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Background 
A series of regional community dialogues, hosted by Alberta Education in support of the Inspiring 
Education: A Dialogue with Albertans initiative, were held across the province between April and 
June, 2009.  The outcomes for the Inspiring Education: A Dialogue with Albertans initiative 
included;   

 Broader public appreciation of the importance of education in Albertans’ lives, and how 
education is increasingly the basis of a prosperous society and economy; 

 A broadly accepted long-term vision for education in Alberta; and 

 A policy framework which describes the overall direction, principles and long-term goals 
for the delivery of education in Alberta. 

To further the dialogue the Minister of Education hosted a Provincial Forum in Edmonton October 
18-20, 2009.  The Forum was held to further examine Albertans’ views on education.  
Researchers Lisa Given, Ph.D., and Hedy Bach, Ph.D., were contracted by Alberta Education to 
conduct analysis of the data collected during the Forum.  

The event featured talks by distinguished speakers, as well as facilitated round-table discussions 
and online contributions on relevant topics.  In this discussion, participants were asked to reflect 
on three policy-related themes that emerged from the spring community conversations: 1) 
learner-centred system; 2) equitable and inclusive learning opportunities; and, 3) coordinated and 
integrated supports. The purpose of this discussion was “to understand and build on the identified 
policy themes and consider others that might be important to add” (Facilitators’ Guide).  

This report presents analysis of the data gathered during these discussions.
1
  Bolding is used 

throughout the report to highlight specific themes, examples and quotes that illustrate key 
concepts addressed in each section. 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 See Appendix 1 for details on the data analysis process used to create this report.  
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Results of Analysis 
The discussions revolved, primarily, around two key points of focus:  

 conceptualization of the meanings or intentions of each policy-related theme (i.e., 
definitions, examples); and,  

 exploration of the elements that support (or detract from) achievement of that goal.  

However, participants were also encouraged to explore new policy-related themes beyond those 
presented to them.  

The following sections report on results of all three areas.  First, each of the three themes are 
presented, to provide a brief overview of participants’ views on the concepts.  Second, each 
section includes a discussion of issues related to the realities of implementation of the three initial 
policy-related themes.  Finally, new policy-related themes that emerged during the forum are 
outlined. 

Reflections on Learner-centred System  

“The student has options and is not required to fit into a „system.‟  Learning becomes 
personalized, engaged, and impassioned.  Creativity will be fostered.”  Provincial Forum 
Participant, October 20, 2009 

What is a „Learner-centred System‟? 

Participants’ definition of this concept focused on the idea that students must be responsible for 
their own learning.  In this type of system, students are involved directly in their educational 
programming; learning is self-directed

2
 and students take ownership over what they learn and 

how they learn.  Here, students work at their own pace, are involved in the selection of subject 
content and are able to pursue diverse learning opportunities to gain a “breadth of 
knowledge.”  Participants noted, in particular, the need for schools to offer a range of academic 
and hands-on experiences, from the “basics” (i.e., reading, writing, mathematics) to 
“multidisciplinary” electives, including fine arts, drama, community-based projects, etc.  In a 
learner-centred system, participants noted that a teacher is a facilitator for student learning; i.e., 
a “learning coach.”  Here, teachers act as guides, provide stimulation for learning and support 
students as they achieve their educational goals. 

Factors Influencing the Achievement of a „Learner-centred System‟ 

Participants raised a number of issues that must be addressed in order to achieve a learner-
centred system.  Some questioned the design of the current educational system itself; they 
noted that we need to “challenge the 52-minute block system,” wondered if it would be possible to 
“extend the time in the system; high school 3-5 years” and asked “why do we take summers off?”   
For students to work at their own pace, the educational system must be “innovative and flexible,” 
“collaborative” in design, and use technology, effectively, to be responsive to students’ needs.  
The education system must take a “holistic” and “constructivist” approach to student learning and 
student engagement. 

                                                 
2
 Bolding is used throughout the report to highlight specific themes, examples and quotes that illustrate key concepts 

addressed in each section. 
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Participants also noted that learning extends beyond the classroom; they remarked on the 
importance of connecting students with the community to provide a range of experiential learning 
opportunities and the importance of involving parents in students’ learning.  Participants also 
noted the importance of having appropriate resources (e.g., teaching assistants; having teachers 
follow students year-to-year; smaller class sizes), to foster student engagement in a learner-
centred environment.  However, they recognized that appropriate resources require more 
funding.  They also noted the importance of local boards and local governance of schools, to 
ensure that student learning is connected to both the local and global community. 

Assessment was another key concern for participants, who noted that evaluation of learner-
centred education must be multifaceted and “creative.”  As students learn at different rates 
and as success can be defined in multiple ways, participants stated that “multiple assessment 
approaches” are needed.  As one person noted, the education system needs “more differentiated 
assessment techniques to support...differentiated instruction.”  Participants believe that it is 
important to assess by “not just looking at a grade or mark but what a student CAN achieve.”  
Participants also noted a “clash” between the desire for a learner-centred model of education with 
the current “emphasis on testing and standardization,” which needs to be addressed.  

Reflections on Equitable and Inclusive Learning 
Opportunities  

“A common foundation of personalized learning available through a variety of programs, which 
are all publicly funded. Hence providing equal access to opportunity for all.”  Provincial Forum 
Participant, October 20, 2009 

What are „Equitable and Inclusive Learning Opportunities‟? 

Participants defined equitable and inclusive learning opportunities as those that address the 
needs of all learners, regardless of ability, background, culture, language, location and other 
contextual factors that shape students’ lives.  As one participant noted, equitable and inclusive 
learning means all students have “access to quality education regardless of socio-economic 
standing or geographic location or ability;” they have “access to technology and all new 
advances” and all students are “welcome and valued.”  In coming to this definition, participants 
noted that “equitable does not mean equal”; rather, equity means providing appropriate 
educational activities and supports to address students’ specific, individual needs.  Inclusivity, 
then, “allows diversity and heterogeneity in the learning experiences and in the participants that 
are included” in the educational activities.  Often, these discussions also prompted dialogue on 
the nature of diversity, which was seen as a central component in ensuring equitable, inclusive 
experiences. 

Factors Influencing the Achievement of „Equitable and Inclusive 
Opportunities‟ 

Although participants stated that equitable and inclusive learning opportunities are “very 
important,” they also noted that these are “difficult to operationalize.”  They noted that educators 
and the school system must “plan proactively” to create these types of learning opportunities; that 
“diversity must be present at the table when anything is being developed, designed, decided, etc.”   
For this to occur, teachers must be given the tools to foster these types of activities.  For 
example, participants noted the importance of smaller classes (especially in lower grades), 
access to technology (especially in rural areas), and integrated support across government 
ministries (e.g., access to mental health support for students).  In addition, participants noted 
that many opportunities can arise from relationships between schools and their communities.  
Students could engage in “field trips” and visit “facilities in the community, including businesses,” 
so that learning is “connected to community” and able to “tackle real-life issues.” 
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Participants were also very clear that equitable and inclusive learning opportunities require 
“stable funding; sufficient money.”  They noted the importance of “access to special programs 
not only focused on academics,” calling for “sports and extra-curricular [activities] for all students.”   
Participants stated that government must provide “equitable funding for each individual district” 
for both “staff allocation and resource allocation.”  They also questioned the nature of private 
schools in fostering equitable and inclusive learning environments, noting that “private may not 
be equitable.”   Some participants expressed a desire for “no more funding for private schools” as 
“they are not inclusive and they can fund themselves.”  Indeed, public education, including 
appropriate funding for public education, was a common theme in the policy dataset.  As one 
participant noted, “I really think public education is the key to this.  Not private.  Not separate.  
Equitable and inclusive learning opportunities become a reality when our government funds one 
system.” 

Reflections on Coordinated and Integrated Supports 

“A Ministry of the Child that spans health – justice – education – youth justice – welfare.” 
Provincial Forum Participant, October 20, 2009 

What are „Coordinated and Integrated Supports‟? 

Participants defined this concept as reflecting a holistic approach to student learning that extends 
beyond schools.  Coordinated and integrated supports recognize that student learning does 
not exist in a vacuum; rather, educational success is influenced by students’ health, 
connections with their communities and access to required social services.  Participants 
envisioned wrap-around “one-stop” services, where we “rethink the definition of school” and 
where there is “One ministry to serve all the services a child needs from birth to 18.”  In this 
model of education, schools “become hubs of many agencies” to integrate, what are now, very 
“scattered services.” 

Factors Influencing the Achievement of „Coordinated and Integrated 
Supports‟ 

However, for a coordinated and integrated support model to become a reality, participants noted 
that the boundaries between government ministries and various agencies need to be 
redrawn.  Schools will need closer ties with the local community; for example, teachers will need 
to have “opportunities to connect with their communities and services/agencies that are available 
to them to help their students.”  Existing services within and between schools also need to 
be reconsidered and more fully integrated.  For example, one participant referenced the need 
for “effective school library programs: integrated with curriculum, multi-modal resources, 
networked, related to real life.”  Others noted the importance of “schools working together on 
programs” or implementing “mentor programs [that pair] university or technical students with 
upper elementary/junior/senior high students.” 

As with the other policy-related themes discussed at the forum, adequate and appropriate 
funding is needed to achieve coordination and integration of supports.  Here, “resources must be 
predictable and sustained” to achieve success at the policy and implementation levels.  As one 
individual noted, a coordinated and integrated support system “must be funded adequately so 
that salaries are adequate to attract high quality people, to attract enough of them and to give 
them the resources to do their jobs.  A student does not stop being autistic halfway through the 
day.” 
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Reflections on New Policy-Related Themes 

Participants also raised a number of new themes that extend beyond the three policy-related 
concepts presented during the forum.  First, they noted the importance of creating a holistic, 
collaborative educational system.  Participants discussed the need for an education system 
that prepares students for lifelong learning, across a range of life skills.  In this type of system, 
education addresses academics alongside “wellbeing, health/ nutrition, empathy, fine arts, mental 
health, purpose/ meaning, strategies/ skills (coping skills)” and recognizes the “importance of 
play.”  Such an educational system requires a shift in focus from a model based on competition to 
one based on collaboration.  As one individual noted, “In creating a competitive environment in 
schools [as we have now] we are alienating students and labelling them as unsuccessful, limiting 
communication and social change.” 

Second, participants noted the need for an adaptable, flexible educational system that will 
encourage “imagination,” provide “time to be creative” and foster “reflection and thoughtfulness” 
among students.  Participants noted that in order to reflect a learner-centred approach, we need 
to “change the education system so it is not based on a factory model.”  Rather, educational 
policies, as well as daily pedagogical and assessment strategies, need to be adaptive and flexible 
to support the three themes presented at the forum. 

Third, participants recognized the importance of policies that focus on the development of social 
responsibility and citizenship among students.  They noted that one of the themes that was 
“missing” from the policy discussion was for students to use their “developed abilities for the 
greater good of society.”  They noted that the education system must focus on the “common 
good” and foster students’ “citizenship; i.e., role in community, social conscience, social learning.” 

Finally, participants recognized that educational policy development must also provide support 
for teacher education, both for pre-service, university education of new teachers and in the 
professional development of experienced educators. As one individual noted, “Teacher education 
needs to be a lifelong process supported by the school system and the department of education 
to be ongoing and consistent.” Participants noted that university education will need to change to 
prepare teachers to enact the new policies discussed at the forum and also discussed how this 
might be implemented in the classroom. For example, as one individual suggested, “We need to 
give new teachers on-the-job training; internships alongside an experienced teacher – like 
engineering co-ops.”  
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Analysis Summary  
Overall, the dataset related to policy-related issues points to a number of key themes that 
emerged during participants’ discussions at the forum. Participants discussed the meaning and 
intentions of a “learner-centred system,” the nature of “equitable and inclusive learning 
opportunities,” as well as “coordinated and integrated supports.” Participants also provided their 
reflections on a number of newly identified policy-related themes, including: the need for holistic, 
collaborative learning systems; the need for adaptable and flexible systems; the importance of 
social responsibility and citizenship; and, the need to support teacher education. It is important to 
note that this report documents the issues and topics raised by participants themselves. The 
qualitative analysis presented here is descriptive, not interpretive; therefore, the report reflects 
what Albertans said about educational policy issues for the 21

st
 century.  

Additional Information 

The results of this data analysis were shared with Alberta Education, the Inspiring Education 
Steering Committee and relevant stakeholders engaged in Inspiring Education: A Dialogue for 
Albertans.  For more information on Inspiring Education and the results from these dialogues, 
please see www.inspiringeducation.alberta.ca. The “What We Heard” section contains the 
summary reports and notes for the 10 public conversations held in the spring, as well as the 
research reports from the spring conversations and the fall forum.  They can be found at the 
following address: http://www.inspiringeducation.alberta.ca/WhatWeHeard/tabid/94/Default.aspx.  

http://www.inspiringeducation.alberta.ca/
http://www.inspiringeducation.alberta.ca/WhatWeHeard/tabid/94/Default.aspx
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Appendix 1:  Data Analysis Process 

The analysis was completed using an inductive, grounded theory approach, where core themes 
are identified as they emerge from the data.  The individual “value” datasets were reviewed 
independently; then, initial emergent themes were compared across the datasets (e.g., where 
“fairness” was linked to “opportunity”) to ensure a thorough analysis of cross-cutting themes.  This 
type of thematic analysis allows for the identification of “core” themes (i.e., where there is a major 
saturation – or overwhelming agreement – on the concepts identified) and of “common” themes 
(i.e., minor saturation).  This also allows for an analysis of anomalies – themes that are 
mentioned less often, but provide a glimpse into alternate views, counter-examples and individual 
cases.  In qualitative analysis, these latter themes are examined alongside the “core” and 
“common” themes, to provide insight into the individualized needs of participants.  Unlike 
quantitative analysis, these themes are not treated as “outliers” that are removed from the results; 
rather, these “hidden gems” often point to areas of concern, caution or positive attributes to be 
highlighted, particularly when results are intended to inform policy decisions.  

Qualitative analysis focuses, first, on the coding and classification of themes emerging from the 
data.  Once that work is complete, analysis can then move to a more in-depth examination of the 
results, including the creation of models and advanced modes of representation of the data.  
Researchers use a variety of methods to complete their initial analysis (of the type represented in 
this report).  Some scholars code transcripts by hand, using physical markers (e.g., sticky notes, 
highlighters, organizational binders, whiteboards) to note common themes; others use computer 
software packages to facilitate the analysis (including Microsoft Office products, wikis, as well as 
proprietary qualitative data management software).  For this project, given the timelines involved 
in the completion of initial analysis, Word’s “track changes” features were used to facilitate 
analysis.  However, it should be noted that the intellectual work involved in the coding process is 
the same, regardless of the tool used to facilitate this work.  As both authors of this report teach 
graduate-level courses in research methods and give workshops regularly on coding and 
analysis, the results presented here are based on the authors’ expertise in these areas.   

For further information on the intellectual coding process that informs this report, please see Dr. 
Given’s award-winning paper (co-authored by Dr. Hope Olson), “Knowledge organization in 
research: A conceptual model for organizing data,” Library and Information Science Research 25 
(2003), 157-176 [Online at http://www.ualberta.ca/~lgiven/LISRko2003.pdf].  

http://www.ualberta.ca/~lgiven/LISRko2003.pdf


 

   

 


