ELMLE
“To thine own self be true”

20th annual ELMLE Conference, Copenhagen, Denmark

January 26th – 29th 
ELMLE (European League for Middle Level Education) is an organisation which supports the development of the learning and teaching of pupils in their middle years of education. This years conference was based in Copenhagen and had attracted participants from all over the world. 

I was pleased that my Easy Jet flight costing £72 was reliable and my travel agent had not booked me on a SAS (Scandinavian) flight as their pilots were all on strike. I arrived late Thursday afternoon, unable to attend the pre-conference activities, to a city covered in snow. A reliable bus ride brought me to my hotel where I was to discover that nothing had been organised for participants for the evening. Somewhat disappointing for someone travelling alone! 

The morning session started early with the conference being officially opened by HRH Princess Benedikte at 8.20a.m. Having a member of the Royal Family open a conference meant we all experienced the strict organisation and security measures that have to be put in place. The Princess arrived, was given a poesy of flowers then invited to talk She then stayed for a few moments and was quietly escorted back to her car. Despite only a brief visit by the Princess it did set the tone for the conference and most certainly showed a commitment from the Royal Family towards education in Denmark.

 Princess Benedikte was followed by a group of students who gave a performance of their interpretation of Hans Christian Anderson Fairy Tales. It was an amusing and well performed piece of dance and drama. 

After this was the keynote address by Jack Berckemeyer, entitled ‘Middle Level Education-Living it, Loving it and Laughing about it’.

The focus was on the importance of being able to connect with young adolescents plus the importance of being committed to the Middle Years age group. Jack was a highly entertaining speaker who has had great experience with pupils in their Middle Years of education. He felt very strongly that one of the many qualities that Middle Educators needed was to understand the culture of our young people. To understand what are their ‘fads, fashion, trends and slang’. He felt that teaching/working with pupils was unconditionally the best job he had ever had and that there was not an equivalent role that would fill your soul in the same way and one which could so easily make you laugh and cry.
The conference timetable gave me the opportunity to select sessions to attend from a vast range. This was organised by offering single sessions (approximately 50minutes) followed by double sessions (1hr 35mins) At each session/s there was a choice of five presentations/activities. As I was representing The English National Middle Schools Forum I tried to opt for activities I could then feedback to the group. I also kept in the back of my mind at all times, how can these support my own school, Greneway ? My choices were:

Middle School Crisis: Backward or Forward? Where are we going?  
Dr Gail Lockart, Professor Eastern Illinois University

Inviting Safe and Successful Schools for Everyone

Dr. William Purkey
Self Esteem is Green

Dr. Jo Ann Deak

Inspirational not fundamentals

Christopher Goff, American School in London
Your benefits – Your Association – A guide to the member benefits of ELMLE and NMSA
An introduction to the NMSA toolkit

Jack Berckmeyer
The Wonders and Woes of Stress

Dr. JoAnn Deak

Building Our Middle Schools: Where are we going and how will we know we are there?

Karen Dunmire, Middle School Principal, American School of Warsaw.
Classroom Management Strategies that work

Jack Berckmeyer
And finally I opted for a session that might support my own teaching of mathematics 
Warming up to Math (In America they call Maths, Math which makes sense to me!)
Dawn Walters, Maths teacher, American School of Warsaw 

Some presentations were better than others but as I networked with colleagues from around the world I soon began to get a flavour of which presenters were effective and ensured I went to these. 
Delegates attending the conference were from Beirut, Moscow, Warsaw, Prague, Beijing, America, Rome, Paris, Amsterdam, Zurich, London and a variety of locations in America so networking proved to be as informative as the attendance at the sessions.

Dr JoAnn Deak was particularly interesting. She has spent more than twenty years as an educator and school psychologist. Parents and educators from across the United States of America as well as members of such associations such as the National Association of School Psychologists have heralded her ability to demystify complex issues of child development, learning identify formation and brain research, She talked about the human temperament and the differences between the way the brain develops in boys and girls. This development is particularly interesting during the ages of 10 and 20 for young people and the effects the development has on the amygdala which is a part of the brain. Trying to address the temperament a child is born with so they form a balance of, confidence, competence and connectedness is the interesting challenge for educators. She has research to show that redressing this balance becomes more successful when a child is able to practically ‘do’ an activity and she rates the opportunity for outward bound experiences as crucial to all pupils development. Trying to achieve a balance in a young person does require knowing that young person very well and giving them the required experiences.
Jack Berckmeyer
I decided to return to several sessions led by Jack Berckmeyer as he enabled his audience to laugh and to reflect. I have certainly come back with some literature I will want to share with colleagues from the National Middle Schools Forum and The Greneway School. He has written many books on strategies to use when working with young people in their Middle Years 
Throughout the conference there was a theme of getting to really know your child, ensuring they are intellectually and physically stimulated plus the creative approach to learning. The majority of the participants were from International Schools and they were following a very prescriptive curriculum and they were struggling to think outside the box. Their pupils all paid approximately £15,000 per to attend their schools and therefore their socio economic background was very different from State schools. The introduction of the International Baccalaureate into the Middle Years Programme was a route that some of the schools were considering, 

I also invited myself to the EMELE meetings so I could gain an understanding of how they organise their committee and also their conferences. The similarities to our own Middle Schools Forum were uncanny and in many ways reassuring. Naturally there were ways of working which we might try and adapt.
The conference had organised a drinks reception at the Carlsberg Brewery on the Friday evening. The reception was held in a beautiful old building that housed an exhibition of the history of the brewery and the Jacobsen family. There were many lovely paintings and statues as it doubled up as an art gallery. I sampled a wide range of beers which included Jacobsen Bramley Wit and Jacobsen Dark Lager. I hasten to add I was only sampling small amounts of the more unusual brands the brewery are developing. The hospitality was in true Danish style and totally charming. The British could learn a great deal about manners from the Danes. They respect education highly and this was reflected in the effort that was made to make us feel welcome. The nibbles provided were delicious. 
Interestingly enough we were transported by coach to the brewery and then had to make our own way back to the hotel. Luckily for me I had made good links with the staff from Zurich who knew Copenhagen better than I. On Saturday evening we were left to organise our own entertainment.
The conference ended on the Sunday after a canal tour of Copenhagen which was a great way to see the city. The boat had to steer its way through the ice and this was the first time I felt that I was really in Denmark. (The hotel could have been any where in the world) I returned to the airport by taxi which I shared with colleagues from Warsaw at 4pm and was home by 6pm.
The cosmopolitan feel on the trip was great and I would recommend to any one who had the opportunity to attend an international conference to do so. Going alone means that you have to work very hard to network and this is tiring but if you are prepared for this it works well.  Next years conference is in Zurich! I have made links with their Principal and staff and they have invited me to visit their school prior to the conference. To work alongside colleagues from all over the world is very stimulating and energising and an experience all should try and experience. I would however like to say that many of the educationists I met in Copenhagen would benefit from visiting state schools and getting a more global understanding of what exists beyond their schools. The ELMLE committee meet four times a year and will be in London in May. The aim is for members of our National Forum to make links with them for part of that meeting.
To anyone considering a trip to Copenhagen I would highly recommend this but I suggest going in the Spring. The Danish are very hospitable, their city is lovely and they ride bicycles!! 

Attending the conference has enabled me to reflect upon our National Middle Schools Forum and I have some thoughts I would like to share with our committee when we next meet.

ELMLE
To join ELMLE (European League for Middle Level Education and NMSA (The National Middle School Association (America)) as an Institution costs $680. Individual duel membership costs $125. This enables 8 persons to be affiliated to the association. This allows access to journal, research, CPD opportunities and a discount at conferences. Any one who writes an article for their journals attends the conference for free. I did ask if this includes flights and hotel accommodation and alas the answer was no! 
Their Goals are:
· To promote unity among middle level educators in overseas schools;

· To encourage the implementation of middle level concepts to include staff development;

· To provide leadership in planning and developing middle level education;

· To serve as a clearing house resource body for the exchange of ideas;
· To sponsor an annual conference for middle level educators

Sue Kennedy

February 2006

