It was a great honour to be allowed to represent the SRL at the World Congress 2006 of the International Reading Association (IRA) in Budapest, Hungary and I am grateful to all within SRL and the Executive Committee, who through the years have encouraged and supported the Storytellers Circle of the SRL.

I checked into Hotel Corvin in Budapest, one of the three-star hotels handling the delegates on 7th Aug 2006 at around 5.00pm and was fortunate to bump into a couple of other American delegates who checked in at the same time.  We shared a taxi to the Welcome Dinner held at the National Szechenyi Library, located at the Castle – high up on the top of a hill.  (Taxi’s are fairly expensive in Hungary, so delegates usually shared taxis or proceeded to familiarize themselves with the local tram and bus systems.)

On that sultry August evening, welcome speeches were given by Pal Veres, Representative, Ministry of Culture and Education; Peter Dippold, Representative, National Szechenyi Library; Timothy Shanahan, President of the IRA, and Chair for this, the 21st World Congress on Reading; and Kathy Hurley, Senior Vice-President of Pearson Education.  The delegates then proceeded to mingle and chat.  Among others, it was a pleasure to meet Maryann Manning, Linda Gambrell, Lloyd Neale, Alan Farstrup and other members of the IRA Board of Directors, as well as Melanie Hughes Younger, Director, Professional Meetings and Conferences and Mary Ciambrone, Meeting Assistant to Meeting and Events Manager, who helped co-ordinate our presentations the following day.  The dinner featured a live Hungarian musical troupe and traditional Hungarian and Western cuisine in a spectacular setting.

The Official Opening of the Congress on 8th Aug 2006, included presentations by Tim Shanahan, Attila Nagy, President of the Hungarian Reading Association, Richard Korszensky from the Monastery, Reading and School, and the reading of a letter from the President of the Republic of Hungary. A Hungarian storyteller – Andras Berecz, together with a translator, then presented a humourous Hungarian tale, and it was both amazing and heartwarming to recognize the threads of what I know of as an Indian ‘Tenali Raman’ tale told in a foreign tongue!  Andreas Schleicher from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), France, then gave an excellent presentation on Literacy Skills for Tomorrow’s World – Seeing School Systems Through the Prism of PISA.

The concurrent sessions then followed the morning break.  As a featured speaker, Sam Leung from Hong Kong, a familiar face to those who have attended the IDAC meetings in Asia, hosted my session, ‘Tongues and Tales – Storytelling in a Multicultural Society.’  It was a pleasure to have an interested and enthusiastic audience. Participants came up to chat after the presentation.  During the breaks, I was happy to meet other delegates who had not attended my talk but mentioned that they had heard of it.  I went to other presentations and poster sessions, but had to leave on the 9th to make my way back to Singapore for the performance ‘Sayang Singapore’ a storytelling session in celebration of National Day. 

Before I left though, I made it a point to try the Dinner Cruise on the Danube.  Considering all the hard work, it was an opportunity simply too good to give up!  The night view of the historic city of Budapest, together with a wonderful commentary by one of our hosts made it a truly memorable experience.

Many members, busy with life and work in Singapore, are not completely aware of the possibilities that SRL offers.  If you work in the field of education and are committed to improving your skills and networking internationally with others in the field, membership of the International Reading Association is worth considering.  The website of the IRA is www.reading.org   All members of the Executive Committee of the SRL are members of the IRA.  

Opportunities to grow, both personally and professionally, abound with the Society for Reading and Literacy.  So, if you have the time, the inclination, and patience to help further the SRL’s goals in Singapore and abroad, the SRL Executive Committee would be happy to hear from you!

