given 
me self-satisfaction, an achievement I never thought I would 
ever be able to accomplish.

Now I feel I can try any course because, while I may not 
pass, at least I can say I tried. I gave it my all, and no one 
judges me for it.

Jenni Mullen is studying at Continuing Education in 
Bendigo.

My story
by Michelle Galante

My name is Michelle and I have no confidence in reading 
and writing. My parents, who are both illiterate, moved 
around lots while I was starting primary school. Basically 
I missed out on learning the alphabet. I would be reading 
a different language and get three or four sentences into 
it, before I realised that it was not English. So from then 
onwards I sat at the back of my class during my whole 
schooling. What would take everyone half an hour to write 
would take me two days. I seriously don’t know how I made 
it through school.

Coming to ALBE, my confidence was still very low. I 
remember starting there sitting at the back, thinking this 
is school all over again. That thought lasted two days. I saw 
that everyone else was about my age and at the same level. 
I found the teachers to be interested which encouraged me 
to learn and enjoy my experience. I don’t feel embarrassed 
to ask for help and keep on asking until I understand it. I 
find I’m not scared anymore of using the dictionary, and 
I keep it by my side looking up new words to express in 
my writing.

Michelle Galante is a student at the Community Access 
Centre at Gippsland TAFE.

A teacher’s reflection
by Persephone Minglis

The students, whose work I am submit ting are par t of a CGEA 

group at the Community Access Centre at Gippsland TAFE. 

There are 21 people at the moment, ranging in age from mid-

teens to mid-fif t ies and ranging in abili ty from Cer tif icate 1 

( Introductory) to Cer t i f icate I I .  There are also two suppor t 

workers. The strength of this class is a posit ive at t i tude to 

learning and suppor t for each other as learners, which carries 

across the wide range of ages and experience.

For this piece, I  introduced the Fine Print  journal and gave 

each person a copy of the Fine Print f lyer. On the whiteboard, 

I wrote the information in a simplif ied form. I read the f lyer 

and the notes on the board. I gave the group a shor t history 

of our depar tment’s involvement with the Latrobe Valley and 

the many basic education programs we have had. I encouraged 

students to submit their pieces to show others the good work 

they’ve been doing. From a shor t discussion students decided 

they would write about their learning experiences.

I am a strong believer in the power of discussion, of voicing 

views and listening to one another before writing. For this task, 

I began by describing how my Greek family and working class 

background influenced my learning journey. This opened up a 

sharing of students’ experiences and reflections. I try to ensure 

everyone in the group contributes if possible. What ensued was 

a rich discussion of shared experience and positive af firmation 

of adults returning to study.

Students are familiar with planning and drafting— most students 

begin a draf t , some students with brainstorming ideas. I t ’s 

very much the Process approach to writing, with exercises on 

punctuation and spelling where I perceive a need from students’ 

writing and reading, or at their request.

Some students found the word length for this piece dif ficult to 

stick to. Shortening pieces was challenging, involving decisions 
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about what to include and what to omit . This was done by 

conferencing with me, or a suppor t worker. In the end, these 

students ended up with two pieces, a longer version and a 

shor ter version to submit. Students wrote three draf ts before 

they were happy with their final copy.

When I think back to the students’ writing and reading when 

they first began, and when I look at their writing now and how 

confidently they express their views during discussion, i t is 

such a big leap. I t ’s terrif ic to be par t of it .

Persephone Minglis is a teacher at the Community Access 
Centre at Gippsland TAFE.

My story
by Romeo Cabion

My life has changed since I started at TAFE to read. Before, 
when I was reading a sentence, I was always stuck on a 
word. When I go out it’s good now because I can read. It’s 
a good feeling.

One day at the Mass of Anointing, Sister Joy came over to 
Mum and I and sat down and asked me, ‘Would you read 
the Gospel?’ 

I said, ‘No’.

Sister Joy said, ‘Why not?’ I replied, ‘I cannot read Sister 
Joy’. She said, ‘Maybe next time’.

I have always thought one day I will be able to get up in front 
of all the people in Mass and read the Gospel. Reading is the 
hardest thing I have done in my life. But I have achieved.

I would like to say thank you to all the teachers at TAFE 
for being so helpful. One of the things I say is, I would 
give reading a go. It has not been easy. It has been about 
20 years at TAFE.

Romeo Cabion is a student at the Community Access 
Centre at Gippsland TAFE.

My learning journey
by Shontai Farrell

There are good reasons why it’s better to be an adult 
returning to study, such as, there is no discrimination or 
embarrassment to be who you are. The teachers treat you 
with respect. The TAFE teachers I have are a lot easier to talk 
to, as they are more understanding. At TAFE you have the 
chance to learn at your own pace. Since I have been at TAFE 

I have learned a lot and have made a lot of new friends. I feel 
very comfortable in my classes and enjoy coming.

I did my high school years at Moe High. I left in 1993, as 
there was a fire and the school burnt down. I lived with my 
Mum at the time.

Soon after, I decided to come to TAFE, to re-learn or 
just to learn things that I didn’t get the chance to learn. I 
decided that I didn’t do very well with maths and needed 
help but the teachers didn’t have the time. I felt ignored. 
I often didn’t get help from home either, so I had to look 
after myself.

My father lived in Wodonga with two of my sisters. My 
mother had shifted to Queensland. My Nan is the person 
I looked up to and was the person I went to for advice or 
help. My Nan also cared for another two of my sisters. My 
Nan helped me to get an apartment, because I felt I was 
too much trouble for my Nan. I then got an apartment 
with my girlfriend.

In 1997 I got a job at Safeway as a cashier to help pay my 
bills. Then I gave birth to my first child. In 2000 when I 
had my second child. I wanted to go back to school as soon 
as I could because I knew I had missed a lot of days and 
had not learned as much as I should have.

Having to get up early and be ready for school myself has 
made me very independent in learning. Also having to do 
homework by myself has made me an independent learner. 
Being sent to school late sometimes has made me very 
punctual, as you get in trouble for being late as a child at 
school. Having to walk or ride to school also made me an 
independent learner.

I am hoping to study hard so that I can be more independent 
and in the long run, hopefully, I can get a job that pays well 
and a job that I enjoy.

P.S. TAFE is a great place to go to get out of the house.

Shontai Farrell is a student at Community Access Centre 
at Gippsland TAFE.

My story
by Robert Sierak

I have come back to school after years of work. I have worked 
all over the country as an unskilled labourer.

But over the years I got very bored. I realised that I was 
lacking in something. It was difficult to keep up, so I said 



vol 31: # 4	 15

to myself, I will have to go back to school to right the 
problem that was wrong. It was traumatic not knowing 
how to translate the language that was holding me back 
from understanding ‘right from wrong’ with numeracy 
and literacy.

I have now made the choices to study and learn as an adult. 
Since I have come back to school my whole life has changed. 
I have been so better off going to school. Everything has 
been so clear and so full of understanding I can sleep at 
night. I have found out working out my maths problems 
has saved me lots of money that I can put back into my 

education. I would like to go further with my awakening 
to the alphabet and figures.

Robert Sierak is a student at the Community Access Centre 
at Gippsland TAFE.
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Homemaking with Helga: tip no. 23
by Helen Seiler

Can you believe how many types of air fresheners line our 
supermarkets shelves these days? Do we really smell that 
bad? Sure, things were a bit whiffy when my quads were 
young or when our Raymond opens his bedroom door, but 
what’s wrong with a bit of a pong now and then. My hubby 
Angus hates air fresheners. He says our home has never 
been a bed of roses so why should it smell like one. He 
likes to walk in the back door and smell only one thing, us, 
the McGherkinshaws. So I do my best to keep it natural, 
except for … well let me explain.

Our home’s unique odour is a mixture of what I have 
endeavoured to cook over the past six days and what our 
digestive systems have done with the results. Add a pinch 
of Ajax powder, a squirt of plain label toilet cleaner, a puff 
of talcum powder (Angus is a chafer) and whatever the dog 
decides to contribute and there you have it, well nearly. I 
confess I do toss in one additional ingredient, burnt toast. 
I burn a square inch of bread in the grill, on purpose, every 
morning after Angus goes out to work in the yard. It helps 
balance all of our odours plus any special ones, such as a 
mouse dying in the kitchen wall cavity, into one lovely 
wholesome blend.

If I’m in a hurry I use raisin bread.

Helen Seiler is a student in the Open Learning Program 
at the School of Mines Ballarat (SMB).

Observations in Casablanca
by Geoff Lawson

Casablanca is a modern city of high-rise buildings and 
wide boulevards. But there is an ancient walled section 
of narrow alleyways and jam-packed houses. Inside the 
southern wall lies a small area where three lanes converge. 
Each morning, when the sanitation truck has cleared away 
the garbage, this can be a pleasant place to linger, but it isn’t 
for one man who lives here. He might be a light skinned 
Berber, or a darker African from the south. I can’t tell as 

Of people and places
A collection of writing describing the many characters, the family and friends, that may accompany 
us on the journey. There are also stories about the places that help to shape our view of the world.

the filth that covers him makes his whole appearance a 
shade of black.

He has shuff led for so long in fish guts, dog droppings 
and vomit that his unshod feet are now black lumps with 
barely discernible toes. His trouser legs are frayed and split 
and f lap when he does a madman’s dance. His hair, beard 
and darkened face merge to form a blob that rises above a 
plastic raincoat that has the sleeves ripped off.

At times he lies on his side against a wall with his arms 
wrapped tightly around his chest. At other moments he 
sleeps with his body twitching and lips moving with 
painful cries. One morning I saw him standing against 
the roughcast wall. His legs were straight and together. 
I didn’t want to look, but a morbid curiosity drew my 
eyes. He moaned piteously with arms outstretched and 
teeth tightly clenched. His neck muscles stood taunt and 
quivering. His eyes rolled upwards and his head jerked 
violently from side to side. It seemed to me that his body, 
legs and arms were pinned and his only relief came from 
the ceaseless movement of his head. Sweat coursed down 
his face and streaked across the raincoat. I walked on, 
leaving him to his misery.

Geoff Lawson is a student at the School of Mines Ballarat, 
the TAFE division of the university.

About Steve
by Jesse Phillips

In this world, perfection is almost constantly demanded 
by our peers. But for one man, perfection is just a state of 
mind. Like a hot knife through butter, Steve cuts through 
the rubbish of this world. As he walks past the examples of 
social standards for Generation Y, he focuses on impressing 
no one. If he can look in the mirror and say, ‘I was me’, he 
is as perfect as he wants to be.

Born in Traralgon, Victoria, Steve hasn’t had the most 
normal upbringing. As he reached eight months of age 
his parents split and he returned to Melbourne without a 
father figure. Through highs and lows Steve’s very essence 
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has been shaped and formed to produce a bitter, lonely 
and jaded member of society. Whether it is the nervous 
ticks he shows each day or the wall that barricades him 
from friends, Steve is living a very isolated and potentially 
dangerous life.

As Steve awakes to a new day, he must reassure himself that 
his dreams were only that. In his life he has ruined many 
relationships with anger, jealousy and insecurity. These 
relationships still haunt him today, in dreams, in fears and 
whenever the room turns dark and the night turns silent. 
But not everything is negative in his behaviour. From abuse 
and personal regret Steve has become a loyal, honest and 
caring man. It could have been to do with his new found 
faith or possibly because of emotional letdowns, but Steve 
is at his peak when it comes to being a good person. Yet 
the barriers still remain.

Nobody knows what he is afraid of, but Steve hasn’t let many 
into his life. Steve refuses to use the word friend. In most 
cases, he prefers the term acquaintances. He talks to these 
people, sees them regularly, but he refuses to let them into 
his life. Like a full moon behind clouds, his true personality 
is hidden from the world. He doesn’t seek perfection in 
anyone, but deep down he constantly fears they seek it in 
him. His world, his mind, is beyond perfection. He knows 
and understands his faults, but he embraces them. Steve 
will not follow trends; he cares not for impressing anyone. 
He wants to be true to everything he is and everything that 
has created his state of mind.

If you saw Steve walking down the street, you would notice 
an aura of isolation. His eyes are transfixed to the ground 
like a cat watching a mouse. He is too afraid to look ahead, 
too afraid to show the world his face. This is a face worn 
by depression and anxiety, a face that has been rejected too 
many times. His cold blue eyes cannot be seen. His barely-
there facial hair that hasn’t been shaved in four months, 
sticks out like that on a grandmother’s cheek. His once curly 
gold locks have been brown and straight for many years, 
as if they were a bunch of sunflowers that have died from 
too much darkness.

His unbalanced steps distract people as he walks past and 
causes him to become more and more an enigma. Even 
though his lips have not touched the disgusting bitterness of 
alcohol, he walks in a staggering manner that would worry 
even the most broadminded passerby.

But it is what lies hidden in this man that is truly a 
cruel waste. His roundish ears are always listening when 
someone is expressing a problem. His generous behaviour 
seeks to help others as much as he helps himself. Beyond 
the gruff expression is a man who can offer a lot to people 

around him in need. Whether it is worldly treasures or 
an emotional touch, he always gives more than his guilty 
mind can receive.

As the sun rises on a cold dreary morning, so does hope 
rise in the presences of the year 2008. It has been a long 
struggling journey but Steve is beginning to picture what 
he has to offer. Now he can imagine just how much he can 
help in this dark and selfish world. His heart was once lost, 
searching the barrenness that was Steve’s life of solitude. 
But in January his heart was found by another searching 
for friendship. Like a pile of dominoes, one after another 
all falling to place, Steve can see a much brighter, joyful 
world. He now sees the beauty in the word friendship, as 
friendship can see the beauty in him.

Steve’s wall of bitterness and regret has been shaken. It is 
just a matter of time before it falls to the ground crashing all 
his fears and releasing possibilities that are endless. The once 
cold lifeless expression today shines with brightness and 
hope. The once embarrassingly defensive stagger has become 
a hopeful strut of confidence. This is only an example of 
how an emotional, abused boy in a man’s body can be 
healed by the glory of a beautiful and fulfilling friendship. 
Today Steve continues his walk down the bumpy and long 
road of the relationship highway, and he isn’t looking back 
for anything.

Jesse Phillips is a VCAL student at NMIT.

A reflection on teaching writing
by Laine Cannard

I approach the teaching of writ ing primarily as a risk-taking 

activity. Of ten students in literacy/ VCAL studies feel tentative 

about their skills and ability to write. In many cases they have 

built up strategies to avoid the stress that writing creates for 

them. I f ind that initial writing tasks that involve content the 

student is very familiar with are ideal for get t ing star ted in 

writing. The student does not have to worry too much about 

the content. They already know it and can focus on transferring 

it to paper.

I stress the impor tance of the draf ting process. Writing does 

not have to be perfect on the first go. Initially it is about get ting 

it onto paper and then working on correcting and polishing the 

work. I take a skills-based approach to the writing genre we 

are working on, and try to facilitate good outcomes for students 

by building the knowledge that underpins the text.

In the case of Jesse’s writing, the task was to describe someone 

they know well.  To prepare s tudents for this task we read 

three shor t essays describing people. These essays provided 
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A winter’s day
by Julie Spragge

To be alone in the bush with the warmth of the sun on my 
back is my haven.

Serenely, I walk the tracks made for trekkers, warming up 
as I follow the slope of the land. I wait for a cool breeze to 
f low over me as I descend the path. The hat I wear shades 
my eyes from the bright sun ref lecting from the granite 
outcrops surrounding me.

There are pretty birds, wrens and finches, so small, busy 
f lying about in their daily rush to survive. White cockatoos 
and pink galahs screech as they f ly overhead and the shrill 
cries of black crows in distant treetops can be heard.

I hear the soft f low of the river continuing on to a waterfall 
that splashes beyond its boundary. I listen to the gush of 
water swirling over the potholes made from many years of 
movement resulting in erosion.

I am engulfed by the pretty colours of grey trunks and 
brown strips of bark shed as the trees grow; the smell of 
bright yellow wattle that glows as if lit up at night and the 
hum of bees collecting pollen.

To not see a cloud in the sky but to see the vapour trails 
made by jet planes that are far away, the bush with its fresh 
air and space gives me a feeling of freedom and peace.

I become saddened by the lengthening of shadows which 
proclaims evening closing in.

Julie Spragge is currently studying at The Avenue Neigh
bourhood House in Blackburn South.

Teaching writing
by Jenny Chalmers

Writing does not just happen—we need to want to say something, 

independently, from our soul, before we can commit to sharing 

our news with everyone.

I tutor a small group of adult women who bring to class many 

and varied experiences and because their needs are similar, we 

all work together in a friendly and suppor tive way to improve 

our literacy skills.

Mostly, they have all experienced disappointment in their learning 

journeys and need to feel that they are totally suppor ted in 

this quest for success. Impor tantly, there is a need for a basic 

foundation that they can build upon, rely on, and experiment 

with, to find a plat form from which they can ultimately fly.

As spell ing is a f requent f rustrat ion for the major i t y of my 

students, we spend time developing phonic and memory skills 

and establishing an awareness of syllables. I encourage the 

use of dic t ionar ies, spellers and individual index books so 

students feel confident at being able to access the correct 

spell ing at all  t imes. I t  was many years ago in the 1970’s, 

when I  became a disciple of E lsie Smelt ,  whose book How 
to Speak, Spell and Read  out lines ‘ the order ly relat ionship 

between sound and let ters in words’. For me, this has proved 

to be an exceptionally wonder ful teaching theory.

Writing is encouraged through shor t regular writing exercises 

based on personal and familiar topics. To support and motivate 

the s tudents in their  wr i t ing ac t iv i t ies ,  shor t  well-wr i t ten 

stories or extracts are read and explored for their inspirational 

qualit ies. Looking for descriptive words and creative ways of 

expressing views gives us a way of developing a scaf fold to 

build up our writing techniques.

We all learn together, suppor t and encourage each other and 

although we only meet once a week, the enthusiasm is carried 

with the students from lesson to lesson.

I would have to be one of the luckiest tutors to be able to work 

with such a trust ing, conscientious and optimist ic group of 

learners who have all acknowledged and faced their fears to 

gain the confidence to eagerly pursue the fascinating world 

of literature.

Jenny Chalmers is a literacy tutor at The Avenue Neighbourhood 
House in Blackburn South.

Learning a lesson
by Dove

When I was a child I liked to watch my friends play. I would 
join them now and then but I preferred watching. Every 
day, we would see an old man walking by our playground, 
carrying an umbrella. He had big ears and a bald head. The 
moment my friends saw him pass by, they would shout, 
‘Hey, deaf and dumb, what’s the time?’ They told me that 
he could neither hear nor speak. One day at early evening, 
I was standing at the gate of my house when I saw the old 
man coming. I was alone. There were no friends around to 
shout at him as usual. But how could I let this man walk by 
without saying anything? So for the first time, I asked in a 
soft voice, ‘Hey deaf and dumb, what’s the time?’ The old 
man looked at me. Then he looked at his watch and replied, 
‘It’s five-thirty.’ I ran inside the house and never shouted at 
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the old man again. After that day I knew I couldn’t judge a 
person through their appearance. ‘You can’t judge a book 
by its cover’ as they say.

Dove is a student in the Access Department at Swinburne 
University of Technology TAFE.

A teacher’s reflection
by Vittoria Grossi

Writing in any genre is not something that comes easily and 

naturally to everyone. For some students it is the most challenging 

task they face in our course. I  feel the star t ing point is to 

inspire writ ing by making the task relevant and interest ing 

to the learner.

With this in mind I called the task ‘A learning journal’. In it the 

students were asked to write about signif icant moments or 

crit ical moments in their learning experiences, both in formal 

and informal situations. As we were exploring essay writ ing 

tasks in the areas of globalisation I encouraged the students 

to think about their cross-cultural experiences. What surprised 

them when they came here? How did they react to this? How are 

things dif ferent from their own country? Students were asked 

to think about how everyday activities are organised dif ferently 

in Australia; transpor t, schooling, shopping, eating. I f these 

topics did not engage them, I asked students to describe an 

impor tant day, their best fr iend or their decision to migrate.

The students had to write and submit at least five entries, each 

between 250 and 500 words. Some of the experiences were 

shared in the class. Some students rewrote or edited their 

pieces following my comments. The feedback to this task was 

very posit ive indeed and I would cer tainly use this again.

Vittoria is a teacher in Certificate IV Frameworks ESL (Further 
Study) in the Access Depar tment at Swinburne University 
of Technology TAFE.

Names
by Nora

Hi Gina! Hi Catherine!

If somebody told me two years ago that I would be calling 
my teachers by their first name, I would think he or she 
was crazy.

Nowadays, if I called my teachers by their surname, they 
would be worried about me and my mental health. The 
change did not come about because of different times but 
because of a different place and culture.

In my culture, nobody dares to call teachers, bosses or 
older people by their first name. It is rude. We use it only 
between members of our family, to call brothers and sisters, 
wife or husband, or for parents to call their children. We 
also use it between really close friends.

Although our teacher or boss can be our friend, we call him 
or her by their surname to show respect. It took me a long 
time until I stopped feeling guilty after using my teacher’s 
first name. Here I had to learn a new sense of names. Our 
first name is not such a private thing to be only used by 
our relatives. Our surname is not so unique to be only used 
for our identification.

Nora is a student in the Access Department at Swinburne 
University of Technology TAFE.
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My life
by Joe Galati

Going to school until the age of eleven
Mum and Dad said that was the rule
They were busy with a family of ten
And had little time for me.
Life back then, was distracted in Italy.

I left home at fifteen, full of awe and wonder
On an old ship for a country far away
Seasickness brought me to my knees, but
A strange fruit from a banana tree
Brought life back to me.

I landed in Australia, a country full of dust
Where I had to earn my crust.
No Engl i sh, a st range cu lture, I at tended migrant 
school
Keen to learn a word or two.

I wondered from job to job, trying to make ends meet,
Then I found my niche
That saw me to the age of sixty-three.
I returned to study, and that was the best thing for me.

I attended a Sustainable Living workshop, compiled a 
list, and
An award and a cheque I did receive
To prove I can succeed.
This gave me a burst and a thirst for more.

A teacher’s perspective on the writing process 
and writing poetry
by Parris Frangie

The client group I work with are ALBE students of dif ferent 

li teracy levels, cultural backgrounds and age groups. Many 

of these students are very creat ive but have never had the 

confidence or opportunity to give expression to their creativity. 

Their writ ing experience is of ten restricted because of their 

previous educational experience and in some cases, the pressures 

of family circumstances.

The poetry of learning
A teacher and her students, based at NMIT Epping, use poetry as a means to shed light on the 
twists and turns in their learning journeys.

The s tudents have developed conf idence over the year by 

engaging in a variety of writing genres. This particular group of 

students is participating in work experience this semester. When 

they were asked to decide on their choice of work placement 

one of the students said that she wanted to be a mechanic 

because she was passionate about Ford motor cars. So much 

so that she of ten wrote poetry about Fords. I encouraged her 

to write the class a poem. She embraced the idea and with her 

permission I used her poem in a unit of work we were doing 

on language analysis.

This generated a lot of interest. I have found that using a student’s 

work in class of ten encourages others to have the confidence 

to believe in their own ability a lit t le more. I suggested that 

we could all have a play with the idea of everyone writing their 

own poem. The theme was to be a reflection of their school 

life—looking back, looking forward and looking at now.

I reassured them that it would be a group ef for t. I began with 

some guided questions relating to their past, present and future. 

They were asked to try to remember things such as the smell 

of the schoolyard, where they sat in a classroom and how they 

went to school. I then gave them a good hour to sit together and 

reminisce. This relaxed them and took them back on a journey 

from primary school, to high school, to now. They were then 

asked to just write down all of the feelings, thoughts, smells, 

and things they remembered that were good, that were bad, 

that made them laugh, that made them cry.

We all shared our memories. In three days their poems had 

taken form and by the four th day they were experiencing the 

bir th of their poems. They were then able to stand back and 

take control of the language and play with rhyme. I explained 

that they could, if they wished, treat their words as if they were 

plasticine and mould them into whatever shape they desired.

From my perspective as a teacher this project was wonderfully 

upli f t ing to have the pleasure of being par t of a very brave 

group of people who were prepared to take themselves back 

to their childhood and then recreate this moment in time once 

again as adults, back in a classroom environment, and achieve 

a result that they will remember with pride.

Parris Frangie is an ALBE teacher at NMIT Epping.
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Fights and rumbles
by Dion

Fig ht s  a nd  r u mble s  t h i s  i s  where  my s chool  l i f e 
crumbled
Always getting into trouble during my school years I 
didn’t learn much
Apart from recess and lunch
Detention to expulsion.
But now I am back doing adult education
The beginning of a new foundation makes
Me wonder why I ever left, maybe
I should have become a teacher’s pet.

Damm how could I forget being a class clown
I laughed then but I cry now this
Troubled life got me walking with my head
Down f lashing frowns am I wrong
Guess I’ ll never know so I carry on.

I left school to follow in my daddy’s shoes
Now I think with my head and I f ight with my pen.
I followed someone who is almost dead and buried.
I f ind myself walking through
The cemetery talking to the dirt.
Dear Lord take away all the hurt
And show me some happiness again I am going blind.
I know the world is mine.
It’s time to shine keep your head up, you’ll be f ine.

I think it’s time to get rid of Centrelink
If you want to succeed
You must defeat the evil beast
So screw them dead beats
I am a changed man.
I want to make it on my own not a hand out
I want to make it to the road to success
It’s the only way out of this mess
It’s time to do my best.

English
by A. Ingham

My friends and school

In Infant school
No memories
Other than my poorly ears
Then I met Jade
She and I have been buddies
All these years

In Junior school

Some memories
I met my best mate Matt
Always smiling and talking
I’ ll never forget those chats

In high school
Lots of memories
I met the best mates ever
We were always there together
And looked out for one another

Now I’ve moved to Aussie
It’s hard for us all
But I hope our friendship
Will never fa ll

Back to school
Met lots of new friends
Laughing and full of chatter
Still rubbish at English
But it doesn’t matter
English is getting better
Learning more each day
And building more memories
That will a lways stay

The journey
by Marie Basanisi

Pita! Pata! Pita! Pata!
Looking out the window
Watching the rain fall
Wondering how to get to school.

Along comes Dad
In his big red truck
In we get
Squishy Squashy
Around the corner
Up the street.

In the gate
Running to class
Ding Dong Ding Dong
All around the table we gathered
Making puppets was so fun.

Hot pies and sausage rolls
I could not resist
Hot days were so fun
Icy poles were a treat
Out in the playground
The rope goes round.
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Then the fun slowly fades
Like the falling fog
Under the spell of the nuns
Nowhere to go
Nowhere to hide
Waiting for the end of class to come
Make up and hair
Was on my mind
Girls just wanna have fun.

Now at forty
Back I go
It was frightening then
But now it’s fun
Just like the first day
One thing has changed
I have a choice
So off I go to learning land
Just like Alice in Wonderland.

Back again
by Tracey Casha

Walking to school pick up my friend
Playing on the monkey bars till the bell rang
My teacher was beautiful
I wanted to be her
With big hair and make-up and nice clothes.

Got sick in Grade Six
So had to repeat
Year Seven was good
Had lots of friends
Suspended for talking to boys
That didn’t go to school
Playing netball and running around
Sports day was fun
I loved to run and run
My grades started to go down
I just wanted to play around
Left at Year Ten
Got a job through a friend.

Many years passed
Returned to study
Wasn’t happy at all
First it was daunting
Now it is fine
Teachers make it easy
Classmates are fun
The days dragged on
Now they go faster
Won’t say it’s joyful

I’ll just do my best.

Bits and pieces
by Marlene Parker

I don’t remember too much about school
Just bits and pieces
I remember walking
With my brother
The fog was so thick
We would Cooee to each other.

My favourite sports
Were rounders and basketball
Being competitive against the other schools
I loved it.

I would sit
Behind the biggest in the class
Hiding from the teachers
Afraid of what they would ask
And if I was wrong I would be embarrassed
That was long ago
When I was young.

Now after forty years plus three
I have been told
To return to study
It was quite disturbing
Now I have settled in
It’s not so bad
I get on well with my new friends
And my teacher Parris.

As I look towards the future
Uncertainty is what I see
Will I work or will I study
What will become of me?

Adult learner
by Alan Dickson

Thirty-five years after leaving school
Here I am back doing it all again
As an adult student
I didn’t know where to begin
But two months on it’s like I never left
The teachers are better than high school days
Maybe because I’m older and set in my ways.

Success or fail it doesn’t really matter
As long as I feel I have done my best
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I have met new people and made some friends
But that’s how school was when I was ten
Tables and chairs have replaced desks
Where you sit in groups and not in pairs.

At seventeen you had no fears
Youth was on your side
No doubts, no problems, no worries
The world was big and bright
Now at fifty the future is uncertain
Will you get work again?
Or will you fall under the Centrelink burden?

A new beginning
by Dianne Thomson

Going back to class twenty years later
Apprehension is what I felt,
Would I still remember how to learn
Or would I make a fool of myself ?

A new set of rules, no uniform
No teenage angst or jealousy,
Only help and understanding
That comes with maturity.

Returning to study would have to be
The best decision I have made,
Growing in confidence as I awaken my skills
They have laid dormant for two decades.

As my learning journey continues
Into the coming years,
I hope success I will find
And trust it will be near.

For my journey has just begun
As I study day and into the night,
The road will be a long one,
To move forward from darkness to light.

Down memory lane
by Elaine Thomas

I walked the straight and narrow line to school
Hot, cold, wind or rain it was always the same
Home for lunch and back to school again.

Grade Four was cool
As was my teacher Mr Poole
Wise and smart
He hated the word can’t.

Main gate too far around
Side gate out of bounds
My friend and I always caught
Taking the short cut home.

In Grade Six
Sneaking around
Unlocking the doors
In the school grounds
My friend and I had a ball
Confusing the prefect
To no end at all.

Transition to secondary went well
Teachers were great
Kids were swell
This is the year I remember so well.

Got into fights
Over stupid things
Started to talk
Then became best friends.

Playing students against teachers
In hockey was great
Treated as equals
Was part of the game
Never mattered who won
Cheering and screaming
From both sides of the field
We all had fun
These are the days
I remember so well.
Skies grey, tears hidden in rain
Had to repeat Year Ten again
Parents thought I was a pain
On their purse string I was a drain
Leaving school was their choice
I felt I had no voice.

Always wanted to go back to class
But fell in love
And time passed
Had kids
Watched them grow
Now they’re on their own.

Centrelink said it’s time for you
Go back to school
To learn something new
Get a job
That’s what you must do.

So back I go




