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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Promising Practices in Rural Elementary Education study was conducted in the winter of 2012.  The purpose of 
this concurrent mixed method study was to explore rural and remote elementary school education programming 
promising practices.  

This study presents a rural Alberta perspective on how some teachers, principals and school authority leaders work 
together to engage elementary students and to improve learning and achievement.  

METHODOLOGY 

The results of the study are presented in four case studies highlighting the promising practices that serve the 
learning and achievement of some rural elementary students. Included in the study are Horizon School Division 
and Chamberlain School; Prairie Land Regional Division and Delia School; Prairie Rose School Division and New 
Brigden School; and Grande Yellowhead Public School Division and A.H. Dakin School.  The study uses the 
sensitizing concepts of inclusion; integration of technology; student, parent and community engagement; and 
instructional, professional and leadership practices to guide the development of the case studies.  

Data was collected over a four-week period from mid-January to early February 2012.  The research team collected 
data from interview preparation forms, interviews, observation, documents reviews and student surveys. The data 
was then analyzed and triangulated through the development of case studies.  As well, adult participants were 
asked to review case studies narratives. The narratives were then compared and contrasted to confirm emerging 
themes and explore similarities and differences in the sensitizing concepts, resulting in the final case studies. 

RESULTS 

The results of the study indicate that rural context is central to how the educators in the study approach practice. 
The participants did not view rural education as a deficit. Rather, they place importance on the sense of belonging, 
community, closeness and stability of the rural community and the effect of the rural ‘lifeworld’ of participants in 
providing a positive educational environment (Howely, Theobald, Howley, 2005).   

The results are discussed through the themes of instructional practice, integration of technology, inclusion, results, 
engagement, professional practice and instructional practice. Instructional practice in the selected classrooms 
aligns with Alberta Education’s Framework for Student Learning (2011). Balanced assessment, balanced literacy, 
student rapport, integration of technology, student leadership capacity, high expectations and a focus on the 
essentials of teaching are present in each case study to varying degrees, depending of which element the 
participants chose to highlight. Integration of technology in the classrooms is seamless and meaningful, but the 
level of integration is linked to the comfort level of the educator with technology.  Inclusion and differentiated 
instruction are evident in the modification of teaching strategies, student tasks and assessments to meet the needs 
of all students.  Balanced assessment and aligning assessment with the specific learner outcomes is the norm.  
High levels of student, parent and community engagement indicate a sense of belonging, commitment and 
respect.  Professional and leadership practices focus on building capacity through collaboration. 

The results of this study are not generalizable to other rural schools, but the results do provide a glimpse of some 
best practices in some rural elementary programs that may provide insight for rural educators into possibilities for 
sustaining effective rural education.  

RURAL EDUCATION SUSTAINABILITY SYMPOSIUM 

The results of the Promising Practices in Rural Elementary Education were shared at the Rural Education 

Sustainability Symposium in Red Deer, Alberta on March 2, 2012 in the keynote presentation to open the 

discussion of rural education sustainability.  The symposium provided a venue for delegates to hear from a panel of 

rural educational leaders on the uniqueness of rural education and to attend a number of breakout sessions on 

issues related to rural education sustainability. The summary of the symposium is included in Appendix I and II of 
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the Promising Practices in Rural Elementary Education report. The research study and symposium continue Alberta 

Education’s efforts to support rural education sustainability and the growing rural education community of 

practice.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Providing educational programming to students in rural and remote school authorities can be challenging. 
However, many educators in rural and remote schools in Alberta do rise to this challenge, providing exemplary 
programming that results in high levels of student engagement, learning and achievement, high school completion 
and transition to post-secondary studies. For rural school authorities, this focus on excellence begins with the 
elementary school program.  This study examines how four rural school authorities provide exemplary elementary 
programming. It also captures how some rural educators perceive their rural context as an advantage and how 
they address the challenges posed by the rural context. The four case studies examine some of the promising 
practices of four rural Alberta elementary school teachers in the context of their rural school authority and rural 
school.  

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Several studies indicate there is disparity in rural Alberta (Alasia, 2003; Alasia, 2004; Alasia & Magnusson, 2005; 
Alasia & Rothwell, 2003). Disparity exists in income, occupations and educational attainment that may adversely 
affect learning and achievement of rural students and further socio-economic status. As well, a study of the rural-
urban reading gap concluded the gap in rural student performance was strongly correlated to socio-economic 
indicators, such as adult educational attainment and income (Cartwright & Allen, 2002). Some researchers argue 
that if data is disaggregated using appropriate statistical controls, there is little difference between rural and urban 
student achievement (Howley, Howley & AEL, 2004).  However, an Alberta Government analysis of the Statistics 
Canada 2006 Census of Population data reveals a concern for rural Alberta educational attainment, particularly in 
reaching high school completion and transitioning to post-secondary schooling. Rural communities with low or no 
proximity to metropolitan influences have the lowest levels of educational attainment. Through the analysis of the 
Statistics Canada data, the following conclusions were drawn: 

 Rural and small town Albertans 15 years of age and older are more likely than their urban counterparts to 
have ‘less than high school’ (33.5% compared to 20.8%); and 

 While urban Albertans are twice as likely as the rural population to have obtained a university degree 
(19.9% compared to 8.1%), rural and small town Albertans are only slightly less likely to have a certificate 
or diploma (33% compared to 32.3%) (Government of Alberta, 2012). 

Reports such as the Removing Barriers to High School Completion Final Report (Alberta Learning, 2001), the High 
School Completion Rate Task Force Report (2005) and the Planting the Seeds - Growth in Rural Education….A Series 
of Choices documents (Alberta Learning, 2001a; Alberta Education, 2006) provide valuable data to inform rural 
education, but are focused primarily on recommendations and promising practices for high school programming 
with some reference to providing support for early childhood and elementary programming. There is little research 
that examines how some exemplary rural and remote school authorities and schools improve student learning and 
achievement in Alberta.  

This study provides an opportunity for some rural and remote elementary Alberta educators to share promising 
practices that have made a difference for their rural students. As well, this study may provide direction to rural 
educators and Alberta Education officials to ensure successful high school completion and transition to post-
secondary. Highlighting and celebrating some of the promising practices emerging in rural and remote Alberta 
elementary education programming will continue the process of refreshing Alberta Education research in rural 
education.  



 

 

 Promising Practices In Rural Elementary Education – Chapter 1 Page - 5 

 

THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this concurrent mixed method study is to explore rural and remote elementary school education 
programming promising practices. Choosing the concurrent mixed method provides a breadth of data, including 
both qualitative and quantitative data, to ensure a comprehensive study is conducted (Creswell, 2003). The results 
of the study are presented in four case studies, representing four classrooms in four rural or remote schools in the 
context of their rural school authority. The study uses the sensitizing concepts of inclusion, integration of 
technology, student, parent and community engagement and instructional, professional and leadership practices 
to guide the development of the case studies. This study presents a rural Alberta perspective on how teachers, 
principals and school authority leaders work together to engage students and improve learning and achievement.  

Exploring the following overarching question and exploratory questions gives insight into the components of some 
promising rural and remote elementary education practices: 

Research Question   

What are some promising practices in Alberta’s effective rural and remote contemporary elementary 
school programs?  

Exploratory Questions 

 How are students engaged to reach high levels of achievement? 

 What is the role of technology in these programs?  

 How is inclusive education addressed? 

 What is the role of school and district leaders? 
 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Learning 

This study recognizes that learning goes beyond the acquisition of knowledge or skills. The Framework for Student 
Learning outlines the relationships among literacy, numeracy, competencies and subject/discipline areas that 
educators address in educational programming (Alberta Education, 2011). Included in the competencies are critical 
thinking, problem solving and decision making, creativity and innovation; social, cultural, global and environmental 
responsibility; communication; lifelong learning, personal management and well-being; and collaboration and 
leadership.  

Sensitizing Concepts 

Influenced by the Framework for Student Learning (Alberta Education, 2011); the Tell Them From Me survey (The 
Learning Bar, 2011); and a number of educational researchers (Darling-Hammond 1989, 1997; Fullan, 2003; 
Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009; Leithwood, Seashore, Anderson & Wahlstrom, 2004; Schmoker, 1999, 2011; Stoll, Find 
and Earl, 2003) the following sensitizing concepts, as defined below, guided the participant interview preparation, 
interviews and classroom observations and analysis of data: 

 Inclusion - an educational setting where each student finds success 

 Integration of Technology - an instructional program in which student outcomes are the focus and 
technology is woven into the curriculum 

 Academic Student Engagement - student outcomes in literacy and numeracy, subject disciplines and 
competencies 

 Social/Emotional Student Engagement - participation in school activities, sense of belonging, after school 
activities, positive relationships and volunteering 

 Institutional Student Engagement - valuing school outcomes, attendance, retention, completion and 
homework 

 Parent Engagement - support by the parent for child’s academic, social/emotional and institutional 
functioning in school 
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 Community Engagement - support by the community for child’s academic, social/emotional and 
institutional functioning in school 

 Instructional Practice - how educators integrate instructional design components, including curriculum 
outcomes, types of resources and assessment practices 

 Professional Practice - how educators engage in training, development, mentoring, coaching, 
collaboration and research 

 Leadership Practice - leaders are student-centered, focused on learning, align strategic planning and 
resources and build capacity to improve student learning and achievement 

Rural 

Census, geographic and political considerations influence the definition of rural. Rural can refer to towns and 
municipalities outside the commuting zone of larger urban centres with populations of 10,000 or more (du Plessis, 
Beshiri, Bollman and Clemenson, 2001). Rural communities can be also defined as countryside, rural, remote and 
northern communities depending on their distance from the urban centres (Malenfant, Milan, Charron & Bélanger, 
2007). The scope for this study was limited to rural schools outside the commuting zones of metropolitan areas of 
Edmonton and Calgary and remote schools outside the commuting zones of large urban centers of over ten 
thousand people. 
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CHAPTER TWO: RESEARCH INTO RURAL EDUCATION 

Rural schools face significant challenges primarily due to their isolation (Arnold, Newman, Gaddy & Dean, 2005).  
Researchers into rural education have noted challenges, such as lack of economies of scale, limited curricular and 
program offerings and insufficient resources (technical and otherwise) (Gandara, Gutierrez & O’Hara, 2001), and 
the inability to attract and retain highly qualified teachers and allocation and availability of funding (Arnold et al., 
2005).  Howley and Howley (2000) also point out that many educators, administrators and researchers typically 
have a view of education in the rural context as being subjugated and diminished and that the rural context is an 
impediment that needs to be overcome. Gandara et al., (2001) add that there is a stereotype of rural schools that 
see them as being isolated from urban advantages while still being somewhat buffered from its problems and 
concerns.  This stereotype of rural schools is also reinforced by the fact that, in many school authorities, rural 
children often perform at a lower level than urban children (Arnold, 2001; Panizzon & Pegg, 2007; Brown, Anfara & 
Roney, 2004).  However, Howley, Howley & AEL (2004) argue that if statistical controls are in place, then rural 
schools do not differ significantly from urban schools. They note that there is the same variability in achievement 
that occurs between different demographics in urban schools, but the factors that affect the variability manifest 
differently in a rural context.  

While the literature does support that there are definitely challenges to overcome in the rural context, the 
question of whether there is a demonstrative rural influence that is distinct from the measurable differences in 
demographics of rural and urban settings continues to be debated. Many researchers have noted that there is little 
high-quality research into rural education (Arnold et al., 2005; Gandara et al., 2001; Howley, Theobald and Howley, 
2005) and that research on rural education is mostly descriptive about the demographics of rural schools and the 
rural context. They add that they also do not offer much in the way of effective educational interventions in a rural 
context or investigate the influences of rurality on education (Arnold et al., 2005; Gandara et al., 2001) and 
whether the influences of rurality on education are positive or negative.   

A number of authors have suggested possible reasons for the dearth of quality research into rural education such 
as a lack of funding of educational rural research (Sherwood, 2000), methodological limitations (Arnold et al., 
2005) and the difficulty in defining rural in that there is no single rural definition that would encompass all that is 
rural making it difficult to translate findings from one rural context to the next (Arnold et al., 2005). Howley et al. 
(2005) suggest that the difficulty with rural education research is that there is no significant, measureable rural 
influence that is distinct from poverty, race or other variables.  They suggest instead that researchers conduct rural 
research in regards to the “lifeworld” of the rural context.  That is, that rural research should be conducted looking 
at “the flow of seemingly unremarkable everyday moments, where rural people make rural sense of and with, 
their rural lives” (p. 2).   This perspective might be best summarized as that rurality is not a variable, but it instead a 
context.  This view is also shared by Azano (2011) who argues that for rural schools to overcome the mistrust of 
the education system then they must promote a culture of learning that promotes the local context by allowing 
students to explore their “personal sense of place” to help establish relevant links to the curriculum. For example, 
Azano describes a school that connected the science curriculum to the rural context by looking at science in the 
local environment.  This was referred to as local science and not city science. 

Regardless of the lack of rural educational research or the difficulties in conducting it, the fact remains that there 
exists an ever-increasing interest in rural research.  Schools in rural communities continue to play a significant part 
in rural life and are, as Schafft, Alter and Bridger (2006) note, an “important source of community solidarity, a 
primary node of social interaction and community reproduction and often are the largest employers in rural areas” 
(p. 2). Arnold et al., (2005) add that rural leaders in education see the school as a vital part of a community, but 
that there is very little research based evidence that identifies strategies and interventions that are rural focused 
and the rural school leaders are eager for this type of information.  Research conducted in rural education has 
focused on a number of factors that are significant for a rural context.  These factors include leadership, student 
engagement, community engagement, technology use, inclusion and professional development. 
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LEADERSHIP 

The literature on rural education consistently cites leadership as essential for success for rural schools with the 
leadership of superintendents and especially principals having shown to significantly impact the success of the 
students in their schools (Barley & Beesley, 2007; Chance & Segura, 2009; Masumoto, & Brown-Welty, 2009; 
Schafft, Alter & Bridger, 2006; Trinidad & Broadley, 2010).  This is not surprising given that leaders in schools have 
control over a number of factors in their schools and researchers have identified a number of these factors that 
effective leaders in rural schools use to increase the success in their schools.  These factors include creating an 
effective organizational structure, fostering a caring and trusting community within the school, effectively using 
resources and connecting to the rural community. 

One of the most effective ways a leader in any school can impact the school is by creating an effective 
organizational structure. These organizational structures can take many forms, but effective school leaders are 
able to create structures that are focused on the common goal of student success.  Sergiovanni (1992) argues that 
this can only be accomplished if leaders assume the responsibility to transform a school into a moral community, 
that is, schools should be places with shared values and beliefs that foster an atmosphere where teachers can 
effectively work together.  Chance & Segura (2009) add that many researchers have argued that transformational 
leadership in schools is essential where leaders engage followers in a common purpose or vision.  They also note 
that leaders who develop effective organizational structures in schools, along with developing a common vision, 
create structures that facilitate change.  This is also supported by Masumoto et al. (2009) who add that effective 
leaders in rural schools focus on changes that facilitate instructional improvement for all students, develop a 
school-wide focus on instructional improvement and promote high expectations. Chance and Segura (2009) also 
add that effective leaders in rural education create successful collaborative practices in their schools by scheduling 
time for collaboration and have structured collaboration time that is devoted specifically for improving both 
instruction and student success. This is supported by Trinidad & Broadley (2010) who further note that rural school 
leaders also work to encourage collaboration between multiple schools and work to provide professional 
development for instructors in spite of distance. 

Leaders in rural schools also know how to effectively build trusting and caring relationships within the school 
(Chance & Segura, 2009).  Masumoto et al. (2009) identify a couple of ways leaders can accomplish this, stating 
that effective leaders share leadership responsibilities with others including both the teachers and the students 
and develop multiple support structures to address student needs. Chance and Segura (2009) further add that 
effective school leadership that builds trusting and caring relationships requires “the leadership of a principal 
willing to embrace teachers and teachers willing to reach out to students” (p. 10). 

Effective leaders in rural schools know how to leverage the resources that are available to them. Masumoto et al. 
(2009) have noted that effective leaders in rural schools, regardless of remoteness or poor funding, are able to 
stretch and utilize their resources to help students.  These leaders also are effective at building and leveraging 
relationships with the community to help in accomplishing their goals. 

One factor in leadership in education that is very significant in a rural context is that effective rural leaders in 
schools are able to build strong relationships and trust with the community (Barley & Beesley, 2007; Chance & 
Segura, 2009; Masumoto et al., 2009; Trinidad & Broadley, 2010).  Chance and Segura (2009) note that rural 
communities have a tradition of close-knit or family atmospheres where close relationships between the schools 
and the community are typically easier to develop, but add that because a school is rural does not ensure that a 
trust relationship would naturally develop with the community.  Further, the principal of rural schools must work 
to develop trust among teachers, parents and students. Barley & Beesley (2007) add that close relationships 
between the school and the community are typical of smaller schools and effective rural schools are ones where 
the principal is able to adapt to and thrive in smaller rural schools and the local environment. Chance and Segura 
(2009) also note that rural schools have an advantage when developing a collaborative process with the 
community for school improvement because of relationship and contextual factors unique to the rural context. 
This is further supported by Masumoto & Brown-Welty (2009) who add that effective leaders in rural education 
are able to develop school-community linkages that leverage collaboration and engagement between parents, 
teachers and the community as a whole.  In terms of developing trust in the rural community, Masumoto and 
Brown-Welty identified that it is often important to the community for faculty members and/or principals to live in 
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or near the community in which the school is located.  The community sees staff and leaders that live in the 
community as being important assets for school-community relationships, but since the schools are considered to 
be so important in rural communities, staff and leaders are also often vulnerable to intense scrutiny. 

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

There is a rich history of research into student engagement in terms of both academic and social engagement and 
while much of the research into engagement also translates well into a rural context, there has been relatively 
little research that specifically focuses on rural student engagement.  That being said, a number of recent studies 
that look at student engagement in a rural context have found a number of factors that correlate to student 
engagement.   

Weeks, Boxma and Maxwell (2009) investigated Botha School, an award winning Canadian school in Alberta. They 
found that student academic engagement is raised when the students have common goals and there is an 
emphasis on collaboration and problem solving. Furthermore, this must take place within a meaningful real world 
context with real meaning and consequences; implying student engagement for the rural student is best enhanced 
when education is situated within the rural context of the student.  Hardre, Sullivan and Crowson (2009) also 
found learning goals to strongly predict student engagement.  They identified a number of other factors that also 
predicted academic engagement: teacher support, perceived competence, intentions to attend postsecondary 
education and the students’ perceptions of the value and use (instrumentality) of the content of the subject areas 
and disciplines.  

Other researchers have examined various other factors that may positively influence student engagement in rural 
schools.  Of note, a strong correlation between social engagement and academic engagement has been shown in 
rural schools. Ludden (2011) found that students who are socially engaged in religious youth groups and other civic 
activities such as 4-H are involved in more extracurricular activities and have less problem behaviours in the 
classroom, have higher grades and are more academically engaged.  Also, rural students who perceive that they 
have support from parents and friends for activities both in and out of school are more likely to be socially 
engaged (Heubner & Mancini, 2008; Ludden, 2011) and less likely to be influenced by peers (Heubner & Mancini, 
2008). Heubner and Mancini (2008) noted that ethnicity is also an important factor in extracurricular activities. 

COMMUNITY 

Research into rural schools has shown that effective rural schools are able to create strong connections between 
the school and the local community, between the teacher and student and among students (Aldous, 2008; Barley 
& Beesley, 2007; Chance & Segura, 2009).  Many authors would argue that the rural context gives the rural school 
an advantage for the development of community and an enhanced level of collaborating on school improvement 
(Aldous, 2008; Barley & Beesley, 2007; Chance & Segura, 2009; Minner & Hiles, 2005). Also, although rural schools 
may be disadvantaged in many ways, effective rural schools are able to use the sense of community to enhance 
the education in the school (Barley & Beesley, 2007; Chance & Segura, 2009; Howley & AEL, 2004). 

What about the rural context allows rural schools to build relationships with the community? Howley & AEL (2004, 
p. 5) offer some insight in the cultural factors that are part of everyday life in rural communities that may allow 
rural schools to development strong community relationships.  Factors that include “(1) attachment to place; (2) 
strong commitment to community well-being; (3) connection to outdoor pursuits and the natural environment; 
and (4) concern for the long-term endurance and stability of life-in-place.” Others note a number of other factors 
and offer possible reasons why the factors allow schools to be better able to develop community relationships.  
First, small rural populations make it easier for schools to build trust and allow for all students and stakeholders to 
be involved (Chance & Segura, 2009). Second, small school size means that stakeholders are typically more 
interconnected and are more likely to have knowledge of community resources (Barley & Beesley, 2007; Chance & 
Segura, 2009).  Third, members of rural communities are more likely to share common values (Chance & Segura, 
2009). Forth, rural communities’ history of self-reliance allows rural residents to help schools find creative ways to 
overcome limited resources and geographic isolation (Minner & Hiles, 2005). Fifth, strong school leadership that is 
willing to work with community members (Aldous, 2008). Finally, parents in rural communities often have pre-
existing relationships to the school and to families of other children in the school (Barley & Beesley, 2007). 
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While it can certainly be shown that rural schools have an easier time building community relationships, it should 
also be asked how stronger relationships with the communities can contribute to student success.  One possible 
reason would be that the supports of the rural communities give schools access to more resources in spite of fiscal 
constraints (Barley & Beesley, 2007; Minner & Hiles, 2005). Another possible reason would be that a strong 
connection to the community allows for the support of high academic expectations and the support of principals 
and teachers in their efforts to hold the students to a higher standard (Barley & Beesley, 2007).  

INCLUSIVE RURAL EDUCATION 

Inclusive education, whether it is in a rural or urban context, can be described as “accommodating the un ique 
learning needs of all students, regardless of their abilities” (Loreman, McGhie-Richmond, Barber, & Lupart, 2009, p. 
3). Recently, schools have ever increasingly considered inclusive education important, however, empirical research 
into promising practices of inclusive education in rural education has been limited (Irvine, Lupart, Loreman, & 
McGhie-Richmond, 2010).  Regardless of the lack of research into inclusive rural education, rural education offers 
limited options for students other than regular classroom placement because of limited staff resources and 
expertise.  School administrators play an important role in creating a school culture that supports inclusive 
education as well as introducing effective strategies for inclusive education (Irvine et al., 2010).  

TECHNOLOGY AND RURAL SCHOOLS 

Since the advent of the personal computer in the late 1970’s, there has been a consistent effort to increase the use 
of computers in education (McRobbie, Ginns & Stein, 2000). Kay (2007), however, reports that a number of 
researchers have found that technology has had a minor impact on student learning and notes that the problem 
with the use of technology in the classroom is due to a number of obstacles that have prevented the successful 
implementation of technology.  These include a lack of time, limited technical skills, fear of technology, insufficient 
access, a lack of understanding about how to integrate technology into an educational setting and a lack of 
equipment. Researchers in technology use in rural education echo these concerns (Courtney & Anderson, 2010; 
Howley, Wood & Hough, 2011; Hubber, Chittleborough, Campbell, Jobling & Tytler, 2010; Panizzon & Pegg, 2007; 
Reading, Fluck, Trinidad, Smith, Shaw, Anderson & White, 2006), however, they do note that effective use of 
technology can be used to overcome many of the educational disadvantages that students in rural communities 
face (Cakir, Delialioglu, Dennis  & Duffy, 2009; Panizzon & Pegg, 2007; Trinidad & Broadley, 2010; White, 2010).  
Furthermore, some argue that rural educators are more highly motivated to embrace technology because of the 
opportunities that technology offers to overcome these disadvantages (Howley et al., 2011).   

While the schools face difficulties in integrating technology into classrooms as noted above, rural schools also face 
challenges that urban schools typically do not, or face at a more pronounced level. These include lack of bandwidth 
(White, 2010), access to professional development for technology integration (Hubber et al., 2010; Courtney & 
Anderson, 2010; Reading et al., 2006), access to technical assistance (Hubber et al., 2010; Panizzon & Pegg, 2007), 
access to technology (Courtney & Anderson, 2010; Reading et al., 2006; Howley et al., 2011) and access to 
maintenance (Courtney & Anderson, 2010).  Despite these barriers to integrating technology, many rural school 
authorities and individual schools have made strides to overcoming these difficulties and have shown to be 
successful (in varying degrees) in enabling technology integration. For example, Alberta schools are connected to 
the SuperNet, which has been set up to provide all urban and rural schools with high speed broad band access 
which has greatly expanded educational opportunities (Trinidad & Broadley, 2010). However, student computer 
access is still a challenge in many rural school authorities (Howley et al., 2011).  

There has been significant research conducted into effective ways to integrate different technologies into the 
classroom outlining the advantages and effectiveness of the technologies. Typically this research applies equally to 
both rural and urban settings. However, when one examines the much smaller body of research that focuses on 
technology integration in rural schools, another layer is added to the findings. Researchers have noted that when 
rural schools have been able to successfully integrate technology into the classroom, there are a number of 
advantages that have been found that are specific to the rural context.  First, students have broader education 
opportunities in that they can access subjects and websites they could not otherwise (Trinidad & Broadley, 2010; 
White, 2010). Second, technology is proving to be a powerful tool for stimulating both student engagement and 
motivation (Howley et al., 2011; Trinidad & Broadley, 2010). Third, technology use in rural schools that allows rural 
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communities to access technology has shown to have a positive effect on community identity and cohesion 
(Schafft et al., 2006).   

OTHER FACTORS AND RURAL SCHOOLS 

There are also a number of other factors in a rural educational context that have been identified in the literature. 
These factors can be categorized as factors that contribute to student success or as challenges.  Factors in rural 
schools that are considered to contribute to student success are small class sizes, high expectations (Barley & 
Beesley, 2007), focus on student learning (Barley & Beesley, 2007), individualization of instruction (Barley & 
Beesley, 2007), alignment of curriculum with assessment (Barley & Beesley, 2007) and connecting the curriculum 
to the rural community and local environment (Aldous, 2008). 

Factors that are considered challenges include staffing issues, access to professional development, professional 
isolation, multi-grade classrooms and teaching outside of an area of expertise.  Staffing issues can take a number 
of forms such as a small supply of substitute teachers which also contributed to the lack of opportunities to attend 
professional development (Aldous, 2008; Minner & Hiles, 2005). Another staffing issue identified is that rural 
schools often experience high rates of staff turnover resulting in difficulty in creating continuity as well as 
establishing relationships with the students and the community (Aldous, 2008; Panizzon & Pegg, 2007). Howley 
and AEL (2004) have noted that some school authorities have been able to overcome the high staff turnover rate 
by hiring teachers from the local population since it allows them to stay in a place in which they are already 
attached. Additionally, they argue that this attachment to place often fosters more of a commitment to teaching 
excellence.  In regards to professional development, Minner and Hiles (2005) argue that small school size often 
makes it difficult to create professional support networks especially in one’s own discipline leading to what Howley 
and AEL (2004) describe as professional isolation. They do offer that one way to overcome professional isolation is 
to establish virtual learning communities that can share practices across large distances. Minner and Hiles (2005) 
add that multiple-grade classes also create challenges for rural districts causing severe staff over-extension making 
it often difficult to deliver even the basic components of the curriculum and that multi-grade classrooms have 
been shown to inhibit curricular innovation. Lastly, Aldous (2008) notes that teachers in rural schools are often 
expected to teach outside of their area of expertise, presenting a challenge to rural schools. 

It should be noted, however, that just like urban schools, there is not one identifiable issue that can be applied to 
all rural schools because every rural school authority and indeed every rural school is in a unique rural context and 
the schools must adapt to the needs of the students and communities they are in (Farmer, Leung, Banks, Schaefer, 
Andrews & Murray, 2006; Howley, Howley & AEL, 2004).  Howley, Howley and AEL (2004) add that although there 
is “no significant difference” between the achievement of students in rural schools and urban schools when looked 
at as a whole, the idea of “no significant difference, of course masks substantial variability, including the variability 
in rural locales across states, as well as the variability in differences between rural and other locales” (p. 1).  That is 
to say, that the statistical averages hide the inequities and difficulties that some rural school authorities face as 
well as the advantages that are inherent to the rural context. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

RESEARCH STANCE AND METHODOLOGY 

The research stance of this study is influenced by the theoretical perspective of Interpretivism and is grounded in 
the epistemology of subjectivism (Creswell, 2003, Patton, 2002). The goal of the study is to develop knowledge to 
improve rural education. The study examines how the teachers, principals and school authority leaders describe 
the practices and the beliefs they hold about how these practices improve student learning and achievement. As 
well, the study examines how students perceive their engagement in learning. The study design was concurrent 
mixed methods (Creswell, 2003). The strength of this approach is choosing the appropriate method for the situation. 
The dynamics of a real-life rural school and classroom are highly multivariate where variables cannot be studied in 
isolation. The combination of qualitative and quantitative methods provides a comprehensive approach to the 
examination of the research problem. As well, the data is collected concurrently and integrated into the overall 
results forming well-developed case studies highlighting promising practices. 

QUALITY 

To ensure quality, the study was conducted within the criteria of evaluation of qualitative research studies as 
outlined by Patton (2002). Interview preparation forms and interview guides were used to interview school 
authority personnel, principals and teachers. Observation and document review guides were used. Two 
researchers were present for most interviews and observations. Where only one researcher was present, data was 
reviewed with the other researcher. This format provided rich data and limited personal bias (Patton 2002). Data 
was also collected through classroom observations, student surveys and document reviews. To ensure accuracy, 
adult participants had the opportunity to review their draft case studies. The collection of the data from a variety 
of sources and the review process served to triangulate the data to ensure trustworthiness and authenticity 
(Patton, 2002).  

DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURES 

Data was collected over a four-week period from mid-January to early February 2012.  Interview preparation forms 
were sent to participants in December to allow time for reflection on the promising practices they wished to 
highlight and on the sensitizing concepts of student, parent and community engagement, inclusion, integration of 
technology, instructional, professional and leadership practices. Each school authority was visited for two days. 
Over the two days, interviews were conducted with all adult participants and classrooms were observed. The 
interview preparation forms and other documents from the school authority and school were reviewed before 
each interview and were also used as interview guides for the interviews as adult participants were asked to 
expand on their written statements or other elements they wished to share with the researchers. Notes were 
recorded throughout each interview and observation on interview and observation guides. School staff also 
conducted the student Tell Them From Me surveys during the four-week timeframe.  

DATA ANALYSIS 

Data analysis occurred through the writing of the case studies. The interview preparation forms, interview and 
observation notes, documents and survey results were reviewed for each case study. A case study narrative was 
formulated and sent to the adult participants for review. During the writing of the case studies, themes emerged 
and were noted. At the conclusion of writing the draft of the case studies, closer examination of the case studies 
were made. The case studies were compared and contrasted to confirm emerging themes and further explore 
similarities and differences in the sensitizing concepts.  
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ETHICS 

To protect participants, the researchers used university ethics review procedures to guide the development of the 
study methodology and the development of consent forms. Before the on-site data gathering began, consent forms 
for all participants, including school authority personnel, school administrators, teachers and parents, on behalf of 
the students, were sent to the school authorities. The consent forms outlined the purpose of the study; what would 
be required of them; the disposal of the data; what types of personal information would be collected; and the risks 
and benefits to consider. Before on-site research began consent forms were collected. 

SELECTION OF SCHOOL AUTHORITIES, SCHOOLS AND CLASSROOMS 

The selection of four rural school authorities was done through a review by Alberta Education staff of Accountability 
Pillar measures to identify those school authorities with a history of strong performance on selected measures. As 
well, school authorities with innovative approaches to the integration of technology were also considered. When 
the selection criteria were established, the researchers believed that northern schools and First Nations, Métis and 
Inuit would be well represented in the sample so this was not set as selection criteria. However, the rural school 
authorities that did agree to participate in the study included Horizon School Division, Grande Yellowhead Public 
School Division, Prairie Land Regional Division and Prairie Rose School Division. Each superintendent was asked to 
select one school using following criteria: 

1. Strong performance on selected accountability measures 
2. Reportable Grade 6 Provincial Achievement Test, standardized tests and/or student survey results  

(this requires over six students in the cohort) 
3. Integration of technology 
4. Rural or remote location 
5. Classroom teachers teaching Grade 4, 5 and/or 6 who would be willing to participate in the study 
6. Principal who would be willing to participate in the study 

The following schools were selected for the study: 

 Chamberlain School, a kindergarten to Grade 8 school in Horizon School Division with a focus on a Grade 6 
class, located in Grassy Lake, 85 kilometres west of Lethbridge 

 A. H. Dakin School, a Kindergarten to Grade 5 school in Grande Yellowhead Public School Division with a 
focus on a Grade 4/5 combined class, located in Edson, 203 kilometres west of Edmonton 

 Delia School, a Kindergarten to Grade 12 school in Prairie Land Regional Division with a focus on a Grade 
5/6 combined class, located in Delia, 181 kilometres northeast of Calgary 

 New Brigden School, a Grade 1 to 9 school in Prairie Rose School Division with a focus on a Grade 4/5/6 
class, located in New Brigden, 353 kilometres northeast of Calgary 
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LOCATION OF PARTICIPATING  SCHOOLS 

 

 Figure 1: Map of Participating School Authorities 

Source: www.freeusandworldmaps.com  

New Brigden School – New Brigden, AB.  

Delia School, Delia, AB. 

Chamberlain School, Grassy Lake, AB.  

A.H. Dakin School – Edson, AB.  

http://www.freeusandworldmaps.com/
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CASE STUDIES 

The four case studies are an exploration of some of the promising practices of selected elementary teachers and 
educational leaders in Horizon, Prairie Land, Prairie Rose and Grande Yellowhead school authorities. The smallest 
unit of the study is the promising instructional practices in the classroom. However, these promising instructional 
practices exist in the larger environment of the school and school authorities influenced by professional and 
leadership practices. The rural context provides a setting for the discussion of instructional practice; integration of 
technology; inclusion; student, parent and community engagement; professional practice; and leadership practice.  
Overviews of the school authorities, schools and classrooms, including the rural context provide an introduction to 
the four case studies that follow. The voices of the participants are captured in the text, direct quotations, images 
and tables illustrating the students’ perspectives on engagement. 

The following are overviews of the school authorities, schools and classrooms in the study 

HORIZON SCHOOL DIVISION AND CHAMBERLAIN SCHOOL 

Horizon School Division runs south from Lomond in the County of Vulcan to Coutts on the Canada/ United States 
border. The school authority provides education for 3,516 students in 15 schools with a variety of school 
configurations, including 18 Hutterian Brethren colony schools; one Christian alternative school and three outreach 
schools. Several schools have multi-graded classrooms. Of the 3,516 students in Horizon School Division, 1,149 are 
English language learners. Superintendent Cheryl Gilmore and central office staff work with schools to developed 
balanced literacy approaches and with Chamberlain School, in particular, to provide programming for the unique 
English language learning student population enrolled at the school. 

Chamberlain School, located in Grassy Lake 30 
kilometres south of Taber, faced possible closure due 
to low enrolment at one time. With the influx of Low 
German-speaking Mennonites that arrived in the area 
over the past several years and a concerted effort to 
attract their children to the school, enrolment has 
stabilized at 185 students. Approximately 95% of the 
student population is now Mennonite. Chamberlain 
School has a relatively young, but experienced staff. 
The principal, Mrs. Erin Hurkett, taught at the school 
for nine years and became principal with teaching 
duties two years ago and she recently completed 
graduate studies focused on educational leadership. 
She promotes a research-based approach to providing 
appropriate programming for English language learners.  

In Chamberlain School, the Grade 5 and 6 students are in separate classrooms of 19 and 20 students respectively. 
In addition to the predominance of English language learners, five Grade 5 students and three Grade 6 students 
have Individualized program plans. Mr. Blaine Carlsen is responsible for Mathematics and science for both groups 
and Miss Lindsay Pasemko is responsible for Language Arts for both classes and Grade 5 Social Studies. Both 
teachers participate in a balanced literacy professional learning community project with other teachers. They use 
electronic whiteboards and Web 2.0 tools to enhance student learning, particularly in balanced literacy and 
vocabulary instruction.  

Rural Context 

Horizon School Division has several challenges including declining enrolment due to rural depopulation; addressing 
school attendance and high school completion with unique populations; and providing a broad spectrum of studies 
with limited economy of scale. As a result, the school authority is turning challenges into opportunities by taking 
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action on community engagement, contemporary learning strategies, inclusion and program delivery through the 
implementation of the Horizon School Division Transformation Agenda.  As well, Horizon joins other school 
authorities like Prairie Rose in providing professional development and resources development opportunities for 
its teaching staff.  

Horizon is engaging rural students in a variety of ways. It is targeting a unique population by supporting 
elementary schools and high school outreach schools tailored to address the Low German-speaking Mennonite 
population while still providing programming in existing schools for mainstream students. They are working with 
government and other service providers to attract students who are not receiving any education into the schools. 
Horizon has supported unique programs such as the Warner Hockey Program and Vauxhall Academy of Baseball to 
attract students to rural communities. Finally, Horizon School Division supports videoconferencing in high school 
subject areas and has developed Career and Technology Studies and fine arts resource boxes to add breadth to 
programming.  

At Chamberlain School there has been a lot of teacher turnover, but over the past five years more teachers have 
stayed. Some teachers drive from surrounding communities, as far as an hour away, while other teachers and 
support staff reside in the area. All school personnel are working to support the unique Chamberlain School 
population. As well, the participants note that the focus on balanced literacy provides an impetus for teachers to 
coalesce around goals that result in success and make the school more inviting for teachers and rural students. 

In many rural communities, the school is the center of the community. At Chamberlain School, the principal with 
central office support has worked with the teachers and support staff to develop a sense of community with the 
Low German-speaking Mennonites who typically do not value education, especially beyond age 12. The previous 
principal brought the parents and students into the school so the current principal is now able to focus on 
improving the learning and achievement of this unique group of students while still respecting the cultural 
diversity of the community and families. 

PRAIRIE LAND REGIONAL DIVISION AND DELIA SCHOOL 

Prairie Land Regional Division is located in the sparsely populated areas in southeastern Alberta, including the 
communities of Altario, Berry Creek, Consort, Delia, Hanna, Morrin, Veteran and Youngstown. The school authority 
provides education for 1,434 students in a variety of school configurations including nine Hutterian Brethren 
colony schools; four kindergarten to Grade 12; two Grade 1 to 12; a kindergarten to Grade 9; a kindergarten to 
Grade 3; and a Grade 4 to 12 school. Multi-graded classrooms are common, particularly in the small schools. 
Superintendent Wes Neumeier and the central office personnel work with school leaders to develop a rural school 
authority response to teaching and learning in the 21

st
 Century. 

Delia School was built in stages over the years, but is a 
well-maintained school with a newer addition for the 
library. The school provides programming for 128 
kindergarten to Grade 12 students. With approximately 
12 students per grade, most classes are combined-
grades. Delia School has a relatively young, but 
experienced staff.  Principal Steve Nielsen taught at the 
school for several years and moved in to the role of 
principal with teaching duties two years ago. The 
principal works with the school staff to develop a 
technology infused student-centered school with strong 
connections to the community. 

Mrs. Linda Eitzen’s classroom is a combination of 11 Grade 5 students and 11 Grade 6 students. Instead of 
Individualized Program Plans, a class profile using Alberta Education Individual Education Planning Tool with 
individual plans has been developed. During observation, students were engaged in Mathematics, Social Studies 
and Language Arts. Mrs. Eizten uses the development of rapport with students as a foundation to providing a 
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student-centered environment. Critical to her programming is the integration of one-to-one laptops for each 
student.  

Rural Context 

The rural nature of the Prairie Land Regional Division is not viewed as an impediment, but an asset. Rural 
depopulation is a challenge for the school authority as it affects its ability to provide a breadth of programming 
and resources as there are limited economies of scale. Some schools are facing the challenges of declining 
enrolment, multi-graded classrooms and connecting schools to provide programming. However, the stance of the 
superintendent is to look at these challenges as opportunities for new approaches.  

Participants note it is important for principals and teachers to understand the rural students, parents and 
community. They need to make connections if they are going to be effective in a rural school. Rural educators need 
to understand the rural influences that may be distracting or supportive to learning and help parents understand 
the complexities of educating their children. Farming and ranching labour demands, brandings, rodeos and 4-H can 
be frowned on as activities that impede school learning or they can, through cooperative planning, integration and 
flexible delivery, actually contribute positively towards the overall learning and well-being of students. A case in 
point, Prairie Land Regional Division preserves a school closure day in May or June for the community and school 
to coordinate accommodation of 4-H and other high demand activities to minimize school absence.  

In the June 2010 issue of the Prairie Land Regional Division In Focus circular, several graduates were asked to 
describe their favourite part about growing up in a rural community. The students all spoke favourably about the 
support they felt from the teachers, school and community and how the rural environment prepared them for 
their next steps. Several commented on the quality of teaching and on the availability of their teachers. 

Delia School is very stable with few transient students. Since most students are bused from the surrounding rural 
community there are few attendance issues. Teachers and support staff know the students and their families well 
and work cooperatively to provide a student-centered program. The dedication to providing a solid program for 
rural students was evident. The school has worked to provide variety in programming through the integration of 
technology, a range of complementary courses and extracurricular opportunities. As a direct response to the 
interests of their rural students, the school shares a mobile Career and Technology Studies unit to provide students 
with access to a wider breadth of programming. As Mrs. Eitzen commented, “I drive an hour every morning 
because it is a great school.” 

PRAIRIE ROSE SCHOOL DIVISION AND NEW BRIGDEN SCHOOL 

Prairie Rose School Division encompasses a vast area of land in southeastern Alberta, bounded by the 
Canada/United States border and Saskatchewan. The 3,380 students attend junior Kindergarten to Grade 12 in 17 
schools, one outreach and 15 Hutterite colony schools.  Five public schools have populations under 70 students 
and there have been three school closures in the past four years. Because of the larger area and number of small 
schools, Prairie Rose has one of the lowest student-to-teacher ratios in Alberta. Superintendent Doug Nicholls 
works with school authority and school personnel to promote its e-learning Innovatively Networking Communities 
[eLINC] project to connect rural students and provide breath in programming. 

New Brigden School is located at the north end of Prairie 
Rose in the hamlet of New Brigden, 185 kilometres north of 
Medicine Hat in Special Area Three. The 41 students at New 
Brigden School attend school in a triple-graded structure from 
Grade 1 to 9. A private Kindergarten on the school grounds 
provides programming for children three days a week and for 
junior Kindergarten one day per week. The homeroom 
teachers are veteran teachers who have been at the school 
for several years. In addition, a teacher comes to the school 
to provide Music and other teachers are accessed through 
videoconferencing for French and Health. Principal Jack 
Shields is a full-time teacher, in fact and does not take his 
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assigned administration time choosing to reallocate the time to offer opportunities for some single class 
instruction. He has been a teacher and farmer in the area for many years and assumed the role of principal two 
years ago. He and the teachers focus on teaching the curriculum using an array of strategies, including balanced 
assessment with high expectations for behaviour and achievement. 

Mrs. Deanna Meekins teaches a triple-Grade 4/5/6 classroom with five in each grade for a total of 15 students. 
Two students have Individualized Program Plans. She has been teaching at New Brigden School for many years. 
Mrs. Meekins focuses on teaching the specific learner outcomes to a mastery level. This focus is reflected in her 
extensive planning and student feedback practices.  

Rural Context 

Prairie Rose School Division is active in finding solutions to rural challenges.  They closed a few small, rural schools 
in recent years in an effort to gain some economies of scale and improve programming for students. However, the 
great distances and the school authority’s belief in the importance of maintaining schools in rural communities has 
necessitated other solutions. Some schools developed multi-graded classrooms, in addition to seeking 
programming from other schools. Prairie Rose School Division has developed an extensive videoconferencing 
network to mitigate distance for delivery of educational programming for all grade levels, professional 
development and meetings.  

Prairie Rose School Division works with other rural school authorities to engage stakeholders and Alberta 
Education to increase awareness and consider solutions. Issues discussed include rural depopulation, school 
closure, recruitment of staff, contracted services, resources, funding, programming, community expectations, rural 
staff development, transportation and long bus rides. As a result, Prairie Rose School Division joins with other rural 
school authorities, such as Horizon School Division, to develop some initiatives together. Teachers work across 
school authorities to develop a repository of electronic whiteboard lessons. An innovative idea that came out of 
the discussions is the notion of wireless access on school buses for students.  

Participants noted sometimes the accountability requirements and program changes proposed from the provincial 
level are particularly challenging in terms of implementation in the division. With fewer staff, they must respond to 
provincial and school authority initiatives that could be divided amongst many at larger, less spread out school 
authorities. As well, changes in policy may have unintended consequences. For example, conversations about 
reducing the hours of instruction, in addition to the already lengthened instructional day to allow for more 
professional development, may have unintended consequences for rural students. Rural students can lose 
significant time due to inclement weather. Reduction of instructional time, coupled with long bus rides and longer 
days to accommodate professional development, may not serve the students well.   

Although the specter of school closures and reduction of teaching staff and other pressures can affect the morale 
of rural schools, the staff and teachers at New Brigden School are committed to the school and enthusiastic about 
their students’ abilities. There is a low rate of teacher turn-over in the school. The support staff and teachers come 
from the surrounding farms and small towns or have similar rural origins. They share a commitment to rural 
education and New Brigden School. Superintendent Doug Nicholls describes New Brigden School as a committed 
rural school, in that; “New Brigden represents a community school philosophy.  They are dedicated to continuous 
school improvement.”   

GRANDE YELLOWHEAD PUBLIC SCHOOL DIVISION AND A.H. DAKIN SCHOOL 

Grande Yellowhead Public School Division, located northwest of Edmonton, is comprised of rural areas 
surrounding and including Jasper, Hinton, Grande Cache, Edson and Lobstick. Educational programming for 4,101 
students is delivered in 18 schools in variety of configurations and three outreach sites. Assistant Superintendent 
Nancy Spencer Poitras and the Learning Services personnel have an extensive professional development program 
to build teacher and leadership capacity. Through professional learning communities, they offer professional 
learning in inclusion, curriculum and instruction and technology integration.  

Located in Edson, A.H. Dakin School provides educational programming for 134 kindergarten to Grade 5 students. 
The school is a well-maintained older facility that was slated for closure and for a short time, was operated under 
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the umbrella of another school as a program. Changing demographics made A.H. Dakin viable once again and it 
regained its school designation. Principal Mike Belecky, a teaching principal, brings many years of experience as an 
administrator in rural schools. He has been principal at A. H. Dakin for five years and has been working with 
teachers, staff and parents to raise the profile of the school and improve student learning and achievement. To this 
end, he and his staff focus on literacy, numeracy and balanced assessment. 

Mrs. Sandy Rix teaches a combined classroom with nine 
Grade 4 students and 13 Grade 5 students. Of the 22 
students, four students have Individualized Program 
Plans. During the observation, students were engaged in 
Mathematics, Social Studies and Language Arts. For 
Mathematics instruction, a different teacher taught the 
Grade 5 students while Mrs. Rix taught the Grade 4 
students. For Social Studies and Language Arts the 
students remained together with Mrs. Rix. Mrs. Rix 
focuses on balanced assessment practices supported by 
effective cooperative learning classroom strategies.  

Rural Context 

In Grande Yellowhead Public School Division the rural 
environment is perceived by participants as a both challenge and advantage. The challenge is mainly around the 
number of competing goals and a lack of economies of scale. These two issues put pressure on resources. The 
advantages are discussed in terms of small size, familiarity and stability.  

Planning documents indicate Grande Yellowhead is challenged, as are other rural school authorities, with such 
issues as attracting and retaining staff, addressing literacy, high school completion, rural depopulation and 
lengthening bus routes. However, its stance is one of collaborative problem solving, working with others to 
address issues. For example, videoconferencing plays an important role in programming for students and 
professional development for teachers and the school authority has worked to develop a program that is 
considered to be exemplary in the province. 

From the point of view of the school authority, providing support to rural schools with site-based goals while 
building alignment is essential, but it is also a challenge with limited or reduced resources. Developing trusting 
relationships with open dialogue when resources are scarce and distances are great can be difficult, but trust and 
dialogue are viewed as essential to growth and creating an abundance mentality. This is seen as particularly 
important when developing capacity in new personnel that have not been part of the journey from the beginning 
and need a chance to engage and to build skills.  

Participants note the rural location and smallness of the A. H. Dakin School and stability in staff as an advantage. 
Most teachers and staff come from rural communities, some from the immediate area. Teachers and staff know 
the students well and share responsibility for their learning. Some individuals may perceive rural students are not 
sophisticated in their experiences and have narrower interests or that rural communities are more conservative, 
but Principal Belecky believes; “Each school….the students have their quirks and perhaps some have a more 
limited view. We are rural, but are not isolated rural. We have people coming from all over the country because of 
the industry. We are more cosmopolitan than you would think.” 
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THE CASE STUDIES 

HORIZON SCHOOL DIVISION AND CHAMBERLAIN SCHOOL CASE STUDY 

Instructional Practice – Balanced Literacy & Vocabulary 

Mr. Blaine Carlsen and Miss Lindsay Pasemko are members of the upper elementary and junior high professional 
learning community. They bring nine and three years of teaching experience, respectively, to Chamberlain School. 
Mr. Carlsen is responsible for Mathematics and science for Grade 5 and 6 and Miss Pasemko is responsible for 
Language Arts for Grade 5 and 6 and Grade 5 Social Studies. Both teachers are engaged in a school professional 
learning community balanced literacy project. The elements of the balanced literacy project include providing 
regular opportunities for students to practice and improve their reading, writing, listening, viewing, speaking and 
visual representation skills through: (1) differentiated instruction; (2) cooperative learning; (3) modeled, guided 
and independent writing practices; (4) shared, guided and independent reading practices; (5) word work; and (6) 
vocabulary strategies. Their instructional practices, focused on balanced literacy, are primarily because of the high 
number of Low German-speaking students who are English language learners.  

Although several elements of the balanced literacy program were observed in the Grade 5 and 6 classes, the focus 
on vocabulary, as the specific learner outcomes were addressed, was especially prevalent. The focus on content 
vocabulary is associated with the discipline the students are studying, but they also focus on those words that are 
part of everyday and advanced everyday vocabulary that are foundational for English-speaking people. The 
teachers do not take it for granted that students understand words used in class.  

English language learning students often have good verbal skills and can mask their lack of understanding of the 
meaning of advanced everyday words. Often the student can learn the content vocabulary, but struggle with 
advanced everyday vocabulary that are linked to the content vocabulary. The teachers described how Social 
Studies, science and Mathematics use “tier three” words with a subject-specific focus and Language Arts focuses 
on “tier two” words which are more advanced everyday words. The tier two words are the ones that are stumbling 
blocks for English language learners. For example, a test question may have a tier two word like “explain” before a 
concept. The students understand the concept, but do not understand what the word “explain” means and so are 
unable to complete the task. Both teachers attended to the tier two words and they targeted tier three words 
needed to understand the concepts being taught in addressing the specific learner outcomes.  

At the beginning of each week, the teachers start with new 
vocabulary. Throughout the week the vocabulary is woven into 
the lessons, so by the end of the week they are able to use the 
vocabulary at a high level rather than the just recalling the 
meaning. The teachers continually check for student 
understanding using a variety of cooperative learning and 
instructional strategies to ensure students are not just being 
compliant, but actually do understand the words. The teachers 
have developed a new form of self-assessment that gives the 
teachers feedback to show the students do understand.  As 
well, the teachers engage the students in as many modalities as 
possible, using visual images, sounds, music and video to enrich 
their understanding of words. 

In dealing with vocabulary and with subject area content, Mr. Carlsen places special emphasis on engendering 
student talk and eliciting whole class participation. This emphasis comes from a professional learning project in the 
previous year and other teachers in the school also focus on student talk. He has developed his approach of guided 
Content Area Conversations (Fisher, Frey, Rothenberg, 2008). Students are cued to repeat, predict and discuss 
topics. As well, he incorporates student whiteboards to check student understanding and provide immediate 
feedback. He believes students are more likely to engage and retain learning if they are listening to one another 
and not just the teacher. 
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Although the focus on balanced literacy and vocabulary require extensive planning and is time consuming, the 
teachers are committed. The teachers know what is happening in each other’s classroom and collaborate to link 
the content areas for the students by referencing each other’s disciplines as they talk about vocabulary. The 
professional learning community for upper elementary and junior high meets once a month to share and 
collaborate. Principal Hurkett both understands and supports the work of the teachers and aims to see these 
practices and other balanced literacy strategies in all classrooms over time. She described her view of what is 
happening in the classrooms:  

In both selected classrooms, the teachers are working to implement explicit vocabulary instructional 
strategies due to our high ELL [English language learners] populations. Teachers select content specific 
vocabulary for their units, collect baseline data on students’ knowledge of the words and then use 
strategies such as part-to-whole, background knowledge, context and word walls to deepen students’ 
understanding of vocabulary. 

Integration of Technology 

Participants agreed the use of technology at Chamberlain School is approached carefully with respect for the 
conservative nature of the parents and community. Most students do not have access to technology at home. 
Technology integration in classrooms is meaningful with consideration of the comfort level of teachers and 
acceptable use for students. Mr. Carlsen is extremely adept at integrating technology seamlessly into his teaching 
and even hosts a website that points teachers to excellent Web 2.0 resources. He uses his electronic whiteboard 
extensively to bring in videos, virtual manipulatives, interactive lessons, voice recordings, spreadsheets and 
geometry software. In Miss Pasemko’s classroom, the electronic whiteboard is also used to access Web 2.0 
resources, but also to view and analyze assorted texts, including student work as exemplars. A computer reading 
program is used so a struggling reader can record and listen and complete comprehension tasks.  

School authority personnel perceive technology 
integration is somewhat difficult in a school 
community where parents are wary of 
technology. Although there may be limited use of 
technology in the homes, participants perceived 
there is a need to teach digital citizenship and 
meaningful use of technology at school. In a 
selected classroom, students were observed 
using computers in the lab, but student use of 
computers is carefully monitored. Technology 
may not be valued by the majority of the parent 
community at Chamberlain, but it is used to 
enhance learning in the classroom.  

To support student engagement, Horizon School 
Division has participated in initiatives to build 

teacher capacity in technology integration. Videoconferencing is used in the district to deliver courses the students 
do not have access to in their schools.  The skill of the teacher is perceived as paramount to the success of the 
videoconferencing classroom, so Horizon has supported skill building in the use of videoconferencing. Over a two-
year time frame, it has worked with Prairie Rose and other school authorities to develop electronic whiteboard 
lessons for the Social Studies and mathematics curriculum for kindergarten to Grade 12. The repository seems to 
be mostly utilized by those teachers who were involved in the projects, but it has added to the resources available 
to teachers. Assistant Superintendent Tymensen asserted: 

“Some districts are at the cutting edge of technology, but the cutting edge can also be difficult and 
detrimental to students in the implementation stage.  Horizon has the view to give teachers the options 
to choose new technology and then provide the resources and professional development for them.” 
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Inclusion 

Chamberlain School has an inclusive environment. Many of the students have struggled in the past because they 
are English language learners, but they are not necessarily special education students. However, besides the 
challenge of learning a new language, the students have a range of abilities and some students do face additional 
learning challenges. Differentiated instruction and formative assessment are evident in the teacher plans and were 
observed in the classrooms. Understanding the level of each student is critical to the program, so assessment is on-
going during classes as the teachers seek continual feedback. Leveled reading books are used to strengthen 
confidence in reading through guided reading.  

Foundational to the inclusive programming is the focus on vocabulary to bring all students to a level of 
understanding regardless of prior background knowledge. Alberta English as a Second Language Proficiency 
Benchmarks (Alberta Education: 2009) are used to identify language level proficiency and plan accordingly. 
Students are given some one-to-one attention for speech therapy, specific intervention for reading after 
assessments or in-class educational teacher assistance. Mr. Carlsen commented: “The decisions that are made at 
our school must always pass the inclusion litmus test. This can often be a challenge. The glue that binds us all 
together is relationships. We build strong, caring and trusting relationships with our students.” 

The school authority provides professional development and time for teachers to learn about and incorporate 
inclusive strategies. Superintendent Gilmore describes Chamberlain School as: 

“The school has an inclusive environment. Special education students have always been integrated fully 
and the school has successfully balanced different cultural perspectives. Differentiated instruction and 
formative assessment contributes to student success. Because the school receives students who do not 
have education backgrounds at different ages and grades, it is part of the school culture and practice to 
develop a sound understanding of where students are at academically and ensuring a program is put in 
place where success is possible.”  

Measureable Results 

Both at the school and school authority level, tracking and analyzing the Alberta Education accountability 
measures are important aspects of planning. Horizon provides leadership by reviewing the Provincial Achievement 
Test results with school leaders, developing strategies and building capacity in balanced assessment. In 
Chamberlain School, at the classroom level the teachers reflect on the Provincial Achievement Test results and the 
Tell Them From Me survey. Levels of achievement and satisfaction have improved significantly over the past years 
from “concern” and “issue” to “significantly improved” and “high.” As well, the teachers are tracking teacher 
generated assessments and results throughout the year to monitor student learning, using Alberta K–12 ESL 
Proficiency Benchmarks (Alberta Education, 2009) and comprehension and literary skills assessments. Participants 
described how in the past, the staff of Chamberlain School had been quite transient, but in the past five years the 
staff has stabilized. This has provided an opportunity to build capacity and build relationships with parents and the 
community. This, coupled with a school-wide focus, as seen in Mr. Carlsen and Miss Pasemko’s classes, on teaching 
specific learner outcomes and balanced literacy, was perceived by participants as factors in the levels of 
improvement in Accountability Pillar measures, particularly in student achievement. 

Engagement 

Academic Student Engagement  

In the selected Chamberlain School classrooms, the teachers were adept at focusing the instruction and 
assessment on the program of studies’ specific learner outcomes to engage the students in their learning. In Mr. 
Carlsen’s classroom the students were arranged in pods, while in Miss Pasemko’s classroom they were in a 
horseshoe configuration. Both arrangements were flexible and could be reconfigured as necessary. Evidence of 
student work was present in the classrooms as were notices regarding reminders of homework and the daily 
schedule. The teachers used the electronic whiteboard seamlessly in the classroom to enhance the anticipatory set 
for the lesson and present concepts or opportunities for guided practice. 
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Mr. Carlsen:  “Engaging the content is far more 
important that merely covering the content.”  

Each activity in the lesson was purposeful. Students asked and answered questions and actively engaged in each 
task. Teachers phrased the wording of questions careful, so that students felt comfortable in responding. Mr. 
Carlsen described the importance placed on academic engagement, despite challenges: 

“Time is always one of the biggest challenges that we 
face when implementing new practices. Taking the time 
to have students engage with the content takes far more 

time than simply broadcasting it to them. In the end, I believe that engaging with the content is far more 
important that merely covering the content.”  

Evidence in the planning documents and observations revealed the teachers use a variety of strategies to engage 
the students from math manipulatives and student whiteboards to “clickers” (interactive response systems) to 
music videos and visuals in Language Arts. Many of the students were reserved and required encouragement to 
talk to each other about their learning. Mr. Carlsen recognized the need for student talk and specifically targeted 
this as a means to increase student engagement in a safe environment. Students were encouraged to build 
confidence in small groups to enable them to speak in a larger group setting. This was also reflected in Miss 
Pasemko’s classroom as students worked in pairs or worked with younger Grade 2 students, listening to their 
reading and asking them questions.  

Mr. Carlsen and Miss Pasemko continually monitored understanding by using strategies, like student whiteboards, 
graphics or signals, to gauge student understanding and deepen comprehension. Students asked to predict, 
estimate or look for patterns before moving to the next concept. The teachers were aware of those students who 
required more attention or clarity to engage them in the tasks. They guided their students to understand their 
responsibility to be engaged in their learning.  Miss Pasemko described her approach:  

“The dynamic practice of a balanced literacy program allows for students to be engaged in a number of 
activities on a daily basis. Through differentiated instruction students are provided the opportunity to 
work and achieve success at their own level.  A program of this sort also allows me to work closely with 
small groups of students at similar levels and focus on specific areas of need.”   

In confirming the approach of Champlain School, Superintendent Gilmore commented, “The impact on student 
outcomes has been significant, especially in the area of literacy. Understanding ESL [English second language] 
learners and using best practice in the classroom has effectively engaged students in academic learning.” 

Horizon’s current Alberta Initiative for School Improvement project and the newly developed Horizon 
Transformation Agenda 2011-12 have both targeted student engagement as a primary driver to improve student 
learning and achievement. This focus was driven by the analysis of the Tell Them From Me student survey data and 
input from stakeholders.  Chamberlain School’s Alberta Initiative for School Improvement project, “Engaging All 
Learners,” and their new Transformation Agenda 2011/2012 project, “Action on Inclusion: Continuum of Supports 
and Services,” both focus on engaging students through a strong emphasis on instruction, differentiation and 
literacy interventions. Each project extends the level of support available, particularly to English language learning 
students. 

Social/Emotional Student Engagement 

Champlain School has made a concerted effort to foster a sense of belonging for students. Students are 
encouraged to take leadership roles in organizing school activities and participating in school events, like sports, 
choir and student council. Because the students are part of a diverse Low German-speaking community with five 
distinct sects, student participation in extra-curricular or volunteer activities and ability to connect to the school 
varies. Students have few opportunities to participate in community activities, so school events of which parents 
approve are important to the students. To reduce barriers, there are no fees for activities, such as sports. 

There is support available to the students through a provincially funded education/support provider in the Family 
Connections program who teaches students about healthy habits and allows them take a leadership role in 
promotion wellness to the community. A family school liaison worker provides support on a weekly basis. To 
promote character education, there are multi-graded, school-wide virtue teams that focus on a specific virtue each 
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Superintendent Gilmore:  “The staff is focused on 
providing a school culture and climate that instills a 
sense of belonging”  

month. Although there are other supports, the relationship with the teacher is key. In the selected classroom, it 
was apparent that teachers worked hard to develop relationships with the students and between the students by 
making learning accessible and providing a safe environment for participation. 

Participant comments revealed a strong understanding 
of the students, their culture and their needs. 
Superintendent Gilmore describes this understanding 
as, “The staff has built a strong understanding of the 
culture and focused on providing a school culture and climate that instills a sense of belonging and the value of 
going to school. Students have a sense of ownership for their school.”  

Institutional Student Engagement 

Working on valuing school outcomes, attendance, school completion and homework is a significant challenge at 
Chamberlain School. Because the Low German-speaking Mennonite community traditionally expects their children 
to leave school at age 12 to go to work or are reluctant to send their children to the public school system, the 
school authority and school have worked closely to develop a welcoming environment that is respectful of the 
community values.  

Attendance rates are improving. Attendance in elementary is stronger than at the junior and senior high level.  
However, growth in attendance is fragile, as parents will not hesitate to remove their children if the school is not 
meeting their needs in a manner that is respectful of their culture.  Although a migrant group traditionally, in 
recent years, seasonal absences are becoming less and students as families are not returning to Mexico for 
seasonal work. Participants’ perceived attendance has been increased by making learning more accessible through 
balanced literacy and increasing student understanding through emphasis on aspects like vocabulary and also 
working to increase their sense of belonging through school activities, like sports teams. With the establishment of 
the neighboring outreach school under the direction of the Chamberlain principal, older students have an 
alternative to continue schooling in a manner that is compatible with their culture.  

The issue of homework is delicate. Parents may experience difficulty helping with homework when they have 
limited experience with school. There is an expectation that class assignments are done at school. As well, students 
are expected to work when they are at home. When possible, students can access help after school, recess or noon 
hour from teachers. With no technology or access to resources at home, homework assignments must be carefully 
crafted to ensure students can complete work. Teachers do assign homework, but they are very thoughtful about 
the content and timing of homework. 

Student Voices – Chamberlain School 

The following results are based on the Tell Them From Me student survey for Chamberlain School that was 
conducted on January 20, 2012.  This survey was conducted with the participating classes. Twelve Grade 5 
students and 12 Grade 6 students completed the survey. The following bar charts show results for the students 
compared with Canada norms, which are based on last year’s results for all students who completed the Tell Them 
From Me student survey.  More details on this survey can be found at www.thelearningbar.com.  

The results of the survey indicate the student response rates on a number of elements that contribute to high 
levels of student engagement were very positive.  

 

 

 

 

http://www.thelearningbar.com/


 

 

 Promising Practices In Rural Elementary Education- Chapter 4 Page - 25 

 

Students with a positive sense of belonging 
Students feel accepted and valued by their peers and by others at their school. 

 96% of students had a high sense of belonging 

 89% of the girls and 100% of the boys had a high sense of belonging. The Canadian norm for girls is 86% 
and for boys is 83% 

 

Effective Learning Time 
Important concepts are taught well, class time is used efficiently and homework and evaluations support course 
objectives. 

 Students rated Effective Classroom Learning Time 8.6 out of 10 

 Effective Classroom Learning Time was rated 8.7 out of 10 by girls and 8.5 out of 10 by boys. The Canadian 
norm for girls is 8 and for boys is 7.9 
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Positive Teacher-Student Relations 
Students feel teachers are responsive to their needs and encourage independence with a democratic approach. 

 Positive Teacher-Student Relations were rated 8.3 out of 10 

 Positive Teacher-Student Relations were rated 8.9 out of 10 by girls and 8 out of 10 by boys. The Canadian 
norm for girls is 7.9 and for boys is 7.6 

 

Positive learning climate 
There are clear rules and expectations for classroom behaviour. Students understand these and teachers maintain 
high expectations that they be followed. 

 Students rated Disciplinary Climate of the Classroom 8 out of 10 

 Disciplinary Climate of the Classroom was rated 8.1 out of 10 by girls and 7.9 out of 10 by boys. The 
Canadian norm for girls is 7.4 and for boys is 7.2 
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Expectations for Success 
The school staff emphasizes academic skills and hold high expectations for all students to succeed. 

 Students rated Teachers' Expectations for Academic Success 9 out of 10 

 Teachers' Expectations for Academic Success were rated 9.3 out of 10 by girls and 8.8 out of 10 by boys. 
The Canadian norm for girls is 8.7 and for boys is 8.5 

 

Parent and Community Engagement  

Parent and community engagement have a distinct impact on Chamberlain School students. Approximately 95% of 
the students are Low German-speaking Mennonites, so this is the dominant culture among the parents and 
community. However, the community is diverse as there are five sects with varying levels of comfort with 
schooling. The school has developed strategies to engage the parents and the community in low risk events that 
are compatible to the five sects. They are very purposeful in their communications. They host a barbecue in the fall 
to introduce teachers to the parents and hold two teacher-parent conferences. As well, parents are invited to 
events and activities during and after school and in particular to coach and drive students to sporting events. The 
school council is active, providing hot meals and organizing fundraisers and activities for students.  

Because there has been less teacher turnover the last five years, parents are developing trust and are forming 
relationships with the teachers as their students move through the school. Parental experience with the education 
system may have been limited or troubled. For many of the parents, other priorities take precedent over 
schooling. However, the participants sensed there is a change of perspectives as parents, particularly the mothers, 
see their children learning and their understanding of the value of education increases. High school is still not seen 
as a priority for many. The educational assistant who is a member of the Low German-speaking Mennonite 
community is extremely helpful with interpreting and acting as an informal liaison with the community. In 
addition, the school authority supports the school with a Low German-speaking Mennonite liaison worker who 
works with all the schools with significant Mennonite populations. Principal Hurkett believes, “Perhaps when their 
children are successful, parents are more willing to support the school.” 

In terms of the larger community, a few of the local businesses have contributed money to the sports teams.  
Despite this, community involvement is limited and there are few connections outside of the Low German-
speaking Mennonite population.  This is due to many parents choosing other “mainstream” Horizon School 
Division schools as the student population shifted in Chamberlain School. Superintendent Gilmore describes the 
balance the school must strike: 

“Over the course of 10 years, the population in the community has shifted from a minority ESL population 
from a specific culture to a majority population. This has caused some tension with what can be described 
as the previous mainstream population. The school administration and staff work hard to respect both 
cultural perspectives and keep the community involved and supportive of the school.” 
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Principal Hurkett:  “Student learning is the most 
important thing to me.”  

Principal Hurkett:  “Paying attention to the context 
is the most important piece.”  

Professional Practice 

In the past few years, Principal Hurkett completed a graduate degree with a project that focused on balanced 
literacy. She has used her studies and research to engage the staff in focused professional learning on balanced 
literacy for English language learners in professional learning community teams. They are able use five school days 
per year to focus on professional learning. Team agendas are detailed and focused on balanced assessment, 
vocabulary, assessment and data. The capacity of the staff has been built as they have worked on projects 
together, tailored to the unique students at their grade levels. Principal Hurkett commented:  

“Paying attention to the context is the most 
important piece.  Leadership has to inspire 
teachers to be committed to their students and 
not be happy with the status quo.  Collaboration is really important and the school must have clear and 
focused professional development.” 

Professional reading is a cornerstone of professional practice at Chamberlain School, supported by a similar 
approach from the school authority. All participants reference books that have been used to guide practice. The 
focus on literacy included resources such as: Bringing Words to Life: Creating Robust Vocabulary (Beck, McKeown, 
& Kucan, 2002); Words, Words, Words: Teaching Vocabulary in Grades 4-12 (Allen, 1999) and Notebook Know-
How: Strategies for the Writer’s Notebook (Buckner & Fletcher, 2005).  

The Chamberlain School professional practice aligns well with Horizon’s approach. Associate Superintendent 
Tymensen comments, “Everything the school does is built around improving student outcomes. This message is 
communicated to all staff.” 

The new Horizon Transformation Agenda groups school with similar goals together in a cluster with support from 
district leaders so they can share and collaborate. Chamberlain has chosen to enhance its focus on literacy through 
the transformation project to develop professional development on differentiated instruction and strengthen 
interventions. Horizon School Division has school authority-wide learning teams to connect teachers across subject 
areas. Chamberlain School has participated on these teams. It provides release time for lead teachers to plan 
strong core instruction with a literacy focus. Teachers set focus and agendas in the learning teams. Balanced 
assessment was a focus four years ago and has continued as a foundation to planning.  

Leadership Practice 

Horizon School Division and Chamberlain School work strategically to build leadership capacity through developing 
professional learning communities and giving people the opportunity to assume leadership roles and 
responsibilities. The notion of school administrators as instructional leaders is strongly promoted and modeled at 
the school authority level. Participants noted that flexibility at both the school and division level to pursue goals 
within the strategic plan builds leadership and professional capacity. The focus of leaders is student learning. 
Principal Hurkett comments:  

“Student learning is the most important thing to me. Our Alberta Initiative for School Improvement plans 
and three-year plan all center around focusing on the needs of our ELL [English language learner] 
population. Our professional development days are learning focused and very specific to student needs 
and our funds are spent on resources to support learning initiatives and teacher development in line with 
school goals. I support lead teachers.”  

Support for building leadership is reflected in the 
number of teachers who are leading projects at 
Chamberlain School. For example, one teacher in 
Chamberlain is doing graduate work centered on 
professional learning communities and has taken a lead in working with professional learning community teams in 
the school. Professional practice and leadership is strongly linked. Miss Pasemko describes the Chamberlain School 
approach: 



 

 

 Promising Practices In Rural Elementary Education- Chapter 4 Page - 29 

 

Principal Nielsen:  “Teachers have worked hard to 
go from a ‘we-them’ mentality to treating students 
with respect, improving student morale and 
creating a culture of high expectations.” 

“The leaders in our school focus on what is best for student learning.  They ensure to schedule time each 
month for PLC meetings.  They look into areas of need in our classrooms and center professional 
development around it.  Purchasing necessary classroom resources is a priority for our leaders, helping 
teachers improve their programs and contribute to successful student learning.”   

PRAIRIE LAND AND DELIA SCHOOL CASE STUDY 

Instructional Practice - Building Student Rapport 

Mrs. Linda Eitzen, a fifth year teacher, has spent her entire career at Delia School as part of the elementary 
professional learning community. When Mrs. Eitzen describes her instructional practice in her Grade 5 and 6 
combined homeroom, she focuses on how she builds rapport with her students by providing a student-centered 
environment that emphasizes personal management, well-being, collaboration and leadership while teaching the 
specific learner outcomes. She believes it is critical to build relationships with the children and to foster 
relationships between each other.  A positive environment is foundational to student learning. 

The principal, Mr. Steve Nielsen, believes Mrs. Eitzen’s 
exceptional planning focuses on integration of the 
specific learner outcomes but also accommodates 
differentiated instruction with a variety of assessment 
tools.  However, he emphasizes her excellent rapport is 
crucial to student success. This focus is aligned with 

other teachers at Delia School, as developing rapport with students is an important goal for the entire school. 
Teachers have worked hard to go from a “we-them” mentality to treating students with respect, improving 
student morale and creating a culture of high expectations.   

The alignment is also evident in a document developed by the Prairie Land Regional Division principals, facilitated 
by Superintendent Wes Neumeier. The document is the result of conversations regarding how the school authority 
should respond to teaching and learning for the 21

st
 Century.  The document defines eight principles around the 

following concepts, including: (1) curriculum relevance; (2) curriculum mapping; (3) student engagement; (4) 
rapport; (5) assessment as, of and for learning; (6) scaffolding; (7) metacognition; and (8) essential 21

st
 Century 

skills.  The section on rapport reads: 

Rapport refers to the way teachers and students of the 
21

st
 Century interact and respond to one another in order 

to ensure that the learning environment is pleasant, safe 
and purposeful. Rapport is about engaging students in a 
flattened hierarchical world where respect, personal 
dedication and proficiency are keystone and authority is 
obsolete. Likewise, knowledge is no longer controlled by 
a few elite specialists; rather, information belongs to the 
people and is co-constructed through access to 
information, collaboration, debate and discernment. 

During the observation, two specific practices surfaced in Mrs. 
Eitzen’s overarching practice of building rapport: (1) 
integration of technology; and (2) leadership.  She utilizes 
technology seamlessly in creating a team approach to critical 
thinking, problem solving and decision-making. In this 
environment she weaves instructional and assessment strategies and processes that engage students in relevant 
tasks. Students engage in discussion and debates about the topics in the curriculum and current issues to 
understand the effect on them and the world around them.  

As well, Mrs. Eitzen has established a culture of leadership in the classroom. One way she achieves this outcome is 
through assigned roles. Every student has two roles they fulfill in their homeroom class, other elementary 
classrooms or the entire school during recess or noon hour.  They apply by writing cover letters and resumes. Mrs. 
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Mrs. Eitzen:  “As a school we are focusing on 
providing students with real world, technologically 
relevant projects.” 

Superintendent Neumeier:  “Technology is a key 
component in the learning environment with little 
attention paid to the technology itself and more 
attention being paid to the use of the tools for 
learning and personal use.” 

Eitzen interviews each student for roles that include: (1) technology team to assist students; (2) classroom helpers 
to assist the teacher with classroom duties; (3) Kindergarten helpers; (4) intramural helpers; and (5) composting 
and recycling helpers. In addition, some students are conflict managers for all the elementary grades at recess or 
noon hour on a rotational basis. Mrs. Eitzen does conflict management training with the students who volunteer 
for this role.  

Integration of Technology  

Integration of technology in Mrs. Eitzen’s classroom is seamless and meaningful and central to her commitment to 
building rapport with her students and her emphasis on providing leadership opportunities for students. She 
describes the atmosphere at Delia School: 

“My best instructional practices are found 
throughout our whole school. Currently, we are in 
our third year of our Alberta Initiative for School 
Improvement cycle on 21

st
 Century learning. As a 

school we are focusing on providing students with 
real-world, technologically relevant projects and activities that engage students and will provide them with 
the necessary skills and knowledge that they will need when they graduate from high school. Mr. Nielsen has 
worked hard to ensure that all students in kindergarten to Grade 12 have the same access to the necessary 
technology and resources that will make all students successful.” 

Because of her initiative to develop an elementary one-to-one laptop project 
for her classroom, Mrs. Eitzen’s students have access to student netbooks for 
use at school. As well, since the Grade 7 to 12 students are part of a school 
wide one-to-one laptop project, the school laptop carts are available for use in 
the elementary classrooms. Mrs. Eitzen’s students have access to an electronic 
whiteboard, digital camera, iPads and use a variety of Web 2.0 tools, including 
Glogster, Prezi, Animoto and Photostory. Recently, the students have been 
given access to an Apple computer and iMovie software. Mrs. Eitzen makes a 
concerted effort to engage students in digital presentation activities while 
ensuring students have opportunities to write and present orally. Mrs. Eitzen 
explains the electronic whiteboard is used, but not much for teacher delivered 
lessons. Because she is already planning for two grade levels, she finds it time 
consuming to create or find lessons for the electronic whiteboard. At this time 
the students and teacher use the electronic whiteboard mostly as a 
presentation tool, but she is open to more use in lessons as a way to integrate 

digital objects. By keeping her focus on specific learner outcomes and building student rapport, she has developed 
a meaningful approach where technology is not the focus, but just part of the evolving classroom environment. 

Principal Nielson describes Mrs. Eitzen as willing to take 
on new projects involving technology, which promote 
student engagement. The availability of technology 
gives Mrs. Eitzen the confidence to do projects knowing 
the technology is reliable and accessible.  This is echoed 
in the rest of the school as the one-to-one laptop 
initiative encourages flexibility in teaching styles and 
access to broader resources, while maintaining a focus on student outcomes.  As well, Prairie Land Regional 
Division has a long history of technology integration, particularly in the use of videoconferencing to provide 
courses for students and to enrich programming. Superintendent Neumeier acknowledges:  

“Technology is a key component in the learning environment with little attention paid to the technology 
itself and more attention being paid to the use of the tools for learning and personal use. Responsible use 
and enablement of use are the focus in this school. Breaking down institutional barriers to the use of 
technology is the leadership focus of the school and ensuring that the technology use is seamless, 
directed purposefully and used responsibly is a community/school focus.” 
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Inclusion  

Delia School has a culture of inclusion. It is piloting Alberta Education’s Individual Education Planning Tool (IEPT). 
Class profiles are developed with individual plans for all students and practical suggestions of resources and 
activities for each student. Mrs. Eitzen likes the idea of planning for the whole class, rather than targeting only 
special needs students. However, she finds she has already incorporated the recommended supports her practice. 
Superintendent Neumeier echoes this view as he wonders if rural schools were already doing what the tool 
prescribes. However, he agrees that the focus on inclusion and examining the learning environment, rather than 
just focusing on individual students is important and aligns with practice in Prairie Land Regional School Division.   

Mrs. Eitzen’s response to inclusion is in keeping with her emphasis on building rapport as critical to the learning 
environment. During observation, it was apparent students receive a high level of support as she circulated to 
check for understanding and encourage engagement and metacognition. Superintendent Neumeier perceives in 
both Mrs. Eitzen’s class and in Delia School high expectations are interpreted as never giving up on students and 
working as a team to ensure all students do their best. This approach aligns with the school authority’s wrap 
around philosophy that ensures at-risk students are supported. 

Educational assistant support is available for special needs students, but also for any student who could use extra 
help and support. They are not assigned to students, but instead to classrooms. Rather than have students leave 
the classroom, the educational assistants come into the classroom to allow students to remain with their peers. 
Therefore, students are rarely pulled out of class, except for short-burst intensive learning activities such as 
reading or speech intervention. Mrs. Eitzen uses a guided reading program for students who are struggling with 
reading.  An educational assistant works with the identified student individually for about five minutes in a quiet 
space and the student returns to class.  

Measureable Results  

Delia School has shown continuous improvement on multiple Accountability Pillar measures over the last five 
years. The school has obtained excellent Provincial Achievement Test and diploma examination results for the last 
two years, along with high rates of satisfaction. Teachers analyze the results yearly and target areas of need and 
reinforce practices for the strong areas. Diagnostic tests are used as necessary, but teacher-generated assessments 
are used to monitor progress during the year. Besides a focus on teaching the specific learner outcomes, Delia 
School has deliberately focused on building rapport and engaging the students in real-world technology relevant 
projects as exemplified in Mrs. Eitzen’s class. To assess student engagement, Prairie Land used the Tell Them From 
Me survey. Mr. Cam McKeage, Chief Deputy Superintendent, notes the schools take these results very seriously. In 
trying to understand the results, the school authority has developed the student engagement sessions to invite 
further student input. As a result, schools, like Delia, have taken action on student concerns to ensure students 
remain engaged. 

Engagement 

Student Academic Engagement 

During the observation, it was evident students were engaged in the classroom activities as leaders and learners. 
This engagement was built on the rapport Mrs. Eizten has developed with the class and between the members of 
the class. The class shifted seamlessly through individual, paired, small group and large group instruction. Students 
were challenged by questions posed by each other and the teacher as they participated in several tasks. One task 
observed was to prepare and participate in a debate that involved students in research, analysis, synthesis and 
evaluation to address Social Studies specific learner outcomes. The students were passionate debaters.  

During the observation of a Language Arts lesson, students worked on assigned roles to develop a class website. 
The lesson was designed to use the task of building a website to address Language Arts specific learner outcomes. 
Working in pairs, the students had responsibilities for components of the website, including the design, 
composition and posting. The student technology team, trained in the website program, assisted students when 
they encountered difficulties. During Mathematics, the students were grouped in grades levels, while Mrs. Eitzen 
shifted between the grade levels providing direct instruction, guided practice and individual seat work. Throughout 
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all classes students were encouraged to assist each other if they encountered difficulties. The students were 
completely engaged and respectful as they worked together.  

The classroom had a student-centered design, as bulletin boards of student work, student work bins, flexible 
seating arrangements, access to technology and supplies were evident. Student projects were structured to 
maximize creativity and were related to meaningful real life experiences. The aim was to ensure students engaged 
in relevant projects that may impact the community. However, finding relevant projects was challenging in a small 
community, but worthwhile. Mrs. Eitzen commented, “As students are actively engaged in various subject 
activities, they are able to understand the curriculum objectives we are studying and are able to show their 
knowledge and skills.” 

Students have an opportunity to engage in a variety of assessment for learning tasks. Sometimes they create their 
own rubrics, but Mrs. Eitzen finds these activities very time consuming and balances student-generated rubrics 
with the amount of time available. Mrs. Eitzen integrates several formative assessments so students are receiving 
continual feedback on their work.  The development of a new outcome-based, division report card and a no-zero 
policy for elementary students aligns with the balanced assessment approach. This approach grew from the focus 
on backwards design and curriculum mapping and the previous Alberta Initiative for School Improvement focus on 
assessment of, for and as learning.  

Superintendent Neumeier had an opportunity to talk informally with Mrs. Eitzen’s students and reported the 
students felt they fully engaged in their studies because the assessment tasks are meaningful, mistakes are 
learning opportunities. They found Mrs. Eizten was helpful and excited about learning and the subject area. He 
commented. “They love the flexibility between whole-group activity, teacher lead activity, student expert lead 
activities and small group and individual work. They like the project-based approach to their studies”  

Chief Deputy Superintendent McKeage linked the school authority’s efforts to work with administrators to 
implement promising practices in teaching skills for 21

st
 Century learners by focusing on engagement to Delia 

School. He believes Principal Nielson has taken on the challenge of ensuring teachers are building rapport and 
creating relevant lessons focused on outcomes, but engaging to students and that Mrs. Eitzen’s teaching practice 
would be an example of the Delia School focus.  

Student Social/Emotional Engagement  

Mrs. Eitzen’s focus on establishing rapport with students and promoting student leadership is targeted to 
positively affect the students’ social and emotional engagement. Participants expressed a belief that through 
participation in the small rural school environment and in school activities, particularly in leadership, students 
develop a sense of belonging and positive relationships. To that end, Mrs. Eitzen has provided many opportunities 
for students to be involved in classroom and school activities through formal and informal roles, which stress 
positive relationships and interactions. For example, she has provided conflict manager training to students who 
wish to participate as helpers in resolving minor playground disputes. She has developed a math club so students 
in Grades 4 to 6 can play math games to improve logic and math skills and socialize with other students interested 
in mathematics. Currently, she is developing student projects using the Social Studies action plan process to 
improve a community or school area of need to increase relevancy and belonging. 

Principal Nielson perceives Mrs. Eitzen’s classroom as a safe environment where student feel comfortable to learn. 
This is reflective of the Delia School and the overall Prairie Land environment that both have high levels of 
satisfaction as safe and caring environments. At Delia School, students have their laptops everywhere, even at 
lunch and students can connect to other students through social media which allows the students to not to feel 
isolated in the small rural school. 

The school authority strives to provide programming and support for students with what they believe is on par 
with urban communities by supporting school-based programs for students. Delia School and schools in Hanna 
have joined together to provide a mental health building capacity program. As well, there are family resource 
workers on a part-time basis in all schools. Chief Deputy Superintendent McKeage concludes that relationships are 
foundational in small schools and small classrooms. Accountability is stronger because everyone is so aware and 
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Superintendent Neumeier:  “Students take 
ownership of their school….Students are co-
participants as much as they are learners.” 

knows each other well. Difficult relationships can be extremely disrupting.  Superintendent Neumeier describes 
Delia School as an example of the safe and caring environment in Prairie Land Regional Division as:  

“This is a school that enjoys high parent support and 
student engagement in their school culture and climate. 
Students take ownership of their school, they involve 
adults in activities and they are involved with adults in 
activities. Students are co-participants as much as they 

are learners. The climate and culture of this school and classroom is one of belonging, personal 
responsibility and contribution and of community and mutual supporting.” 

Institutional Student Engagement 

At Delia School all teachers share the philosophy of balanced assessment. Therefore, the expectations regarding 
assignment completion are the same. Students are expected to complete all assignments and supports are in place 
to ensure completion. Although the amount of homework is not onerous, Mrs. Eitzen has created a classroom 
culture where students know it is not an option to miss an assignment.  

At the division level the results of the Tell Them From Me survey revealed some institutional disengagement. To 
follow-up, Prairie Land hosted some student forums to explore why students were disengaging. Schools listened 
carefully to student concerns and addressed issues.  As a result, Delia School culture has improved over the last 
few years as students have felt a stronger connection. Teachers are available for after school help and the school is 
busy after the school day with students staying for extracurricular activities and using school facilities, such as the 
library and fitness room.  

Student Voices – Delia School 

The following results and charts are based on the Tell Them From Me student survey for Delia School which was 
conducted on February 1, 2012. This survey was conducted with the participating Grade 5/6 class. Eleven Grade 5 
students and 10 Grade 6 students completed the survey.  The following bar charts show results for the students 
compared with Canadian norms, which are based on last year’s results for all students who completed the Tell 
Them From Me student survey.  More details on this survey can be found at www.thelearningbar.com.  

The results of the survey indicate the student response rates on a number of elements that contribute to high 
levels of student engagement were very positive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.thelearningbar.com/


 

 

Page - 34 Promising Practices In Rural Elementary Education – Chapter 4  

 

Students with a positive sense of belonging 
Students feel accepted and valued by their peers and by others at their school. 

 95% of students had a high sense of belonging 

 91% of the girls and 100% of the boys had a high sense of belonging. The Canadian norm for girls is 86% 
and for boys is 83% 

 

Effective Learning Time 
Important concepts are taught well, class time is used efficiently and homework and evaluations support course 
objectives. 

 Students rated Effective Classroom Learning Time 8.6 out of 10 

 Effective Classroom Learning Time was rated 8.5 out of 10 by girls and 8.7 out of 10 by boys. The Canadian 
norm for girls is 8 and for boys is 7.9 
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Positive Teacher-Student Relations 
Students feel teachers are responsive to their needs and encourage independence with a democratic approach. 

 Positive Teacher-Student Relations were rated 8.7 out of 10 

 Positive Teacher-Student Relations were rated 8.4 out of 10 by girls and 9 out of 10 by boys. The Canadian 
norm for girls is 7.9 and for boys is 7.6 

 

Positive learning climate 
There are clear rules and expectations for classroom behaviour. Students understand these and teachers maintain 
high expectations that they be followed. 

 Students rated Disciplinary Climate of the Classroom 8.4 out of 10 

 Disciplinary Climate of the Classroom was rated 8.5 out of 10 by girls and 8.3 out of 10 by boys. The 
Canadian norm for girls is 7.4 and for boys is 7.2 
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Principal Nielsen:  “Our community is ‘close-knit’ 
and we have a large number of parents directly 
involved in our school.” 

Expectations for Success 
The school staff emphasizes academic skills and hold high expectations for all students to succeed. 

 Students rated Teachers' Expectations for Academic Success 8.6 out of 10 

 Teachers' Expectations for Academic Success were rated 8.8 out of 10 by girls and 8.4 out of 10 by boys. 
The Canadian norm for girls is 8.7 and for boys is 8.5 

 

Parent and Community Engagement  

Parents and the community are fully engaged in Delia School. The school is a gathering place for the community, 
including access to the fitness centre and the community library housed in the school library. Parents and school 
council support the integration of technology for instruction and student personal use, and are engaged 
appropriately in the governance of the school. The school works closely with community and parents to ensure 
students have equal access to programs and opportunities, so that economic barriers are minimized.  

Building rapport with parents and the community is seen as a critical practice for both Mrs. Eitzen and Delia 
School. A parent volunteer pool is available for a variety of projects during the year, including Jump Rope for Heart, 
Kids Sport, class projects and field trips, school activities, the Christmas concert, school council and fundraising. 
Parents also attend scheduled student-led parent-teacher conferences twice a year for all students in elementary. 
Communications with parents are through newsletters, agendas, Facebook and e-mail. Principal Nielson describes 
Delia School as: 

“Our community is ‘close-knit’ and we have a 
large percentage of parents directly involved in 
our school.  The majority of our teachers and 
educational assistants have their own children 
attending our school.  Other parents drop in on 
a regular basis and feel very comfortable participating in a variety of school events.”  

This level of engagement is reflected in the Prairie Land Regional Division with overall high parent engagement and 
satisfaction. The parents are viewed as partners in education and this belief is promoted as a pedagogical 
imperative, both in individual contacts with parents and through school councils. In the village of Delia, local 
service organizations, such as the Elks and the Canadian Legion provide support for school projects and activities 
such as kindergarten to Grade 4 swimming lessons, Kid Sport, field trips, a breakfast program and equipment for 
student use. Individual community members speak or demonstrate skills in classrooms. In return, the school 
provides community events, such as a Delia School-sponsored community forum at local election time; community 
engagement in a nutrition and wellness project; and elementary students singing at the seniors’ centre.  

Participants noted a small, rural school is usually the centre of the community. Delia School personnel are 
intentional in their efforts to engage with the community, keeping the relationship both positive and constructive. 
The Delia community is viewed as very tight knit and supportive. Principal Neilson describes the importance of the 
community to Delia School: 
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“We have made it a goal over the past couple of years to involve the community in as many school events 
as possible. Delia School invites the community to events such as our Terry Fox Run and Remembrance 
Day ceremonies.   Our community has a large number of seniors so the elementary classes have designed 
student projects aimed at engaging our seniors.  It will benefit both our seniors and our students to learn 
from each other while creating positive relationships.” 

Professional Practice 

Mrs. Eitzen has been heavily involved in school and school authority professional development. By participating in 
several division programs she has been able to share her expertise with the Delia School teachers. She has 
participated in training on-site, through webinars or videoconferencing. At present, she is engaged in the 
instructional coach training. She has engaged in professional development in backwards design and curriculum 
mapping.  

Principal Nielson, as the instructional leader, plays a role in the direction of professional development by 
organizing professional development activities on-site and by encouraging teachers to participate in off-site 
opportunities. Teachers are encouraged to become local experts in a technology or teaching methodology and to 
share their learning at each staff meeting. Although the challenge of professional development taking time away 
from teaching can be problematic, a strong link between professional learning and classroom practice is made. Mr. 
Nielson describes his approach: 

“Our push for the past several years has been mainly on improving our school to become a true 21
st

 
Century learning environment.  Each year, I challenge staff to come up with a new project for one of their 
classes so they can share it with all of us.  The projects this year are aimed at including the following four 
characteristics: (1) students have the chance to create; (2) outcomes are relevant to the students; (3) 
students are able to make a real difference in the real world; and (4) students are allowed to use relevant 
and meaningful technologies to accomplish the project.” 

Over the years, the overall Alberta Initiative for School Improvement focus has been a critical component for the 
development of professional understanding and expertise in Prairie Land Regional Division.  It has helped the 
school authority become a learning organization, focus on data and outcomes and plan appropriately. Backward 
design of lessons, classroom assessment practices, technology integration in the classroom and 21

st
 Century 

learning are components of projects. Chief Deputy Superintendent Mr. Cam McKeage explains how the current 
project is evolving:  

“Our Alberta Initiative for School Improvement project has changed mid-stream from 21
st

 Century skills to 
working with principals and supervision practices. Now in the midst of planning for cycle five we are 
focusing on ensuring student engagement. We have had a lot of great initiatives, but need to make sure 
they align with student engagement. How does our practice engage students?” 

There is a professional development team approach from the central office that supports a school authority-wide 
professional development day for teachers and support staff along with on-going school directed professional 
development on-site. The challenge is to develop a model that is teacher-centered, rather than directed from 
central office, particularly given the varying levels of comfort with technology integration. Prairie Land attempts to 
provide teachers with adequate professional development options and opportunities so they can grow as 
professionals. In addition to professional development, funding has always been made available to assist in the 
development of research-based promising practices.  

Leadership Practice 

Leadership at Delia School is focused on student learning for all students and ensuring all students have an 
opportunity to participate in and to be engaged in their learning. Participants observe there has been a shift in 
focus at Delia to a cooperative culture that includes all stakeholders. Principal Nielson describes his approach as a 
“team” concept.  He says: 
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Principal Nielsen:  “We are all working together for 
the same common cause.” 

Mrs. Meekins: “Good planning, high academic and 
behavioural expectations, persistence, continuity 
and dedication!” 

“We are all working together for the same 
common cause.  I believe it is first important 
that all staff believe in the direction we are 
heading and then it is my job to help 
accommodate the changes needed to achieve the goals selected.  It is also extremely important to involve 
students in becoming part of the team.  Listening to students’ needs and giving students real 
responsibility in the direction of our school is essential.  This is not “my” school but rather it is a 
collaboration of student, staff, parent and community working together to make our school the best it can 
be.” 

Principal Nielson’s approach aligns both with the environment that Mrs. Eizten strives to create in her class and the 
direction of the Prairie Land Regional Division. Foundational to school leadership and engaging students in Prairie 
Land are Lezotte’s correlates of effective schools, including: (1) safe and orderly environment; (2) climate of high 
expectations for success; (3) instructional leadership; (4) clear and focused mission; (5) opportunity to learn and 
student time on task; (6) frequent monitoring of student progress; and (7) home-school relations (Lezotte, 1991).  
These correlates underpin Prairie Land’s focus on student engagement. 

Superintendent Neumeier notes that if there is a problem in the classroom, he sees school leadership as 
responsible for ensuring that there is a good learning environment for all students. His role is to support and coach 
the principals and their role is to support and coach the teachers so the teachers can support and coach the 
students. He concludes: 

“The leaders in this division are culture, learning, pedagogy and coaching and supervision focused. 21
st

 
Century learning has been defined to support good teaching and learning practice for children today, 
teacher professional development and growth has been supported as the key to improvement with 
supervision and expectation being a component of quality assurance and a companion to coaching. 
Division-wide assessment practices have been supported through alignment of reporting tools and 
planning templates, supervision and leadership are consistently discussed and commitments to improving 
teaching and learning are made. Leadership over teaching and learning is shared. Visitations to schools by 
division office are more focused on leadership practice with observations of the teaching and learning 
environment used as a means to support the daily leadership practices in the school. Alberta Initiative for 
School Improvement, division and school plans, teacher growth plans and principal growth plans are 
discussed to encourage and expect alignment with learning results.” 

PRAIRIE ROSE AND NEW BRIGDEN SCHOOL CASE STUDY 

Instructional Practice – High Expectations & Focusing on the Essentials 

Mrs. Meekins has been teaching for many years in New Brigden as part of a tight team of teachers who teach in 
three triple-grade 1 to 9 classrooms. When asked about promising instructional practices that she believes have 
been effective in her classroom, her approach is very straightforward. She talks about her practice as good 

planning, high expectations in academic and behaviour, 
persistence, continuity and dedication and what she sees 
as a traditional approach, despite her openness to new 
strategies in balanced assessment and integration of 
technology. Her practice aligns with the philosophy 

outlined in Focus: Elevating the Essentials to Radically Improve Student Learning (Schmoker, 2011) that teachers 
have known for a long time what they need to do, but they get distracted and lose focus. The essential elements 
include focusing on the curriculum and teaching the specific learner outcomes; planning lessons that have clear 
objectives; teach, model or demonstrate concepts; provide an opportunity for guided practice and many checks for 
student understanding or feedback. These essential elements were observed in Mrs. Meekin’s classroom. 
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Ms. Matsumoto:  “These teachers really know their 
students and their needs.” 

Teaching in a Grade 4 to 6 multi-graded classroom 
requires exceptional organizational and planning skills, as 
was demonstrated in the observed classes. The activities 
were coordinated so each grouping had quality 
instruction, opportunities for guided practice and 
individual feedback. To that end, Mrs. Meekins’ unit and 
daily lesson plans are meticulously scripted. Bell work on 
the whiteboard is used to settle the students to a task as 
soon as they enter the classroom. Student roles and 
classroom routines are clear. Students move through 
routines with minimal instruction, particularly as they 
reach Grade 6. Students spend time on individual 
seatwork, small group tasks and large group teacher directed lessons at their desks; on the floor in the classroom 
or in the hallway; or at tables at the back of the classroom. Timing was critical as Mrs. Meekins moved between 
the groups, accurately gauging how much time each activity would take. Students were often working 
independently, monitoring their behaviour. 

When planning, Mrs. Meekins thinks not only of the daily, monthly or yearly plans, but also on a three-year 
timetable as she has her students for three years. She has a clear picture of each of the programs of studies and 
specific learner outcomes for each year and knows what progress must be made to have the students arrive at the 
end of Grade 6 with an understanding of the core subjects before entering Grade 7.  For that reason she chooses 
to teach the Language Arts program as a multi-grade class with differing tasks and expectations for each level. She 
divides the students into their grade groupings for mathematics. She groups the Grade 4 and 5 students together 
for Social Studies and science, alternating between the curriculums yearly and teaches the Grade 6 students 
separately for their Social Studies and science program. As she noted, “If a concept or skill is weak, we can 
continue to strengthen it over the years.” 

Both the teacher and students model high expectations, in academic achievement and behaviour in the classroom. 
Respect is evident in the tone of the classroom. Bringing the Grade 4 students to meet the standard is foremost in 
Mrs. Meekins’ mind.  For example, this year she notes the Grade 4 students are pulled along by the Grade 5 and 6 
students and next year will be pushed by the incoming Grade 4 students. Her challenge is to provide differentiated 
instruction and assessment to bring the students along in a timely manner to meet the school’s high standard of 
achievement and behaviour. Mrs. Meekins describes her approach as traditional. When she describes what she 
means by her approach, she says, “Teach, practice, review, re-teach, more practice, assessment.” As well, she 
describes and demonstrates how formative assessment, tied tightly to the specific learner outcomes, is woven into 
all aspects of the lesson as the students receive continual individual feedback.  

Principal Shields perceives these practices are fundamental to all three teachers in the school providing 
consistency and continuity – “no mixed messages.” Lectures tend to be interactive with guided practice, modeling 
and feedback. They strive for a minimum average of 65% on major assignments and work hard to help the entire 
student body achieve. They will review a topic until they “get it.” The teachers are aware of their students’ level of 
understanding and use the results of student feedback to adjust their lessons. The entire school has a focus on 
literacy skills because all subjects require reading and literacy skills, evidenced by the focus on content vocabulary 
in lessons. Mr. Shields concluded, “[You] need to know your stuff and your kids.  Know what you’re talking about, 
know where you’re going and know different ways to get through and be adaptable to the students and then stick 
with it.  Be persistent until they get it.” 

Prairie Rose personnel perceive a culture of strong, 
varied instructional practice and student understanding 
of outcomes and expectations at New Brigden School.  
Linda Matsumoto, Alberta Initiative for School Improvement Staff Development Coordinator, described the 
environment at New Brigden Schools as: 

“Well-structured lessons, including anticipatory set, frequent informal assessment with review as 
required, excellent use of peer helpers, exceptional opportunities for relationship building among all 
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school staff, close use of curricular outcomes – everything you want in a classroom as these teachers 
really know their students and their needs.” 

Technology Integration 

Mrs. Meekins and Mr. Shields both commented on technology, integrated into lessons in meaningful manner.  
New Brigden School teachers are very selective in how technology is used. For example, the school no longer 
assigns computer lab time or computer courses, but rather the teachers access the computer lab as required so 
the use of technology is authentically related to the learning task. The benefit of the small numbers is that access 
to computers for individual students is not an issue as there is almost a one-to-one computer to student ratio. 

Integration of technology in a multi-graded classroom with multiple programs of study is a planning challenge. If 
particular Web 2.0 tools fit with the school-wide emphasis on well-planned lessons that engage students to high 
levels of academic achievement, the teachers are open to utilizing them. Although there was limited student use of 
technology during the observation of the selected classroom, integration of technology was documented in plans 
and also occurring in other areas of the school.  Evidence of Internet research and word processing was displayed 
in the students’ work on a bulletin board.  A recording of the weekly New Brigden student monthly on-air radio 
news program was available for review.  

In the classroom, Mrs. Meekins used the electronic whiteboard to show a short video to illustrate science concepts 
to the Grade 4 and 5 students while the Grade 6 students were out of the room. She expressed the concern that in 
a multi-grade classroom the electronic whiteboard can be a distraction to other groups in the classroom, so 
planning is essential to ensure all students are engaged in their own lesson. 

Prairie Rose has an extensive technology plan to provide access to a broad range of elementary and high school 
courses through videoconferencing. They have formalized this plan by establishing e-learning Innovatively 
Networking Communities [eLINC]. They mitigate distance and small student numbers by creating cohorts of 
students from several schools and integrating the use Web 2.0 tools and instructional strategies that complement 
the videoconferencing technology. As well, some students are able to access their classes when they are way from 
the school and some students have formed friends with students met through videoconferencing experiences. 
Because of the need for supervision and the expense of the set-up and support, this is not necessarily saving funds 
by creating an economy of scale, but it does provide breadth in programming for rural students. 

The onsite classroom instruction at New Brigden School is supplemented by courses offered through 
videoconferencing for French and Health to ensure student access to a larger variety of programming. During 
observation, the Grades 4 to 6 students attended a French class in the videoconference classroom. Mrs. Meekins 

facilitated the student interaction in the classroom 
while a teacher in another classroom taught the 
lesson demonstrating gestures to accompany the oral 
French. The teachers, one remote and one on-site 
“team taught” the class.   

Central office staff perceive that New Brigden School 
teachers are not afraid to embrace technology, but 
are cautious in its implementation. They will embrace 
what works to the benefit of the students. In fact, Mr. 
Shields teaches a junior high school course through 
videoconferencing to other schools. Teachers also use 
the Internet and videoconferencing to improve their 
own learning, through online resources and 
professional development webcasts or sessions. As 

well, they bring in school authority experts to help with programming for students in such areas robotics, 
filmmaking or other areas requiring specialized technology expertise. 
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Mrs. Meekins: “Whatever it takes to get the job 
done.” 

Inclusion  

At New Brigden School, inclusion occurs as a matter of course. The continuity of teachers, students and 
educational assistant support is a benefit. There is a range of abilities within each grade level and of course, across 
the three grades in each class. However, the teachers are able to take a long-term perspective and get to know the 
students individually. As two students have individual plans in the observed classroom, the ability to differentiate 
is important. Differentiation is embedded in Mrs. Meekins’ teaching and assessment strategies and questioning 
technique and modification of tasks. Students are encouraged to use multiple strategies to solve problems and 
student feedback is solicited continually throughout the lessons. The educational assistant does work with some 
students or small groups as necessary, but this is limited to approximately 80 minutes per week, as her time is also 
taken up with supervision of videoconferencing classes. In addition, students who are having difficulty are paired 
with academically stronger or older students for some tasks. At present there are no severe special education 
students, but if there were, support would have to be accessed through the school authority, as there is little 
discretionary funding at the school.  

Measureable Results   

Although teachers monitor the Provincial Achievement Tests and have had consistently strong results, New 
Brigden School depends mostly on teacher generated formative and summative assessments to track student 
achievement throughout the year. The teachers believe a class average below 65% on major assignments is not 
acceptable and many are above 75%. Students are allowed opportunities to re-test or re-do assignments, so that 
summative assignments become formative. Mrs. Meekins uses a variety of assessment tools, such as Woodcock 
Johnson, teacher created formative assessment and Edmonton Public School assessment tools to gather baseline 
data and then plan accordingly. As well, Prairie Rose has implemented the Tell Them From Me Survey to assess 
student engagement. An informal way of assessing how students do when they leave New Brigden is in the 
number of students who seem to be doing well in high school in terms of honor roll or high school completion, but 
the school has not tracked students formally. 

Engagement 

Student Academic Engagement 

Mrs. Meekins checks continually for academic engagement and student understanding as she makes eye contact 
with each of her students, asks questions or engages in over-the-shoulder teaching.  Students are expected to 
achieve at a high level and encouraged to try again through a variety of strategies and practice. There is no place to 
hide, as each student is visible to the teacher in the small grade groupings within the triple-graded classroom. The 
challenge to prepare for rural triple-graded classrooms is great, because of the spread in maturity, cognitive 
development and ability.  Mrs. Meekins’ questions allow students to engage in recall, awareness, analysis, 
synthesis and evaluation to extend their thinking. Related closely to high expectations is the emphasis on 
persistence, continuity and dedication. As Mrs. Meekins describes: 

“Whatever it takes to ‘get the job done’ - 
differentiated instruction; frequent formative 
assessment with punctual feedback; co-
operative learning groups both by grade and 
across grades; repetition and correction for basic skills.”   

School authority personnel view teachers in New Brigden as very focused on student engagement by addressing 
student needs, which aligns with the focus on student engagement. They will embrace technology and new 
instructional and assessment practices openly if they feel it can enhance student learning. They will not jump on 
bandwagons, but they have developed intervention strategies along with an agenda and study skills program. 
Superintendent Nicholls explains: 

“The students in the smaller rural elementary schools such as New Brigden are able to transition to 
secondary easily because they work to create self-paced independent learners because of their variety of 
instructional practices and the school environment.”  
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Student Social/Emotional Engagement 

Although there are limited extra-curricular activities due to the size of the school, there is a high participation rate 
in anything that is offered. The students get involved in the Terry Fox Run, school sports, students’ union activities 
and fundraising for disaster relief. They are quick to volunteer and take leadership roles both within the classroom 
and school. They are polite and respectful of each other, teachers, staff and visitors. Because the majority of the 
students are bussed, the only afterschool programs offered are school sports, but fielding teams with the small 
numbers is not always possible. Every student has the opportunity to be on the team. As well, the students are 
engaged in activities beyond the school, such as 4H, dance, hockey and family activities.  Because of this 
community involvement, they know students from other schools, which makes transitioning to high school a less 
intimidating experience. 

Participants shared a perception that the school is very much of a family or small community atmosphere as 
everyone is involved in everything.  Although the school has the similar challenges seen in the rest of society, with 
blended families and economic disparity, the school does not typically have serious behaviour problems.  There is a 
sense of stability, as generations of families have attended the school and there are few transient students. Those 
that have moved to the community often have ties to family in the area. Students come to view other community 
members, teachers and staff almost as extended family. However, like all schools, there are issues that affect the 
students and their learning. Participants perceive the mitigating factor is how well the teachers know the students 
and their families. They are very sensitive to the students’ needs and can adjust programming as needed. 
Character education programs are incorporated into programming.  

Institutional Student Engagement  

Mrs. Meekins felt the majority of the students were highly motivated to do well. Although homework is minimal, 
student commitment is reflected in their homework done well. This was not something that her students came to 
naturally. For example, she has been working diligently with the Grade 4 students to ensure they complete 
homework and she has noted improvement since September. Lack of commitment is not allowed to “slide” as 
teachers ensure homework is done at recess if it is incomplete. Attendance and tardiness were not an issue, 
particularly as most students are bussed to school. However, because of the distances, appointments such as going 
to the dentist can become a two-day excursion instead of an afternoon away. Communication to the parents 
through the daily agenda or phone calls helps reinforce the values of the school. The parents share similar values 
and expectation with the school and support the teachers’ efforts. 

Student Voices – New Brigden School 

The following results and charts are based on the Tell Them From Me student survey for New Brigden School 
which was conducted on January 24, 2012. This survey was conducted with the participating Grade 4/5/6 class 
with five Grade 4 students, five Grade 5 students and five Grade 6 students completing the survey.  The following 
bar charts show results for the students compared with Canadian norms, which are based on last year’s results for 
all students who completed the Tell Them From Me student survey.  More details on this survey can be found at 
www.thelearningbar.com.  

The results of the survey indicate the student response rates on a number of elements that contribute to high 
levels of student engagement were very positive. 

  

http://www.thelearningbar.com/
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Students with a positive sense of belonging 
Students feel accepted and valued by their peers and by others at their school. 

 87% of students had a high sense of belonging 

 100% of the girls and 75% of the boys had a high sense of belonging. The Canadian norm for girls is 87% 
and for boys is 83% 

 

Effective Learning Time 
Important concepts are taught well, class time is used efficiently and homework and evaluations support course 
objectives. 

 Students rated Effective Classroom Learning Time 9.5 out of 10 

 Effective Classroom Learning Time was rated 9.8 out of 10 by girls and 9.3 out of 10 by boys. The Canadian 
norm for girls is 8.2 and for boys is 8 
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Positive Teacher-Student Relations 
Students feel teachers are responsive to their needs and encourage independence with a democratic approach. 

 Positive Teacher-Student Relations were rated 9.2 out of 10 

 Positive Teacher-Student Relations were rated 9.7 out of 10 by girls and 8.8 out of 10 by boys. The 
Canadian norm for girls is 8.1 and for boys is 7.8 

 

Positive learning climate 
There are clear rules and expectations for classroom behaviour. Students understand these and teachers maintain 
high expectations that they be followed. 

 Students rated Disciplinary Climate of the Classroom 8.4 out of 10 

 Disciplinary Climate of the Classroom was rated 8.5 out of 10 by girls and 8.3 out of 10 by boys. The 
Canadian norm for girls is 7.5 and for boys is 7.4 
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Principal Shields: “Parents expect us to do our job 
and to maintain order and discipline and we are 
supported very well by the parents.” 

Expectations for Success 
The school staff emphasizes academic skills and hold high expectations for all students to succeed. 

 Students rated Teachers' Expectations for Academic Success 9.7 out of 10 

 Teachers' Expectations for Academic Success were rated 9.9 out of 10 by girls and 9.5 out of 10 by boys. 
The Canadian norm for girls is 8.8 and for boys is 8.6 

 

Parent and Community Engagement 

At New Brigden School, parent and community support is strong, but limited by distance, small population and 
commitment to work. There is an expectation of high standards for achievement and behaviour from the parents 
and the community so there is support for the school program. Parents want their children to do well and graduate 
from school. There may be a few that will not be expected to complete school and return to the family farm, but 
that is not the norm.  

Teachers are pro-active and maintain a high frequency of contact with parents through student agendas and 
phone calls. In return, parents are good at contacting the school if they have concerns. Since only about four new 
families have moved into the area in the past 20 years, many of the students are related and their families have 
been in the community for years. As Principal Shields described: 

“Parents expect us to do our job and to maintain order 
and discipline and we are supported very well by the 
parents in that respect.  Rural parents, such as me, 
generally farm and work elsewhere so we do not get a 
large number of people out to meetings for things like 

Home and School and Parent Council.  When we need parent help, we get it.  When there is a serious 
issue, they are right there.” 

In terms of support of school events, both the parents and the community are active participants in attending 
events like track and field, the Christmas Concert or supporting fundraisers. Parent teacher conferences often have 
100% attendance or the parents contact the school by phone during harvest or calving season. The newsletters 
that are sent home to parents are also posted in the local store and post office as requested by the community and 
sometimes the school news is reported in the local paper.  The community club and curling club allow school use 
of their facilities at no charge. Because many of the students are also involved in community activities, there is 
overlap between the school and the community. To a degree the community is the immediate and extended 
families of the students, but community covers many square kilometres. Neighbouring towns and businesses are 
also viewed as school supporters. Teachers and staff are viewed as part of the community, as well as part of the 
school. 

Links to the school authority for the community and parents are difficult to maintain due to the two and half hour 
travel time. To keep in contact, meetings are convened yearly with representatives of all school councils. As well, 
local trustees attend school council meetings to keep communication lines open. 
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Professional Practice  

Mrs. Meekins participates in school authority and regional professional development, but has found the distance, 
cost and planning for multi-graded classrooms to be prohibitive more recently. This year her main resource for 
improving teaching strategies is through the Internet. She has utilized sites such as Discovery Education; SMART 
Learning Marketplace; 2Learn.ca and Learn Alberta to find appropriate classroom resources. She has engaged in 
the on-site School Improvement Days for professional development and collaboration with the teachers at New 
Brigden School. Because of the varied interests of the teachers covering Grades 1 to 9, it is not always possible to 
meet individual needs. The main approach at the school is grounded in sharing good practices that work, with an 
openness to useful educational literature, research or outside professional development. There is a continuous 
dialogue about practice, students and what is working.  

Being at the far end of Prairie Rose and two and half hours from the central office, travel from New Brigden is 
often an impediment to joining in face-to-face activities. Teachers have attended the Teacher2Teacher Conference 
at Senator Gershaw School in Bow Island, over the past five years to showcase teacher integration of technology. 
The Southern Alberta Professional Development Consortia also offers professional development, but many of the 
activities are in Lethbridge and the distance usually requires overnight accommodations.  Many opportunities are 
also available through videoconferencing, but participating in a videoconference can be an isolating experience if 
the teacher is the only school representative participating.  

School authority personnel describe the approach to professional development as eclectic in its effort to meet the 
needs of the various rural schools and teachers. At the core of their professional development program is 
Understanding by Design (Wiggins & McTighe,1998; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005), which is used as a framework to 
increase teacher understanding of assessment, instruction and differentiation to increase student engagement. It 
is difficult to host sessions for those schools that are a great distance from the central office, but the school 
authority has a team of Alberta Initiative of School Improvement coordinators who provide opportunities for 
teachers from similar grades or subject areas to collaborate in professional learning communities on aspects of 
instruction to improve student engagement and student learning. These groups have met in geographic regions, 
three times a year for the past three years. As well, coordinators may attend individual teacher classrooms as 
requested to help in the development and delivery of programs or projects. This could include assistance with 
activities like electronic whiteboard lesson planning, videoconferencing course preparation or training and the 
development of project-based learning strategies. 

Prairie Rose, along with Horizon School Division and other school authorities, has developed a repository of 
electronic whiteboard lessons in Social Studies and Mathematics through a cross-divisional teacher collaboration 
project. Mrs. Meekins has not found the lessons to be a good match for her teaching style and prefers to make her 
own lessons. However, she is aware of professional development opportunities supported by the school authority 
and has participated in some of the activities, especially for new curriculum implementation. 

Leadership Practice 

From both the teacher and principal’s viewpoint leadership is a team effort and student learning is the focus. 
Although Mrs. Meekins has been the principal of New Brigden School in the past and Mr. Shields is the current 
principal, the title of “principal” is viewed as the person most responsible for the paperwork while all the teachers 
play a role in the leadership in the school. They work together to make the most of the resources they have. 
Principal Shields, in fact, has the largest teaching load. He has chosen not to take the allotted 25% administration 
time, so the teachers do not have to take on additional teaching. As well, this provides time for some combined-
grade classes, rather than triple-graded classes all day. The teachers recognize the principal is teaching a full load 
and cannot deal with any petty issues. Thus, they deal with most issues by themselves in a pragmatic way. As Mr. 
Shields commented, “If they need something and the money is there, they get it.  If something in the schedule or 
something else is not working, we try to fix it as best we can. We try to ‘solve the problem’, not research it until it 
hopefully goes away.” 

From the school authority perspective, student engagement in learning is the focus of leadership by providing 
resources and support over a large geographic area. The long distances make it difficult for leaders to visit schools 
often, so they tend to use videoconferencing, e-mail or the phone to make contact. Prairie Rose focuses on three 
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main goals: (1) to improve instruction and learning for students and adults; (2) to increase leadership capacity; and 
(3) to build positive relationships. It has a philosophy of a school system, not a system of schools, but finding a 
common focus is a challenge. The school authority recognizes that funding small schools is a challenge and uses 
the system approach to ensure resources are shared. Doug Nicholls explained: 

“New Brigden has a much higher cost per student because of small class sizes.   They need assistance to 
run as they would not be able to afford other activities, such as French or Music.  Other schools share 
resources with them.  The concept of a school system helps to reinforce this.”  

GRANDE YELLOWHEAD AND A. H. DAKIN SCHOOL CASE STUDY 

Instructional Practice – Balanced Assessment 

Mrs. Rix is a veteran teacher and school vice-principal who has played a leadership role in district and school 
initiatives over many years. The promising practice identified by Mrs. Rix as having a significant effect on improving 
student learning and achievement in her classroom arise from the Alberta Initiative for School Improvement school 
authority and school project focus on balanced assessment. This project has been in place for the last three years 
and has built on the foundation of the previous Alberta Initiative for School Improvement cycle project in effective 
instruction. Mrs. Rix has focused on implementing clear targets and feedback. 

In the selected classroom, the desks were configured in a 
horseshoe shape with student desks in pairs that could be 
easily reconfigured to accommodate different groupings. The 
students engaged in paired, group or large group interactions 
depending on the task. Mrs. Rix began lessons with an 
anticipatory set, a review of previous learning and/or 
clarification of learning outcomes. The structure of the lessons 
provided opportunities for guided, individual and small group 
practice. Cooperative learning strategies were utilized to move 
students though group interaction and to ensure engagement. 
The teacher continually reinforced effort and provided 
recognition and formative feedback through comments and 
with gestures. Student understanding was checked using 
“thumbs-up, down and sideways” signals to indicate who had mastered the concept and who was still having 
difficulty. Students were encouraged to generate and test hypothesis, estimating in Mathematics or hypothesizing 
before reading in Language Arts. Teacher questioning and cues elicited higher levels of thinking including 
application, analysis and synthesis as the lessons progressed. The teacher utilized a variety of ways to arrive at 
answers, such as including using books and manipulative blocks to measure area in a mathematics lesson and 
acknowledging other ways the problem could be solved. Students expressed themselves clearly and listened 
attentively to each other and the teacher. Links were made to previous learning and assignments.  Homework 
guidelines focused on practice and completion of work and time expectation for each grade level, so appropriate 
level of homework were assigned. In the school authority and school, the emphasis has been to implement these 
types of ‘high-yield strategies’ in an intentional manner to ensure continuity and alignment. 

Specifically, the teacher highlighted the use of clear targets and feedback as essential to improvement and 
achievement. “I can” statements based on the program of studies specific learner outcomes are utilized in the set-
up of lessons and to develop rubrics for assessment. The students are given the rubric prior to assignment. The 
rubrics and outcomes are written in student friendly language and are referenced throughout the unit to keep 
students and teacher focused on the outcomes. This practice is viewed as critical to student understanding and 
development. The rubrics are utilized to provide formative and summative teacher assessment, but also as self-
assessment and peer-assessment instruments.  
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Principal Belecky:  “Students better understand 
their targets and act as partners with their teachers 
in assessing their work.” 

Co-construction of rubrics is a strategy that is encouraged in the educational literature studied at the school and at 
the division professional learning meetings. Participants noted that rubrics that were co-constructed by students 
and the teacher are not a common practice as teacher created rubrics are the norm in both the school and school 

authority. However, there was evidence of simple 
rubrics that had been co-constructed. Participants 
noted that co-construction seemed to work best when 
the students were very familiar with the content and 
had exemplars available to review.  

Participants cited the importance of educational 
literature and research in the development of the 
balanced assessment approach. Although the use of 
rubrics was an important factor in balanced 
assessment, interviews with participants, observations 
of classes and document review revealed evidence of 
other balanced assessment practices. The school had 
studied assessment strategies and tools outlined in 
Talk About Assessment (Cooper, 2006). Cooper 

proposes assessment must be purposeful, planned, collaborative, balanced and flexible; linked to instruction and 
curriculum outcomes; use words and not just rating scales; and conducted in a caring and sensitive manner. These 
guiding precepts were evident in the instructional design and strategies displayed by teacher and in the documents 
used in professional development. At A.H. Dakin School other resources include, Classroom Assessment for Student 
Learning: Doing it Right and Using it Well (Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis, & Chappuis, 2007) and Checking for 
Understanding: Formative Assessment Techniques for Your Classroom (Fisher & Frey, 2007). Assessment resources 
used in the instructional design of classes vary from school to school in the division. However, participants perceive 
A. H. Dakin School is representative of Grande Yellowhead’s schools’ usage of educational literature and research 
to guide practice. 

Data indicates the focus on balanced assessment was not confined to one classroom. Documents reveal the use of 
the rubrics and balanced assessment in other classrooms. Principal Belecky described the importance of the focus 
on balanced assessment and its impact on the entire school as it has led to greater involvement of students in their 
own improvement. He noted: 

“Students better understand their targets and 
act as partners with their teachers in assessing 
their work and showing proof of their learning. 
By starting with clearly stated criteria for 
quality work, specific and descriptive feedback 
becomes more meaningful and students can develop the tools to reflect on and value their own progress. 
Underlying the promising progress being made in assessment are the positive relationships, which 
encourage everyone to put their hearts into their work.” 

Integration of Technology  

Although little evidence of the integration of technology was gathered on the selected classroom observation days, 
participant interviews revealed higher levels of technology integration in other classrooms in the school and school 
authority.  Participants indicated that teachers embrace technology in varying degrees. They indicated technology 
was viewed as a tool, but was not a focus in the implementation of balanced assessment or instructional 
strategies. Rather balanced assessment and effective instruction are the focus and then technology is woven into 
the classroom strategies. Documents and participant interviews indicated that technology integration was 
modeled purposefully at division professional learning meetings with an aim to increase integration of technology 
into instructional practice. 

During classroom observations, the sound-field FM amplification system was not functioning and the teacher used 
the electronic whiteboard at the beginning of one class to introduce a discussion of the rubric being used in the 
lesson. Students have access to the school computer lab for assignments that require computer use approximately 
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once a week or as needed for assignments and access to videoconference presentations occasionally. An area that 
is just beginning to be developed by Grande Yellowhead is the use of flip cameras to provide feedback to students, 
which participants perceived would be beneficial to the implementation of balanced assessment. Mrs. Rix plans to 
utilize the camera in her class and a video of one such interaction between with Mrs. Rix and a student reviewing a 
discussion of a concept map and a rubric was viewed. 

Participants were eager to share Grande Yellowhead Pubic School Division’s experience in the implementation of 
videoconferencing. The school authority provides a videoconference suite in each school. A videoconference 
coordinator has developed an extensive program of opportunities to enhance instruction through one-off 
presentations or provide courses for elementary and high school students. Twenty-five elementary school courses 
and hundreds of one-off presentations have been made available to students. The needs of the schools and the 
program of study drive the videoconferencing offerings. The school authority has provided resources to develop 
extensive programing opportunities in Canada and internationally to enrich curriculum delivery. Some elementary 
schools have engaged in numerous sessions, but A. H. Dakin is not, at present, considered a high-use school.  

Inclusion  

Grande Yellowhead Public School Division has been engaged in an inclusive education delivery model for many 
years and has been selected by Alberta Education as a change agent for inclusive education. Participants described 
the inclusive delivery model as all students engaged in the classroom with support. The Supervisor – Student 
Program provides professional learning for a cadre of classroom support teachers who provide service to teachers 
and students. Utilizing a distributed leadership model for Universal Design for Learning and Pyramid Response to 
Intervention for professional learning, each school has a learning team that ensures all students’ learning needs are 
addressed.  

Inclusion is aligned with the school and school authority approach to balance assessment and effective instruction. 
The inclusion model was evident in the classroom as all students were included in the lesson. An educational 
assistant was present to guide one student as needed and Mrs. Rix adjusted the lesson and expectations as 
necessary. Mrs. Rix stated: 

“Students with special needs are identified and specific goals are outlined. A teacher and teacher assistant 
work on these goals and report three times per year to parents and to change or adjust the goals as 
needed. All students work in age appropriate classrooms. A classroom support teacher assists in 
developing IPPs [Individualized Program Plans] for special education students.” 

Participants indicated the small school environment allowed all staff to be aware of the individual needs of the 
students. Success for the students is measured in terms of personalized goals. 

Measureable Results  

Beyond using Provincial Achievement Tests, A.H. Dakin School teachers use other measurement tools and teacher-
generated assessments to track student progress. The school authority provides support by offering professional 
learning in data mining. They have developed templates and processes to assist schools in analyzing data, creating 
a comprehensive profile of their school utilizing data from a variety of sources, including Provincial Achievement 
Tests and other measurement tools. The schools use this data to decide on the greatest area of need.  For 
example, the school determined comprehension was one of greatest areas of need for students. When the school 
engaged a six-week focus on literacy, benchmark assessment tools were used as pre- and post- tests to determine 
where students were in reading comprehension before and after the project. Teachers saw gains in student 
comprehension. Data walls were created where all students’ information was recorded on cards and placed at 
their level. Teachers had a visual representation of the student comprehensions level regardless of their grade 
level. 

The balanced assessment approach in Mrs. Rix’s class is reflected in the school-wide focus on balanced assessment 
using a variety of tools. Because A. H. Dakin is a Kindergarten to Grade 5 school and has only the Grade 3 Provincial 
Achievement Test as an outside measure, they include other larger scale testing instruments. The Canadian 
Achievement Test data is used in the fall for students to determine growth from the previous year and to 
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Balanced Assessment: Used to engage students by 
increasing student understanding of outcomes to 
increase continuous, meaningful feedback for 
students. 

determine the goals for the year. For Grade 2 and 4 students, they compare the results from the Canadian 
Achievement Test and the Canadian Test of Cognitive Skills. As well, two teachers are trained in Level B 
Assessment. Woodcock Johnson and benchmark assessment testing tools are used. These tests are part of the 
data, including teacher assessments that are used to determine which students need an Individualized Program 
Plan. Different tools are used depending on the reason for assessment. During the year teacher designed 
assessment instruments are used to determine student growth towards their greatest area of need. 

Engagement 

Student Academic Engagement 

At A.H. Dakin School, increasing student academic 
engagement is a focus. Balanced assessment is employed 
to engage students by increasing student understanding 
of outcomes and to increase continuous, meaningful 
feedback for students.   

In the observed classes, Mrs. Rix employed a variety of strategies to engage students ranging from structures such 
as multi-graded ability groups, pairs, small group, large group or individual tasks to an array of instructional and 
assessment techniques. Tools such as graphic organizers, rubrics and concept maps helped clarify outcomes for 
students. During the observation, Mrs. Rix’s questioning technique invited student engagement. She continually 
checked for understanding and provided feedback and encouraged students to engage in metacognition and high 
levels of thinking through her questioning as she interacted with the students. 

Although in the classes observed the majority of the activities were teacher directed, students appeared interested 
and actively engaged in their learning.  There were opportunities for students to assume leadership roles in small 
group tasks and in classroom roles and engage in think-pair-share type activities. As well, planning documents 
indicate students identify strengths and set goals, both academic and behavioural. Students led the 
parent/student/teacher conferences explaining to parents how they have met specific learner outcomes. 

Participants at both the school authority and school noted the use of clear targets, “I can” statements and rubrics, 
attention to critical thinking, literacy and feedback contributed to student engagement. This included attention to 
identifying individual strategies, practice and ongoing formative assessment for each student.  Positive 
relationships between students and teachers develop because students feel teachers are explaining what is to be 
learned and are listening to student input into the learning process.  

Social/Emotional Student Engagement 

The culture of the selected classroom appears to be reflective of the school culture. Both the classroom and school 
promote the outcomes of character education by promoting responsibility. In the observed classroom, students 
have classroom jobs for which they must apply. As well the Grade 4 and 5 students help with the school milk 
program and act as office secretaries over the lunch hour. There are many opportunities for students to be 
involved in jobs in the school because of the smaller school size.  There are numerous activities for the students to 
engage in that enhance the sense of community in the school and sense of belonging for the students. 

Because the A. H. Dakin School is small, all teachers are aware of the students’ strengths and challenges and 
develop relationships with students beyond those in their classroom.  There is a shared perception that having a 
small school really helps to support the expectations because everyone knows each other and it is easier to get 
everyone on the same page. There is a sense that everyone ’owns‘ all of the students and the students in turn are 
very willing to talk to everyone. The teachers and support staff share the same expectation for behaviour. They are 
working to create very clear behavioural and social expectations for the students through a school-wide character 
education program. The school used the Effective Behaviour Supports program to help build character 
development. The number of referrals to the office has dropped since the staff increased their focus on modeling, 
teaching and practicing good citizenship.  

The school has also participated with three other Grande Yellowhead Public School Division schools in an Alberta 
Health & Wellness funded project, Bringing Empowered Students Together [BEST] that funds a success coach to 



 

 

 Promising Practices In Rural Elementary Education- Chapter 4 Page - 51 

 

work with students to develop mental health capacity in the students and school community. In addition, schools 
have access to part-time family school liaison workers who provide support for students and families. 

Institutional Student Engagement  

The focus on balanced assessment is reflected in the policies and procedures regarding homework and attendance. 
The Grande Yellowhead Public School Division expects schools to support students to achieve the outcomes and 
expectations through a variety of methodologies. A. H. Dakin has clear homework and attendance policies and 
processes that all teachers implement. The policy outlines the number of minutes that each student can expect 
and the type of work that is assigned for homework. This provides consistency for parents and students. The 
students have a sense of community and pride in the school and know why they are at school. Students in Grande 
Yellowhead have a choice as to which school they wish to go to, so there is some concern that parents will chose to 
bus their child to another school.  However, student satisfaction is high with A. H. Dakin School.  

Student Voices – A.H. Dakin School 

The following results and charts are based on the Tell Them From Me student survey for A.H. Dakin School which 
was conducted on January 11, 2012. This survey was conducted with the participating Grade 4/5 class with 21 
students completing the survey.  The following bar charts show results for the students compared with Canadian 
norms, which are based on last year’s results for all students who completed the Tell Them From Me student 
survey.  More details on this survey can be found at www.thelearningbar.com.  

The results of the survey indicate the student response rates on a number of elements that contribute to high 
levels of student engagement were very positive. 

Students with a positive sense of belonging 
Students feel accepted and valued by their peers and by others at their school. 

 81% of students had a high sense of belonging 

 83% of the girls and 80% of the boys had a high sense of belonging. The Canadian norm for girls is 86% 
and for boys is 83% 
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Effective Learning Time 
Important concepts are taught well, class time is used efficiently and homework and evaluations support course 
objectives. 

 Students rated Effective Classroom Learning Time 8.8 out of 10 

 Effective Classroom Learning Time was rated 8.5 out of 10 by girls and 8.9 out of 10 by boys. The Canadian 
norm for girls is 7.9 and for boys is 7.7 

 

Positive Teacher-Student Relations 
Students feel teachers are responsive to their needs and encourage independence with a democratic approach. 

 Positive Teacher-Student Relations were rated 8.4 out of 10 

 Positive Teacher-Student Relations were rated 8.1 out of 10 by girls and 8.5 out of 10 by boys. The 
Canadian norm for girls is 7.7 and for boys is 7.4 
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Positive learning climate 
There are clear rules and expectations for classroom behaviour. Students understand these and teachers maintain 
high expectations that they be followed. 

 Students rated Disciplinary Climate of the Classroom 8.1 out of 10 

 Disciplinary Climate of the Classroom was rated 8.1 out of 10 by girls and 8.2 out of 10 by boys. The 
Canadian norm for girls is 7.2 and for boys is 7.0 

 

Expectations for Success 
The school staff emphasizes academic skills and hold high expectations for all students to succeed. 

 Students rated Teachers' Expectations for Academic Success 9.3 out of 10 

 Teachers' Expectations for Academic Success were rated 9.7 out of 10 by girls and 9.1 out of 10 by boys. 
The Canadian norm for girls is 8.6 and for boys is 8.4 

 

Parent Engagement and Community Engagement 

The participants perceive the school has a solid reputation with the parents and community. Participation in 
parent council and volunteer hours has increased to assist with swimming, skiing, community events and field 
trips. The commitment of parents to the school is reflected in the parent volunteer hours to clean the small forest 
bordering the school. Principal Belecky has invited parental involvement in developing policies and procedures in 
such matters as homework. Communication to parents is consistent and clear. There are daily classroom 
communications sent home through a Parent Council funded student agenda and regular school communication 
through newsletters. Grande Yellowhead supports the involvement of parents through the Council of Councils. 

In relation to the balanced assessment focus, a newsletter to parents indicated a variety of assessment strategies 
utilized as evidence of student learning and encouraged parents to talk with their child about these assessment 
strategies. The newsletter contained an extensive list of assessment strategies for parents to watch for and discuss 
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Mrs. Rix: “It is easier for students in smaller 
communities to be involved in the community.” 

Grande Yellowhead: Foundational to professional 
practice is the concept of professional learning 
communities. 

with their children, including examples of observations, learning logs, performance tasks, projects, tests and 
written, oral or visual communications. A new reporting strategy for parents is being developed that more closely 
aligns with the assessment practice.   

To support understanding of instructional practices, Mrs. Rix indicates she worked with another teacher to develop 
Grade 4 Mathematics and Social Studies unit assessments for students and parents. Unit evaluations go home for a 
parent signature at the end of a unit and include a self-evaluation by the students of their understanding of the 
concepts covered in that unit. The learning goal unit is identified, the student rates understanding and ability to do 
tasks using “I can” statements and a rating scale. The teacher completes corresponding evidence section that 
outlines student achievement on assignments and tests and then this is shared with parents. As well, students do 
goal setting that is shared with parents in an interview. 

The school has made efforts to share their story with the 
community. The community is invited to participate in 
school special events, such as potluck suppers, drama 
and literacy events, craft and movie nights and 
celebrations of learning.  Students engage with the community. For example, Mrs. Rix’s class designed and sent 
cards to the seniors and hosted and organized a volunteer tea. She perceived that it is easier for students in 
smaller communities to be involved in the community and for them to see the impact of their actions in the 
community.  When the students do community projects, they can see the impact of what their projects does. 

At the school authority level, there are Community Literacy Partnerships.  These committees include business 
people, town councilors, teachers, trustees, parents and even service clubs. The Edson community has developed 
an anti-bullying policy for the town through their work with the schools.  At A.H. Dakin Community Literacy Night, 
the school brought in different people in the community to engage with the students and parents.  For example, a 
chef came to talk to students and parents about how literacy is important in his job. Currently the school literacy 
committee is planning a family literacy evening at the school where students, teachers and parents will be involved 
in fun literacy activities such as board games, using directions to make paper airplanes and food treats as well as 
using written clues for a treasure hunt.  This is in conjunction with the National Family Literacy Day. 

Professional Practice 

Foundational to professional practice in Grande 
Yellowhead Public School Division is the concept of 
professional learning communities. Although there is 
some discussion about how to name or define the 
groups (professional learning teams is used in some of the documents), the essence of the concept in the division 
is the coming together of professionals to learn together and to focus on improving student learning. Professional 
learning is funded through allocations from the school authority and the Alberta Initiative for School Improvement 
project funding. In addition, a professional development fund that is part the collective agreement gives every 
teacher access to a conference, including international conferences; two days of inter-visitations with other school 
authority teachers; and participation in school projects focused on a specific area of interest to develop their 
expertise.  

The Learning Services department offers professional learning in inclusion, curriculum and instruction and 
technology integration, both on site and through videoconferencing. Although many opportunities are delivered by 
the school authority, the Edmonton Regional Learning Consortium has been an important resource in providing 
professional opportunities. A key strategy in Grande Yellowhead is a distributed leadership model to build capacity 
in each school. As a result, professional learning has been provided by bringing teachers to a central area and then 
following up monthly on site or through videoconferencing.  

The school authority is perceived as supportive of teachers and schools trying new things and taking risks. It 
provides professional learning and leadership opportunities to mitigate risk through preparation. The development 
of professional learning communities beyond the school, especially when teachers may be the only one in their 
school teaching a subject or grade level was considered to be important. Collaboration between Learning Services 
and the teachers, staff and schools is significant and critical. Improved use of data to drive goals and strategies, 
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Professional Development: An atmosphere has 
been created in the schools where teachers can feel 
comfortable sharing promising practices. 

increase creativity and drive more alignment and support to the schools was perceived as critical to ensure schools 
and their staff are not isolated. 

Participants perceived the Alberta Initiative for School Improvement has provided funding and structure to 
develop a focused professional learning model, purposefully developed over a number of years, rather than being 
distracted by the latest bandwagon or trend. The previous cycle focused on high yield instructional strategies. For 
the last three years, the focus on balanced assessment has been purposeful. Both instructional strategies and 
balanced assessment have been embedded in other professional development opportunities offered by Learning 
Services. This has contributed to the development of common practices and common vocabularies. As Kurt Scobie, 
Supervisor of Technology, described: 

“One successful practice has been to run workshops with lead teachers on sharing ways to establish clear 
learning targets, co-construct criteria and provide ongoing feedback to and with students.  We ran 
workshops for the lead teachers in each school and then those lead teachers went back and worked with 
their teachers.  Ideas and examples were shared back at school during professional learning community 
time and staff meeting time.”  

A.H. Dakin School is aligned with Grande Yellowhead’s focus on balanced assessment professional development. 
From the perspective of the principal, Mrs. Rix, as lead teacher, has shown leadership in developing an excellent 
professional learning community at the school. Staff are involved in discussions of promising practices, book 
studies and sharing resources. Teachers are paired to develop student projects and assignments. 

An atmosphere has been created in the schools where 
teachers can feel comfortable sharing promising 
practices. Every Friday, the school is involved in 
professional learning community planning time when 
students are released early. Although it is not viewed an 

optimal time for professional learning, teachers are still engaged and good products are developed. Professional 
collaboration is the key to success at A.H. Dakin as well as consistency of strategy and implementation of a shared 
vision. They are willing to take risks and work well together in a positive and professional environment. Mrs. Rix 
commented: “[Balanced assessment] helped to give a common objective that everyone could work on. After a few 
cycles of the Alberta Initiative for School Improvement program, the staff has really bought into [balanced 
assessment] and professional learning communities.”  

Professional learning at Grande Yellowhead and A.H. Dakin has been guided by a number of educational 
researchers and contemporary educational authors. Participants mentioned the use of books studies and 
reference materials that have guided work in the division in both professional and leadership practice.  In 
discussing instruction, assessment and leadership, participants referenced the works by several authors, such as 
Stiggins, Marzano, Borba, Guskey, duFour, Wong, Davies, Knight, Cooper, Muhammad and O’Connor as they 
described their professional reading, sometimes citing specific books or just listing the names or concepts gleaned 
from their reading.  

Leadership Practice  

Closely linked to Grande Yellowhead’s approach to professional practice is how it approaches leadership. School 
authority leaders encourage the development of leadership capacity at all levels in the system with a strong 
emphasis on servant leadership. At events, the leaders model how to engage with stakeholders. Tools and 
strategies are provided for leaders to take back to their schools to work with teachers and staff. By using similar 
resources, a shared vocabulary and common practices have developed amongst professionals when talking about 
instruction, assessment and leadership. 

The strategic direction of Grande Yellowhead is developed through a biannual leadership symposium that includes 
representatives of the board, school administration, teachers and staff facilitated by the division leadership team. 
From this direction the school administration has the responsibility to work with teachers and staff to develop site-
based school plans to address the strategic direction in the context of each school culture. Grande Yellowhead has 
three main areas of focus, including improving student learning; building leadership capacity and succession 
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planning; and communication. Leadership development for principals, vice-principals and teacher leaders focuses 
on these areas, with particular emphasis on instructional leadership. The leadership model allows all staff to 
become leaders or mentors to improve student learning by working and learning with other adults. By way of 
illustration, Associate Superintendent Nancy Spencer Poitras described the connection between professional 
learning, leadership and the team approach: 

“We are also going to host a two-day workshop for teachers and support staff on Pyramid Response to 
Intervention.  Some of our schools have people trained and we have a couple of schools who have already 
implemented it school wide.  The purpose of training in this program is that it will support the needs and 
areas of growth for all students.  It will also align with Balanced Literacy, Assessment for Learning and UDL 
[Universal Design for Learning].  This program will give teachers and support staff tools to assist students 
in more ways.”  

At division professional learning events, the underlying question is, “How do you do it? How do you make it work 
in your classroom or school?” It was apparent that the principal and teacher do a similar thing at the school, 
working with staff to understand how instructional strategies and assessment practices can be realistically 
implemented in the classroom and school. Through the balanced assessment project each school was issued a flip 
camera with the expectation that teachers would film exemplars of students engaged in assessment activities to 
provide feedback for students and professional learning for teachers.  

FINAL REMARKS 

In conclusion, visits to the selected classrooms, schools and school authorities resulted in rich data for the 
development of case studies. Although the sensitizing concepts of inclusion, integration of technology, student, 
parent and community engagement and instructional, professional and leadership practices provide some 
structure to the data gathering process, the questions were kept open-ended allowing participants to share what 
they felt was most significant. For that reason, the case study sections vary in length depending on the data 
gathered.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

Although some research seems to indicate there is “no significant difference” between the achievement of rural 
and urban students (Howley et al, 2004), analysis of some Statistics Canada data does indicate a need for concern. 
This Canadian data indicates lower rates for educational attainment and high school completion, transition to post-
secondary for rural students and that there is the rural-urban reading gap, revealing lower reading comprehension 
rates for rural students  (Alasia, 2003; Alasia, 2004; Alasia & Magnusson, 2005; Alasia & Rothwell, 2003; Cartwright 
& Allen, 2002; Government of Alberta, 2012). The selected Alberta school authorities were chosen because their 
Accountability Pillar results indicate they have histories of strong performance on several of accountability 
measures, including elementary student Provincial Achievement Test results, high school completion and 
transition to post-secondary. This study provides an opportunity to give voice to some Alberta educators who see 
opportunity in the rural context. Through promising instructional, professional and leadership practices they have 
engaged rural elementary students and improved learning and achievement.  

Rural Context 

Many teachers, administrators and researchers have a deficit view of rural education as an impediment that 
individuals must overcome (Howley & Howley, 2000). This is not the view of the participants in this rural 
elementary study. The educators’ pride in the elementary education they were providing in a rural environment is 
evident in their comments, documents and observation of their interactions with their students. This belief is 
founded on the measureable results that indicate high levels of achievement and improvement over time. This 
commitment to quality rural elementary education is reflected in the engagement of the students, both as they 
were observed in the selected classrooms and in their high ratings of the quality of their education in the student 
survey.  

Defining what is rural or remote makes it difficult to translate the findings to benefit another rural context (Arnold 
et al, 2005). Even the difference between the rural contexts of the four case studies is remarkable. Each 
community has varying levels of “rurality” from New Brigden with no services to the hamlet of Grassy Lake with 
limited services to the small village of Delia with more services to the growing town of Edson with full services, as 
does the distance from metropolitan areas or larger towns vary.  New Brigden School seems the remotest location, 
followed by Delia School. Chamberlain School and Edson seem more rural, less remote, perhaps because of the 
closeness of Edmonton and Lethbridge and the amount of industry and number of farms or acreages in the 
surrounding rural areas. Each school has a different grade configuration that is directly related to whether there 
are other schools nearby where students may continue their education or whether the population warrants the 
school going to Grade 12. The culture of the rural areas is different as well. The Low German-speaking Mennonite 
culture surrounding Chamberlain School is remarkably different than the rural farming cultures surrounding New 
Brigden or Delia schools or the farming, forestry and oil rural town culture of Edson.  None of the selected schools 
had significant First Nation, Métis and Inuit populations. This description of location and configuration seems to 
feed researchers’ concerns that rural educational research tends to focus on demographics or rural context (Arnold 
et al, 2005; Gandra et al, 2001; Howley et al, 2005).  

As suggested by Howley et al, 2005, this study found the rural context to be more about the lifeworld of the 
participants in the rural environment rather than “something” rural that has a measurable effect on student 
achievement. In the rural schools in this study, there is a sense of belonging, community, closeness and stability – a 
“rural way of knowing” the rural context. This translates into those “unremarkable everyday moments” that are 
the life of these rural schools. Trying to explain rural education and the nuanced characteristics can devolve into 
“you know it when you see it.” However, in the rural context of the four case studies, the importance placed on 
knowing students and their families and understanding the social network is viewed as critical to providing a 
quality education and is foundational to engaging the students. There is a belief in the importance of trust that 
grows with well-developed relationships. There is an effort to connect learning to the community through projects 
or events that draw the community to the school to become part of the educational program or place the students 
in the community. Rural education continues beyond the school day in work at home or the farm, in clubs or 
churches or sports activities. There is respect for the traditions and beliefs of the community. There is an 
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understanding of the school as a community-gathering place. There is interconnection between the school 
community and rural community as individuals are part of both communities. Some researchers see this rural 
connectivity as an advantage for rural community development and school improvement (Aldous, 2008; Barley & 
Beesley, 2007; Chance & Segura, 2009; Minner & Hiles, 2005).   

Participants are aware that declining enrolments, distance and isolation provide a challenge that could negatively 
impact student learning if not mitigated.   They acknowledge the challenges of economies of scale and the 
pressure on resources that other studies have identified as problematic (Gandara et al, 2001). However, the lack of 
quality teachers or high teacher turn-over is not evident in the selected schools, while it is a challenge normally 
identified for rural schools (Arnold et al, 2005). Therefore, the issue of experience rates and lack of connection to 
community and to students identified in some studies (Aldous, 2008; Panizzon & Pegg, 2007) is not an issue in the 
rural schools in this study. Rather, the teachers and principals describe their schools as professional learning 
communities or teams that work together to solve problems and explore instructional practices to improve 
learning and that are highly connected to students, parents and community. 

The most common challenge for the schools and school authorities seems to be in trying to create economies of 
scale to provide for more breadth of programming and also to maintain rural schools in the community with 
declining enrolment, while still maintaining quality educational programming.  Multi-graded classrooms, 
videoconferencing, sharing teachers or resource people between schools and using mobile resources are all 
solutions the school authorities employed that are directly related to the rural context.  Openness to working with 
other divisions and government to find other innovative solutions is evident.   

However, participants do not dwell on “admiring the problems” of challenges of the rural context. In discussing 
instructional, professional and leadership practices they take up the advantages of the rural context and focus on 
quality instructional, professional and leadership practices and engaging students. 

Instructional Practice – Focus on Learning 

It seems like an obvious statement that each case study highlights an instructional practice focused on learning. 
However, each of the instructional practices reflect to some degree the dimensions of the Framework for Student 
Learning, particularly in literacy and numeracy, a focus on the specific learner outcomes of subject areas and 
disciplines and the aspects of competencies related to critical thinking, problem solving and decision making; 
communication; personal management; and collaboration and leadership (Alberta Education, 2011).  Although the 
individual case study instructional practices emphasize different aspects of the framework, there is overlap. 
Balanced assessment, balanced literacy, student rapport, integration of technology, student leadership capacity, 
high expectations and a focus on the essentials of teaching are present in each case study to varying degrees 
because of what the participants chose to highlight. Their instructional practices are grounded in contemporary 
education research and literature and extensive experience in education (Allen, 1999; Becket al, 2002; Buckner & 
Fletcher, 2005; Cooper, 2006; Fisher & Frey, 2007; Fisher et al, 2008; Fullan, 2003; Schmoker; 2011; Stiggins et al, 
2004; Stoll et al, 2003; Wiggins & McTighe, 1998, 2005). As well, the participants utilize Alberta Education support 
resources beyond the program of studies.  

The common theme in all the case studies is the understanding and confidence of the educators in their 
instructional practices and the tailoring of their practices to meet the needs of their rural students and parents. As 
well, the principals and teachers had the support and understanding of the educational leaders, parents and 
community. This support was reflected in the resources available and access to professional learning to support 
their instructional practices. This finding is consistent with other studies which found rural communities provide 
resources and support educators’ efforts to hold students to a higher standard (Barley & Beesley, 2007; Minner & 
Hiles, 2005). 
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Integration of Technology - Seamless and Meaningful 

The case studies reflect a range of teacher comfort and expertise with technology integration, but all teachers are 
open to technology and Web 2.0 tools that enhance lessons, engage learners and fit with their instructional 
practices. This range is not unusual as studies indicate a number of issues including fear, time, lack of knowledge or 
resources can impact the ability of teachers to integrate technology (Courtney & Anderson, 2010; Howley et al., 
2011; Hubber et al, 2010; Panizzon & Pegg, 2007; Reading et al, 2006).   

For teachers in the study, grade configuration and resources may be a factor in how they are able to integrate 
technology seamlessly and meaningfully. Although technology is evident in all classrooms in the study, it was only 
in the hands of students in one classroom in a seamless and fully integrated manner. All classrooms have electronic 
whiteboards, but only in the classroom with student laptops did the use of technology move from teacher directed 
usage. The students in the other classrooms go to a computer lab to allow each student access to a computer. Two 
of the teachers teach combined grades, but one of those teachers has the student laptops. One of the teachers 
teaches in a triple-graded classroom. Minner & Hiles (2005) argue that multiple-grade classes result in severe staff 
over-extension. Combined with a lack of technology resources, ensuring the specific learner outcomes are taught 
and managing the flow of the classroom may inhibit innovation or technology integration. Despite these 
challenges, participants in this study see the importance of technology seamlessly integrated to enrich learning 
and make a concerted effort to do so.  

Other studies have noted that rural educators are motivated to accept technology as it can overcome disparity 
(Howley et al., 2011).  Each school authority has an extensive technology integration plan, including building 
capacity of educators, modeling technology integration, enriching curriculum and expanding program access to 
students. Two advantages outlined by researchers when technology is successfully integrated in to a rural context 
are drivers for the school authorities in this study. Through technology integration rural students have broader 
educational experiences through access to resources and websites (Trinidad & Broadley, 2010; White, 2010). The 
school authorities are all focused on student engagement and technology is a powerful tool to engage students 
(Howley et al., 2011; Trinidad & Broadley, 2010).  

Integration of technology is a key strategy to mitigate barriers to education posed by distance and low enrolments 
by virtually gathering rural students to create economies of scale through videoconferencing. This effort by the 
rural school authorities in the study is in keeping with other studies that have found the meaningful use of 
technology can mitigate some of the challenges of the rural context ((Cakir et al 2009; Panizzon & Pegg, 2007; 
Trinidad & Broadley, 2010; White, 2010). Maintaining quality of programming is the guiding principle as the school 
and school authority integrate technology seamlessly and in meaningful ways. 

Inclusion – Success for All 

By virtue of being the only alternative, inclusion is a fact in small rural and remote schools. However, how the 
educators approach the inclusion of students is much more than all students having a physical presence in the 
room. Because of the small numbers of students in the study, details of inclusion are difficult to share. However, 
the classrooms as a whole have students with a range of learning needs, including those students with academic, 
behavioural or physical challenges. All of the students are engaged participants in their classrooms. Differentiated 
instruction is matter of course for the teachers as they modify teaching strategies, student tasks and assessments 
to meet the needs of all students. Intensive short burst or in-class support is available from educational assistants 
who are essential members of the team. The most fascinating aspect of observing the selected classrooms was the 
myriad of strategies the teachers incorporate seamlessly into the lessons to constantly check student 
understanding. The teachers are continually aware of their students’ understanding and confusion and their need 
for more guidance or independent practice.  

Focus on Results 

Balanced assessment practices are evident in all four case studies. Certainly, in the Grande Yellowhead Public 
School Division and A. H. Dakin School greater detail about this practice is provided because it is the instructional 
practice the teacher chose to highlight and it also aligns with an intensive practice of support at the school 
authority level to understand data. However, all case studies contain elements of balanced assessment and a focus 
on results. School authorities provide overarching support and guidance in examining data. The schools have 
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developed processes to examine data and take action. The use of a mix of formative and summative assessments, 
as well as a mix of teacher generated and standardized or diagnostic assessments are evident. Continuous 
assessment occurs in the classrooms as teachers seek student feedback through a number of strategies. Some 
strategies are quick, such as hand gestures or writing on a student whiteboard, while others were more involved 
requiring rubrics.  In all case studies, the school authorities and school have a history of solid results in Provincial 
Achievement Tests, but all participants note the importance of other types of assessment, particularly those that 
gauge progress on specific targeted areas of need over the course of the year. All participants emphasized the 
importance of aligning assessment with the specific learner outcomes. Student should be assessed on what they 
are taught and they should be taught using the Alberta program of studies.  

Engagement – Commitment and Belonging and Involvement 

Student Engagement – Highly Engaged 

Through observations of the students “in action” in the selected classrooms and from the feedback of the students 
on the Tell Them From Me survey, it is evident the students experience high levels of engagement. The students 
indicate they have high levels of acceptance and are valued by their peers. They view the time spent in class as 
effective and they can see a link between instruction and assessment. The students experience positive teacher-
student relations and view their teachers as responsive and encouraging. As a result, they find their classrooms are 
positive learning environments, with high expectation and feel they will be successful. 

The teachers, principals and central office personnel consider academic, social/emotion and institutional student 
engagement in their planning and practices.  Student academic engagement is a goal that is infused in classroom 
strategies. The focus on the elements of the Framework for Student Learning and particularly the adherence to the 
program of studies and specific learner outcomes with aligned balanced assessment provides clear expectation for 
students. Classrooms are collaborative spaces where students work in pairs, small and large groups. Students are 
engaged in project work and in some instances are working on “real life” problems. This finding is keeping with the 
results of a study of another effective Alberta school, Botha School. Weeks, Boxma and Maxwell (2009) found 
similarly that students in Botha were also engaged learners who had common goals and opportunities to problem 
solve and collaborate in a real world context. 

Studies indicate rural students who are socially engaged and feel supported by peers and teachers are more 
academically engaged. (Heubner & Mancini, 2008; Ludden, 2011. This study concurs with these findings. Supports 
are in place for students who experience social, emotional or behavioural issues. The focus of the educators is to 
provide a supportive environment where student can be involved. Because of the small rural or remote school 
environment, there are many opportunities for students to be involved. However, participants are aware that 
students have a variety of interests and needs, so they work to expand the boundaries of the school encouraging 
participation in 4H, sports and other community activities. Attendance and homework, except for the Low 
German-speaking population were not issues, but even with that population, the school has made significant gains 
in improving the students and parents commitment to the institution of schooling.  

Parent/Community Engagement – Respecting the Culture and Values 

In this study, the rural context is most apparent in the relationship between the school, teacher and principal with 
the parents and community. This is where the lifeworld of the rural context is most easily illustrated (Howley et al, 
2005). The parent community and larger rural community are linked with the school and interactions occur 
naturally. School personnel may straddle all three communities as parents, farmers, business owners and teachers 
or support staff. The participants share an understanding that having good relationships with parents and the 
community is integral to the success of school and their ability to provide an effective learning environment. In the 
rural context, the school, teachers and principal are highly visible. These findings are in keeping with other studies 
in rural education. The relationship between rural school and community are well documented and speak to the 
ease of developing trust, interconnectedness, common values, self-reliance and creative ways to solve resource 
issues, relationships between school leaders and community and the pre-existing relationship that all contribute to 
schools developing positive relationships with parents and the community (Barley & Beesley, 2007; Chance & 
Segura, 2009; Minner & Hiles, 2005).   
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However, small and rural does not necessary automatically result in good relationships. The participants work to 
understand the culture and values of parents and community, not just in a unique community, such as at 
Chamberlain School, but in each community.  Each rural community has its own rhythm, needs and expectations 
for their children. The participants model the professional and leadership practices of the educators that 
contribute to the development and sustaining of effective parent and community engagement. 

Professional and Leadership Practice - Capacity Building 

A strong culture of building capacity in professional and leadership practices is evident in the four rural school 
authorities and the selected remote and rural schools.  There is also alignment between professional practice and 
leadership practice.  

It is evident in the documentation and discussions with teachers, the leaders in the schools and school authorities 
are focused on student learning and create structures to ensure the professionals collaborate to build their own 
capacity and develop effective instructional practices.  This transformational leadership ability to facilitate a shared 
vision focused on learning and engaging followers in change corresponds to what researchers have found in other 
effective rural schools (Chance & Segura, 2009).  Each of the instructional practices highlighted by the teachers, 
whether balanced assessment, balanced literacy, building rapport, or focusing on the essentials align with the 
goals and direction of the schools that are focused on student engagement and improved instructional practice.  

Professional development events and professional reading or educational websites are rich resources for the 
participants. Access to online resources is particularly important because of distance from onsite events. 
Participants incorporate the strategies they have read about or encountered in professional development activities 
into their instructional and leadership practices. Individual professional learning is often aligned with school 
authority and/or school initiatives, but there is opportunity to tailor professional learning to school needs.  The  
Alberta Initiative for School Improvement and the professional development consortia are referenced provincial 
initiatives that provide significant professional learning, enrichment and alignment in professional practice in rural 
school authorities. 

A team or professional learning community approach is evident, as participants reference projects that are directly 
targeted to improving some aspect of their practice to improve teaching and learning. Participants use 
contemporary education literature to guide collaborative work. The focus of professional learning is student 
learning and achievement to build capacity in both teachers and instructional leaders. School authority leaders and 
principals provide the opportunity for teachers to collaborate with teachers in the school, across the school 
authority or with neighbouring divisions as in the Prairie Rose/Horizon project. Providing opportunity for 
collaboration with professional colleagues is supported by other studies as effective rural leadership practice 
(Chance & Segura, 2009; Trinidad & Broadley, 2010). 

IMPLICATIONS FOR RURAL EDUCATORS 

The findings of a qualitative study with a small, select sample of rural elementary school programs cannot be 
generalized to other rural school authorities, particularly because rural communities and rural schools are unique. 
However, this study does provide insight into some promising practices of some rural school authorities and some 
concrete examples in the case studies for rural elementary educators. This study offers hope for some rural 
elementary educators who are faced with declining enrolments due to rural depopulation, changing populations 
and pressure on resources. Success in rural elementary student achievement is within reach when instructional 
practice is firmly focused on student learning and engagement; technology is integrated in meaningful ways; 
inclusion means differentiation to meet student needs; and parents and community are engaged as partners. To 
achieve this, rural elementary educators need to consider how they approach building professional and leadership 
capacity through careful leveraging of resources. This study signals the importance of rural elementary 
programming as a foundation for rural student success and worthy of support by educational leaders.   

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE CONSIDERATIONS 

This study adds weight to the consideration of rural context as an advantage for students rather than a deficiency 
to overcome. Although this study’s results are not generalizable to the wide array of rural schools, the study 
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reassures stakeholders that students can receive a quality education in rural and remote Alberta schools. This is 
not confirmed just by the Alberta Accountability Pillar measures that brought the school authorities and schools 
into the study, but through the observations of their rural and remote elementary classroom environments, 
examination of documents and interviews with adult participants in the study. Perhaps, most telling is the student 
responses to the Tell Them From Me survey that confirms high levels of student engagement in the schools in the 
study.  

The participants in this study are grounded in contemporary instructional, professional and leadership practices. 
Contemporary instructional practices, including balanced literacy, balanced assessment, student rapport, 
integration of technology, student leadership capacity, inclusion and a focus on the essentials of teaching are 
evident in these rural elementary programs. Teaching the specific learner outcomes from the curriculum and 
aligning the assessment practices engages students and improves learning. Rural educational leaders in the study 
engage with teachers in collaborative professional learning communities to work on projects and initiatives 
focused on student learning and finding innovative solutions for the rural context.  

Technology integration engages students and enriches programming at the elementary level and extends access to 
programming in these schools.  However, this study revealed rural students have uneven access to technology.  
Working together to increase access to technology for all rural students is recommended. To accomplish this, some 
school authorities work with parents and partners like Computers for Schools to ensure that students have access 
to technology. Others share technology services to support their investments in technology for students. Rural 
leaders displayed concern with maintaining quality of instruction while broadening access.  To that end, they use 
the resources available in an effort to support teachers and provide professional learning to ensure rural students 
have quality elementary programming and access to technology in a seamless and meaningful manner. 

Continuing the dialogue about rural education and extending the dialogue to understand the how the rural context 
- the lifeworld - can be cultivated to connect student learning to the rural context is valuable. Perhaps a question 
that could be explored is how rural environment and culture can be better integrated into the curriculum. 
Research into the link between rural elementary instructional practices, rural high school instructional practices, 
high school completion and transition to high school and post-secondary is worthy of consideration. Why do some 
rural students do well in elementary and falter when they reach high school? Why do some rural students choose 
to pursue post-secondary education, while others do not? What are the promising practices in rural and remote 
high schools with strong histories of strong performance on accountability measures, including high school 
diploma results and high school completion and transition to post-secondary? As well, very little research 
specifically into inclusion practices and the integration of technology in rural education is available and could 
provide insight for rural educators.  

Unfortunately, because First Nations, Métis and Inuit students did not make up a significant population in the 
selected schools and classrooms as anticipated, their voice was not reflected in the study.  Follow up studies 
should be careful to include this group when setting the selection criteria for study, or a study specifically targeting 
this group and northern schools might provide specific insight into rural educational practices in these 
communities. 

The participants of the study were very courageous to allow researchers into their schools and classrooms. By 
allowing their identities to be shared, they open their doors to other rural educators who are searching for 
answers or simply wanting confirmation of their efforts. Perhaps this study will be one small step in creating a 
community of practice for rural educators. To that end, results of this study were shared at the March 2012 Rural 
Alberta Education Sustainability symposium.  The data gathered from the symposium is attached to this document 
in Appendices I and II to highlight the emerging and ongoing rural education areas of interest and the growing rural 
education community of practice in Alberta. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX I 

Rural Education Sustainability Symposium 

On March 2, 2012, Alberta Education hosted the Rural Education Sustainability Symposium in Red Deer, Alberta. 
Over 300 delegates, including educators, municipal councilors, school board trustees, parents, students and 
community members, attended the one-day event in person and over 100 joined through a real-time webinar.  
Honourable Thomas Lukaszuk, Education Minister, opened the day welcoming the delegates, reviewing some of 
the challenges and opportunities in sustaining rural education and fielding questions from the delegates.  

The day continued with a keynote address, ”Approaching Education with an Abundance Mentality,” by Dr. Dot 
Negropontes. She provided a brief overview of rural research and the findings of the Promising Practices in Rural 
Elementary Education study followed by a panel discussion of rural Alberta educational leaders on the uniqueness 
of a distinctively rural education.  After the morning plenary session, delegates dispersed to a number of breakout 
sessions that targeted specific topics critical to rural education sustainability. At the end of the day, Dr. Paulette 
Hanna and Dr. Negropontes summarized the highlights of the symposium.   

The following document summarizes the areas of interest and questions that emerged from the table talk 
following the Minister’s opening remarks and the keynote address and the highlights that emerged from the panel 
remarks of the rural Alberta educational leaders and the breakout sessions. Notes and comments have been 
edited for clarity, but every effort has been made to preserve the voices of the symposium participants.  

Table Talk 

After Minister Lukaszuk’s opening remarks and Dr. Negropontes’s keynote address, delegates were asked to 
discuss with others at their table what “tweaked” their interests and identify questions that were raised by the 
morning presenters.  

Delegates were interested in the notion of holding an abundance mentality perspective, in that, a rural education 
is not a deficit and it can be an advantage. Delegates perceived the rural elementary education research study as 
confirmation that exemplary schooling can be provided in a rural community. They noted a feeling of safeness and 
sense of team in rural schools, each child is perceived as unique, time and resources are vital and that messaging 
about the quality of rural education is important.  

The delegates expressed interest in research that focused on northern schools and schools with significant First 
Nation, Inuit and Métis populations. Delegates supported the notion of First Nations, Inuit and Métis deserving the 
same education as any other Albertan regardless of whether they are on or off-reserve. They encourage continued 
discussions with the federal government in respect to aboriginal education, particularly in funding agreements that 
encourage partnerships and collaboration and do not penalize or place funding at risk when partnerships are 
considered. 

Interest was expressed in the concept of improved or shared infrastructure and services in rural communities, 
particularly in the combination of community infrastructure, such as a health clinic, public library, museum, elder 
hostel, recreation centre, food services, school board office, police department, emergency medical service or 
greenhouse with a school. However, concern was expressed that some rural economic development could actually 
decrease rural populations and cause rural depopulation of residents, putting further strain on small rural schools. 
Delegates were interested in educational/community partnerships with organizations such as the chamber of 
commerce, business development office, industry preparation programs and provincial parks that could support 
school programs such as tourism, welding and energy or auto sales and service credentials at high school. 

Delegates raised a few areas of concern. Enabling rural access to high speed, affordable, operable Internet services 
for residents was seen as important. Interest was expressed in advocating that private telecommunication service 
providers enable all rural people with equitable access. Rural transportation for schools was also noted as an area 
of concern and delegates expressed an interest in examining the Alberta transportation model. Delegates noted 



 

 

Page - 68 Promising Practices In Rural Elementary Education – Appendices  

 

concerns with sustainable funding for the Alberta Initiative for School Improvement as it has had an important 
impact in rural schools. They also expressed concern regarding how a funding and program model for inclusive 
education will evolve in the rural context. 

The Minister’s opening remarks and the keynote address sparked a number of questions from the delegates that 
were recorded for future consideration as possible topics of future meetings, symposiums, research or planning, 
including: 

Rural Economic and Infrastructure Development 

 What controls does government have over industry to ensure that they do not destroy the landscape and 
rural lands so that people can remain on the land and continue to reside in the area?  

 How can a rural community that is essentially similar to an urban are, due to such rapid growth, deal with 
its challenges? 

 How are priorities established for capital upgrades and construction in rural communities? 

Further Educational Considerations 

 How many students return as adults to the rural communities (i.e. loss of students to the cities for four 
years of post-secondary training often results in a loss for a lifetime)? 

 Are rural students well prepared for post-secondary education? What factors impact rural students 
reading levels, achievement, high school completion, transition to post-secondary and comparisons to 
urban areas? Does rural student achievement drop off when they get to high school? 

 What steps are being taken to ensure equity of access to professional support services (i.e. speech 
pathologists, occupational therapists and educational psychologists)? How do we address the needs of 
students who drop out because of undiagnosed problems? 

 What about the recognition of rural students and their whole education/world smarts (i.e. driving abilities 
from a very young age, mechanics, cooking, the ability and necessity of these students to take on 
responsibility)?   

 What is the northern Alberta and First Nation, Métis and Inuit perspective? What about First Nation, 
Métis and Inuit rural schools? How are all rural jurisdictions working with aboriginal partners and 
neighbours? When research projects are funded, should they not include First Nation, Métis and Inuit? 

 Is videoconferencing and distance learning an acceptable, viable and legitimate means of providing a 
quality/ equitable education?  Are we utilizing these strategies to their potential? Where is distance 
education in rural education sustainability (i.e. potential for programming for First Nations, Métis and 
Inuit, high school programming and inclusion)? 

 What are the challenges of the rural context for teachers (i.e. volunteer fatigue, support for teachers)? 
What degree of effort does it take to provide students with a good education (i.e. wearing too many hats, 
no prep time, professional learning, teacher wellness, limited administrative time, travelling between 
schools)? What about recruiting and retaining teachers? 

 How do you see charter schools fit into rural education sustainability (i.e. an alternative to school 
closure)?  

 In rural Alberta, a large number of parents, primarily dads, work away from home. Some are gone two for 
three weeks at a time. This leaves the parenting burden with the mothers, who are essentially single 
parents. What affect does this have in building community capacity within the school? What about 
mobilizing community capacity to meet the needs of the schools? How do we foster a two-way approach 
where the community is welcome in the schools, not just parents? 

 How do we spread (mobilize) the research to schools that would benefit from promising practices? Is the 
use of standardized test scores to evaluate school success and then using those successes to support or 
determine further practices an appropriate approach to rural educational research? 

Rural Educational Leaders Panel Discussion  

A panel of rural educational leaders was asked to prepare responses to two questions. Unfortunately, time only 
allowed for the panel to respond to the first question discussing the uniqueness of rural education by identifying 
some of the signposts of a distinctively rural education. The second question addressed the question of whether 
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children in rural areas are in a deficit position and must overcome their rural education. The panel members have 
generously shared their speaking notes for both of these questions. Their responses to question one regarding the 
uniqueness of rural education are summarized below while their written responses to the second question 
regarding rural education as a deficit are included in Appendix II to ensure their responses are recorded for 
consideration in the on-going dialogue. 

Superintendent Roger Clarke, Fort Vermillion School Division; Superintendent Cheryl Gilmore, Horizon School 
Division; Superintendent Wes Neumeier, Prairie Land Regional Division; Superintendent Doug Nicholls, Prairie Rose 
School Division; and Assistant Superintendent Nancy Spencer-Poitras, Grande Yellowhead Public School Division, 
participated in the panel discussion. The following represents the notes that guided their responses to the issue of 
the uniqueness of rural education and some of the signposts of a distinctively rural education. 

Question 1: 

Is there really uniqueness about rural education? What differentiates it from metro and urban? What would you 
say are some of the signposts of a distinctively rural education? 

Superintendent Roger Clarke, Fort Vermillion School Division  

Rural education is unique. The opportunities for learning can be different, off campus agricultural opportunities for 
example. Schools tend to be hubs for the community. There are opportunities for exposure to sports, community 
events, the arts, etc. They are often located, facilitated and/or operated by the school as compared to the broader 
community taking on these roles in metro and urban areas. 

The definition of success might be different - what parents and community view as critical learnings are also 
different.  The occupations in rural areas tend to be less in the professional realm and more in the skilled labour 
areas.  Therefore, there is a greater need for students to learn practical hands-on skills, as opposed to possibly 
more academic streams.  I want to be careful to say that neither is exclusive in this regard. Rather, there is a 
greater tendency for one form of education over another. 

There are several signposts of distinctly rural education other than hands on and the measure of success may be 
significantly different, including: 

 Long bus rides to get to school 

 Significant travel to participate in activities like sports, science fairs, music festivals 

 Significant distances to supports and services 

 Sparsity of population 

 Teachers that need to be broader in their skill sets 

 Sustaining programs is a challenge 

 People know people, students know students, not lost in the crowd, more personal 

 The broader programming for students is reliant on the broader community 

 School structures are inclusive for all students 

 Solutions based rather than focused on issues 

Superintendent Cheryl Gilmore, Horizon School Division 

Rural education is distinct because school cannot be separated from community history and the story that history 
built. Every child in the community matters, every child is important, watched and his/her accomplishments 
celebrated. A graduating class of three or four students fills a hall. A high school student can forget skipping out to 
go downtown or on a cruise - someone will see them and their parents will know within the hour. No one is 
forgotten, no one falls through the cracks. When students come home as young men and women they inevitably 
visit the school that they do not separate from the experience of coming home or growing up.  

Rural education is unique in both its challenges and opportunities. With respect to challenges, I would say that 
there are three main factors that are interrelated: Sparsity and distance, economy of scale and viability. Sparsity 
and distance present transportation challenges – time to get to and from school as well as the distance for co-
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curricular and extra-curricular opportunities. Incorporating co-curricular activities such as swimming, skating, 
visiting a museum, participating in a music festival or going to a dramatic production are fairly significant with 
respect to time and cost. Distance can also create professional isolation, although technology and the ability to 
videoconference and access webcasts are starting to provide more opportunities for networking. Distance can also 
pose barriers for access to external services such as speech language and occupational therapy.  

Economy of scale presents challenges with facilities, the ability to offer a breadth of quality programs, multi-grade 
and multi-subject delivery structures and creating professional learning communities. With plant operations and 
maintenance weighing heavily on student count, keeping facilities operational can be difficult. Heating and lighting 
a school, keeping a school clean and the grounds kept, does not cost less because there are fewer students in a 
building. Breadth of programming can be difficult and multi-grade classes challenging. Cross-jurisdiction lateral 
structures need to be established to create professional learning communities for teachers who are isolated in 
their assignments. To accommodate lateral structures, rather than build time during the day, there needs to be full 
or part days scheduled for teachers to come together in learning teams from across the district. With teachers 
having responsibility for multiple grades or subjects, the lateral learning teams need to be scheduled on different 
days, so jurisdiction-wide professional development days do not necessarily accommodate ongoing professional 
work as a team.  

Viability is also a challenge. Schools and communities need to work together to keep schools sustainable. When a 
community loses its school, the hub of community activity, it has significant implications for the future of the 
community. 

Rural schools also have unique opportunities. Although it is challenging to offer a breadth of programming, the 
quality of education provided is excellent. Small numbers create a family environment where every student knows 
every teacher and every teacher knows every student and their families. Students report that they feel supported 
and are part of a caring environment. Staff have the ability to be very precise in meeting individual student 
learning needs and recognizing when a student needs additional support structures. It is more difficult for students 
to fall through the cracks and intervention can be provided early. Rural schools are the heart of the community. 
Student success and sharing their talents is not isolated – it is truly a community celebration of youth, their skills, 
talents and potential. Attending a graduation of five or six students in one of our communities is not a small 
gathering of family with a limited number of tickets. The entire community attends, filling the hall and showering 
the graduates with adoration. Pride is something that is shared throughout the community for all youth. Students 
also have the opportunity to participate fully in any given event. In some of our schools students know they need 
to participate on a team, or be in a play or be part of a music production, in order for one to exist. Being cut, from 
anything, is not an option. Students are part of schools that they remember as inextricably linked with home and 
their childhood experience. They volunteer next to their parents and other community members; they support one 
another and follow each other into their future. Schools are not just a place they leave to become successful 
adults; they are a place they come home to. Rural schools also provide opportunity for invention and 
collaboration. Schools, school boards and community partnerships are central to ongoing success and viability.  

Superintendent Wes Neumeier, Prairie Land Regional Division 

There is no one unified definition that adequately captures “rural education” as it is experienced by students 
across Alberta. In Prairie Land Regional Division No. 25, rural education is typified by small numbers of students in 
multi-grade classes in K-12 schools and by teachers who are responsible for a wide range of subjects and grades. 
The student population is somewhat homogenous in makeup; there is a family atmosphere and a cooperative 
learning environment. 

In rural schools student/teacher relationships tend to be rapport versus role-oriented and are typified by a 
noticeably relaxed informality. In rural community and schools, “family, stability and local roots” take precedence 
over metro/urban values of “mobility, acquisitions and status” (Hardre, Sullivan, & Crowson, 2009). 

One clear signpost of a rural education is that students are likely to be engaged in planning, organizing and 
participating in school and community events and a great percentage of students assume leadership functions that 
contribute to the culture and climate of their schools and communities. In rural communities, the school-
community relationship tends to be tight and community governance is valued. Civic participation is modeled and 
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taught. Research indicates that urban/metro centers view education as a vehicle for change compared to rural 
communities where people view their schools as centers for community cohesion and continuity. 

In the 21
st

 Century, the co-construction of knowledge has become a valued learning competency, recognized for its 
capacity to solve complex problems. I submit to this symposium that as a result of their communal structure, rural 
schools will serve as centers of excellence for the co-construction of knowledge as this learning competency 
becomes more valued, assessed and central to the curriculum. 

One of the interesting highlights that research into rural versus urban learning has uncovered for me is the 
disparity in the way rural and urban students experience self-efficacy. A significantly smaller proportion of rural 
students link effort with success: The notion that, “If I try, I will succeed.”  There are implications regarding 
teaching and learning methodologies that link success with effort and that ensure curriculum relevance, student 
engagement in meaningful learning, differentiation and scaffolding for success. 

Superintendent Doug Nicholls, Prairie Rose School Division 

I have had the good fortune to have worked in urban, metro and rural school divisions.  They all have their 
challenges and are unique in their own way. I have worked in schools ranging from 15 students to 1700.  The last 
six years I have been superintendent of schools in Prairie Rose School Division, which encompasses over 29,000 
square kilometers serving approximately 3,600 students.  With 17 public schools, 15 colony schools and an 
outreach school, some of the challenges and rewards of being a part of rural education are memorable.  I am 
hopeful that you will be able to identify with the following, as you must be a rural educator or rural trustee if you: 

 See more wildlife than cars on some drives to your schools 

 Drive five hours for a 30 minute meeting 

 Are aware that students buy their bus driver a Christmas present 

 Recognize that the 70 minute bus ride for those same students has ten minutes of pavement 

 Have difficulty getting specialty services to distant schools 

 Call your spouse after a school council meeting to make sure she knows which route you are taking home 
and what your estimated time of arrival will be  

 Observe that the vast majority of staff transfer requests seem to involve moving closer to the major 
center in the area 

 Are aware that a multi-graded class does not usually mean two grades but three and more 

 Have had to experience a rural school closure and all of the ramifications of that decision 

 Observe all four teachers at a school, trying to deliver a wide-ranging academic program for their students 
as well as coaching after school 

 Know that the instructional costs in your largest school might be $6,000 per student and they might be 
$15,000 per student in your smallest school 

 Have attended a high school graduation with seven students on the stage and  400 in the audience 

 Believe that you are part of a strong school system, not a system of schools 

 Want to maximize resources to your schools because your core belief is that every student in the 
province, regardless of where that student lives,  deserves a quality Alberta education 

 Feel that there must be a clear vision for rural education and you have a passion to be part of that 
conversation 

So are we unique?  I believe the answer is obvious and the bottom line is, we are extremely proud to serve rural 
students. 
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Assistant Superintendent Nancy Spencer-Poitras, Grande Yellowhead Public School Division 

I can speak from knowledge of both urban-metro and rural as I was with metro board for 25 years as teacher and 
administrator. 

Relationships are very important in both areas, but there is a difference in the depth with rural relationships. Every 
person in rural Alberta takes responsibility for each and every child's success; the entire community celebrates and 
grieves together. We unfortunately had a death of a student in a school and people were contacting us to let us 
know the other students who would be affected by this so we could support them as well. 

Rural Alberta does not have the specialists or services that are available in large urban centres. What I thought was 
the norm for all schools was different in rural Alberta. When I was living in Edmonton and I needed a specialist I 
just phoned for one and they were available, and if I needed assistance in solving a situation I just called someone. 
In rural Alberta we do not have these opportunities but instead we work together to solve whatever the issue is 
and make it be the best for kids.  

We train our staffs to be trainers of others so everyone is developing capacity in areas and sharing their 
knowledge. This develops a sense of responsibility with all staff for assisting and being responsible for each and 
every student. This is a "can do" mentality! 

Breakout Session Highlights 

The following summary represents the data that emerged from the electronic notes taken during the breakout 
sessions, as well as data gathered in some sessions through group discussions recorded on chart paper or on group 
recording forms. Schools and school jurisdictions presented on promising practices, including teaching practices, 
curriculum and institutional structures. Alberta Education and other ministries presented information and input 
sessions on a variety of topics related to sustaining rural education. 

Rural Education as an Asset  

Although delegates and presenters acknowledged and discussed challenges, rural education was viewed as an 
asset in several breakout sessions. The following statements provide a sample of the tone of participants’ 
comments: 

 Student engagement is at the centre of student success.  It is important to connect each and every 
student to their school and what they are learning. Our schools are places where people want to be, not 
where people have to be. 

 Hard to think of any disadvantages to learning in small rural schools. Our schools are flexible, innovative 
and caring places that get great results and smiles from our children and are the pride of the community.  

 The agreement that there are real opportunities and strengths about being a rural jurisdiction.  We need 
to celebrate that. 

 A huge advantage is that the local community sees the school as a critical centre of the community and is 
highly committed to sustain and serve their community school. Schooling is a joint effort between the 
school and the community. Everyone in the community is involved. 

 Strong relationships and sense of belonging needs to be part of school culture and should be a best 
practice. 

 Family literacy nights which includes the parents and community and all students working, learning and 
having fun with school staff. 

 We make connections to students, families, each other. They are all our students. We see unlimited 
potential for all of our kids. We have a responsibility to each other. 

 School leaders are also responsible for gopher control. I bet that is unique to rural schools! We also have 
to worry about moose, snakes and cows as well as kids on the playground. 

 Our school has a curling rink, skating rink, library and many, many fields. 
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Multi-graded classroom 

The following summary captures the comments about multi-graded classrooms, which focus on this structure as a 
promising practice, not just a solution to declining enrolment: 

 The success of multi-age learning happens largely due to the strong sense of community. There is a real 
need for strong organization and creativity in terms of the teaching to differentiate for all students in a 
multi-graded classroom. Teaching is more complex. Teacher preparation courses need to develop 
teachers who can handle this. The success of multi-age learning often correlates to the skill of the teacher. 

 We need to educate parents (and some teachers) that the multi-age classrooms are effective learning 
environments.  We need to advocate and promote the value of this kind of learning. 

 Students leave multi-graded classrooms with a rich sense of community, a strong realization of 
responsibility. Peer-coaching is important.  It develops leadership skills and other important life skills.  
Collaboration is important. It enhances the learning environment.  Kids experience a growth in building 
capacity to both learn and lead. 

 Delegates posed a number of questions and offered some solutions: 
o Why are larger schools reluctant to offer multi-graded classes when we know the benefits that 

this learning environment offers?  Why can we not spread this across jurisdictions?  A possible 
answer is teachers' philosophies and or reluctance to take this on. 

o Could Alberta Education develop curriculum specific to a triple-graded classroom?  Some schools 
develop a three-year curriculum plan. 

o Multi-graded classrooms are great.  But, what is the limit?  Is there some kind of minimum 
number of staff and/or students that would suggest that the quality of learning would be in 
jeopardy? 

Connecting Curriculum to Rural Community: Green Certificate 

The Green Certificate Program presentation outlined a number of elements: 

 There is a need to train people to take over farms for the future.  We are suffering from a shortage of 
farmers now that is becoming more desperate. 

 This is a great program for students who are already engaged in learning on the farm. The student 
portfolio is a wonderful way to share the achievements of students. Green Certificate students are going 
to post-secondary with hopes to return to the farm. Transporting students to testing centers is a 
challenge. 

 Schools need to enhance communication about these kinds of programs. There is a need to recognize 
Green Certificate and Tech Prep graduates by putting up grad picture posters in all schools. 

 Alberta Agriculture has developed Farming 101 for teachers who have never been on a farm but must 
supervise students on farms.  This is an orientation to farming.  It is important that teachers are 
enthusiastic and support agricultural courses, such as the Green Certificate.  There is some reluctance 
from farmers about teachers visiting students on the farm. 

 Teachers do not do farm safety inspections.  Training students with an attitude for safety is the most 
effective way to change the number of accidents rather than addressing farmers’ ways of doing things.  
Partnerships with post-secondary partners, such as Olds College, have helped in the development of 
safety programs and increase student access to student safety programming. 

Engaging Mennonite and Hutterite students 

Engaging Mennonite and Hutterite students requires educators to consider: 

 It is important to understand the culture and community. Educators work with the Hutterian Brethren 
Elders and hold annual meetings. It is important to recognize who are the leaders and decision-makers. 

 Low German Speaking Mennonites left Canada because of the Manitoba school crisis for Mexico. They are 
returning because of economic necessity and a lack of safety. The students are Canadians born abroad.  

 Educators are responsible to create culturally comfortable learning environments, sensitive to the 
communities of these students. Teachers require support to develop programs for their unique students. 
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First Nations, Métis and Inuit Collaborative Framework 

Delegates discussed how to increase First Nations, Métis and Inuit parent and community engagement through the 
development and implementation of a collaborative framework. The following summarizes their responses to a 
series of questions posed to them: 

 What can school jurisdictions do to increase First Nations, Métis and Inuit parent and community 
engagement? 

o Is the dialogue two-way between school and parents or much broader (i.e. school, community 
and parents, on and off reserve)? What are their common needs? What do they want other to 
know that might be unique to them? 

o Recognize need to build rapport and trust but also a concern that there will continue to be two 
solitudes. 

o Continue to invite Aboriginal leaders and parents to meetings and to schools, plan together, go 
to their communities, know protocols involved and work to create positive relationships – post 
residential schooling. 

o Recognize the loss of native languages and culture, and consider how to preserve the language 
and culture of the aboriginal groups and understand aboriginal groups do not want to be 
assimilated. 

o Consider the design of buildings (i.e. circle, teepees). 
o Our schools have taken parent-teacher interviews to the parents by holding the interviews on 

the reserve with great success for parental involvement.  
o With the diversity of some of our schools, we do everything we can to incorporate all cultures. 

 How can school communities be involved in First Nations, Métis and Inuit collaborative frameworks and 
parent engagement? 

o Once relationships have been established, school communities can celebrate and promote 
Aboriginal traditions within the schools, can participate in Aboriginal celebrations on reserve 
(with invitation) and schools can have a parent council with First Nations, Métis and Inuit 
representatives. 

o Bands need to embrace schools as their own and this takes time. 

 How can resources help you shape your professional development about collaborative framework and 
parent engagement? 

o A website would allow others to share best practices /initiatives. 
o Resources will broaden educators’ perspectives and practices. 

 What other supports do school jurisdictions need? 
o Jurisdictions need help to build relationships by building on connections and encourage 

partnerships. Building trust takes time. 
o Jurisdictions need to find opportunities for students and flexibility in their programs and 

celebrate student success (i.e. high school flexibility program). 
o Support is needed in developing connections and negotiations with the band. Jurisdictions get 

one step forward towards student success and then are pulled back three or four steps because 
of bureaucracy. Jurisdictions need the support and resources for the position of a liaison worker 
that works for the support of the child and not just the band or jurisdictions wants and needs. 

o Government officials should ensure that our First Nations, Métis and Inuit students and families 
on reserves receive adequate educational funding. Reserve schools should not be funded less 
than other schools. They should have access to reliable transportation, decent roads and 
services. We need to ensure that we build the capacity of our Aboriginal leaders to be active in 
politics, education, health matters and economic development.  We need to be political 
advocates at federal and provincial levels. 

Technology Integration 

Technology integration in rural schools was part of the discussion in several of the breakout sessions. One 
jurisdiction presenter asserted:  
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“Not a backwater, our classrooms have interactive whiteboards, netbooks for each child, online 
collaboration and project creation, videoconferencing (International), digital cameras, computers for 
video editing and a media creation lab. We have students and teachers who know how to use it all for 
engaging learning and that is helping our student stay in school and do very, very well.” 

As well, the following ideas about technology integration were shared: 

 By using technology and quality teaching, rural schools provide every advantage to every student. It also 
provides for 21

st
 Century learning skills that position rural students very well for their future.  Technology 

expands learning beyond the classroom to other classrooms across the country or around the world. 
Technology has expanded the level of learning exponentially in short period of time.  Technology helps 
kids learn from each other. Technology helps students to be co-creators of knowledge.  Technology helps 
in inclusion in rural classrooms by “leveling the playing field.” 

 Jurisdictions have sustained innovation through technical infrastructure, organizational leadership and 
instructional practice. Rural schools leverage a wide variety of resources and methods and are always 
engaged in new ways and new resources. Technology has changed the way teachers teach; it is used 
throughout the day, every day. Technology integration has changed incrementally.  There has been a 
pedagogical shift from teacher-centered to student-centered practice. 

 Student engagement is enhanced through technology use. Technology allows students to access visual 
learning tools and videos, which engages students.  Interactive whiteboards have resulted in student 
learning that is interactive and engaging. Technology gives access to enrichment activities and information 
they would not otherwise have or limited access to. Introduction of technology had led to improved 
student achievement and improved student behavior in the classroom. 

 Technology sustainability is funded through multiple sources, but it is a challenge. In a small school if you 
cannot leverage overtime through, keeping up with technology would impossible. It is necessary to think 
outside the box to enable to rural schools to flourish. 

Rural Education Structures 

Delegates and presenters discussed educational structures that address rural educational sustainability, including:  

 There is a need to really begin to make sense of the concept "a system of schools versus schools in a 
system."  The walls of schools need to come down to work collaboratively with neighboring schools. 
Teachers and students are collaborating with others. There is an opportunity for jurisdictions to also 
collaborate.  To sustain rural education, "community" should be redefined to maximize learning. 

 In terms of a school calendar, jurisdictions are moving away from just talking about hours and holidays, 
but to really create something that positively impacts students and learning.  The motive must be driven 
by student and parent needs.  Professional development days are held on a Friday to extend the weekend 
or holiday.  Long breaks before provincial testing may need to be addressed.  Division-wide calendar 
allows for consistency around making sure that there is a long period of time for learning before a break.  
Year round schooling or modified calendars may be an option to explore. 

 Related to the calendar discussion is the issue of timetabling to allow partnerships between jurisdictions 
and schools to share teachers or resources through videoconferencing or teachers teaching at more than 
one site.  This can provide expert specialist teachers in Career and Technology Studies or group small 
numbers of students together from multiple schools. 

Workforce Challenges 

Once of the key challenges of rural educational sustainability was the attraction, retention and development of 
staff. A session targeted to discuss this challenge raised the following issues: 

 Rural boards need to compete for teachers with an enrolment growth provincially and with urban school 
boards. 

 There are many demands on workforce, including retirement, mobility, attrition, diversity, substitute 
teachers, professional development and experience with teaching First Nation, Métis and Inuit students. 
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 A number of factors affect retention, including some teachers leaving the profession, leaving the 
community or the leadership in the school.  

 Not everyone is cut out for a rural lifestyle, so there may be a need to search for applicants who have a 
connection to a rural community. 

 It is not just about attracting teachers, but also trades people, bus drivers, administrative staff and 
paraprofessionals. 

 Strategies should include recruiting from across the country. Many Alberta graduates do not want to 
move north. Need to explore the two studies of human resources practices in northern Alberta to 
understand what worked and why some teachers stayed while others left.  

 Bursaries or partnerships with other community agencies could be utilized to attract or retain local talent 
(i.e. teacher bursaries to target specialty teachers; consider career and technology studies training during 
undergraduate years).  

Transportation 

Challenges in rural Alberta with respect to transportation related to declining enrolments, long bus rides, finding 
bus operators and fuel tax complexities were highlighted. Additional issues included: 

 One challenge is how to include kids in afterschool help and sports [and other activities] when they have 
to catch the bus?  We cannot have many after school activities when most of the kids take the bus.  Our 
kids cannot stay afterschool. 

 Jurisdictions are interested in any opportunities to partner with other jurisdictions as a pilot project. 
Opportunities include the ability to have cooperative transportation arrangements between jurisdictions 
and introducing through pilot projects in rural ride time reduction or school buses equipped with Wi-Fi.  
Wi-Fi would allow students to do homework on the bus or communicate with teachers after school. 

 Delegates asked how transportation funding changes would change with the new Education Act. 

 There are issues related to safety of students. For example, Alberta Education should consider providing 
services to students who live within the 2.4 km and need to walk on major routes or cross major routes. 

Collaborative Leadership  

The following ideas emerged in a session targeted to discuss municipal and school board collaboration: 

 Clear communication from school boards would help municipalities forecast when a school or community 
is potentially at risk.  This type of relationship is starting too late and needs to be part of the partnership 
established by school districts and municipalities when both entities are viable and sustainable.  School 
boards can see enrollment trends from reviewing fall enrollment and are aware of enrolment trends for a 
particular school/district.  School closures affect viability of community (water, sewer, etc.).  If a school 
closes, costs increase to rest of community.  Each community is different. There is a lack of understanding 
by school boards of the many and varied municipalities (hamlets, villages, towns, etc.) that exist within 
the school jurisdiction.  As well, there is a need to define rural and remote, because the two terms are 
different. 

 Municipalities can work with school boards to ensure that there is strong vibrancy and connectivity in 
rural communities.  Capacity building should occur between municipalities and school boards to sustain 
viability of the rural communities.  Perhaps embedding community renewal into the Alberta Municipal 
Sustainability Strategy process would be beneficial.  There is a need to move toward the idea that public 
facilities are not the exclusive domain of one elected body or another; need to remember that there is 
only one public body and all elected officials and employees have an obligation to ensure that they get 
the big picture. Bureaucratic silos are human-created or legislated, whereas human beings and 
communities transcend such boundaries.  Current taxation and revenue formulas serve to silo/isolate the 
functions of boards and municipalities, making it difficult for them to support each other.  The desire to 
collaborate is there, but bureaucratic processes and rules make it difficult. 

 In one particular school division, information-sharing meetings between the municipal council and school 
boards are regularly scheduled throughout the terms of both elected bodies. They have also started on a 
process to review joint use of facilities.  There is a need to scale up these meetings to action, collaboration 
and co-creation and implementation.  Other communities have tried to work together on community 
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development with mixed results.  However, several examples of municipal and school board cooperation 
to develop programs exist, such as family resource worker programs; construction and maintenance staff 
partnerships; building construction partnerships; and library and technology partnerships 

Alberta Funding Framework 

An Alberta Funding Framework overview provided a venue for delegates to discuss funding. An issue of concern 
was in regards to funding for inclusive education. Delegates desire transitional, sustainable and predictable 
funding. Increased funding transparency is a goal of Alberta Education.  Funding issues were also raised in other 
sessions in relation to technology, staffing and transportation. 

Concluding Remarks 

The Rural Education Sustainability Symposium provided a venue for rural educators to join together with other 
stakeholders to explore some of the issues affecting rural education sustainability. Dialogue about opportunities 
and challenges in providing and sustaining exemplary rural education permeated discussions of educational 
research, student engagement, learning and achievement; instructional practices; technology integration 
collaborative leadership, jurisdiction structures and resources; initiatives and partnerships during the morning 
plenary and continued into the breakout sessions. The day was a celebration of the abundance mentality in rural 
education, but it also provided a venue to discuss challenges and practical solutions to issues of rural education 
sustainability, particularly in relation to sparsity and distance, economy of scale and viability, rural depopulation 
and changing rural populations. The data gathered from the symposium will be reviewed for consideration as 
schools, school districts, municipalities, Alberta Education and other ministries and community partners plan for 
the future of rural education sustainability.  
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APPENDIX II 

Written Panel Response to Question Two 

In preparation for the panel discussion at the Rural Education Sustainability Symposium, educational leaders were 
asked to prepare for a second question. Although time did not allow for them to share their thoughts on this 
question, we have included their written comments in an effort to share their thoughts.  Superintendent Roger 
Clarke, Fort Vermillion; Superintendent; Cheryl Gilmore, Horizon School Division; Superintendent Wes Neumeier, 
Prairie Land Regional Division; Superintendent Doug Nicholls, Prairie Rose; and Assistant Superintendent Nancy 
Spencer-Poitras, Grande Yellowhead Public School Division, participated in the panel discussion.  

Question Two: 

Some statistics indicate children in rural areas are in a deficit position and must overcome their rural education. 
However, many educational leaders in rural Alberta have turned challenge into opportunities that enhance rural 
education and result in high achievement. Please share with us one example of how you have taken a challenge in 
your rural jurisdiction and turned it into an opportunity to improve student learning and achievement.  

Superintendent Roger Clarke, Fort Vermillion  

The Fort Vermilion School Division’s student demographic profile is quite unique when compared to any other 
location in the province. What we have learned over time is that a traditional educational program is not working 
in terms of increasing high school completion statistics. The economics of our region center on forestry, agriculture 
and oil/gas. As a result, many people are employed in what might be considered “blue collar” occupations. Our 
response to what our data is telling us is that the students need learning opportunities that are relevant to the 
community and cultural context. Therefore, we have developed a number of programs which increase student 
engagement in a real work setting. Two such programs are: 

 BLAST Program - "Busy Serving and Learning Together" In this program students travel to a real job site on 
a technology-equipped bus. The bus is towing an enclosed trailer filled with quality tools and the 
equipment needed to perform the project. Some of the projects to date have been constructing sheds for 
customers, renovating classrooms, creating cold storage areas, landscaping and building a 
mechanics/construction outbuilding. The students gain credits toward their high school diploma while 
learning real employability skills in real life situations. 
 

 Rocky Acres Program - The 2011/2012 school year is the first year of a three-year pilot project. The 
students will be involved in operating a farm on nearby Rocky Lane Agricultural land. At the end of the 
three-year creation phase, students will be learning skills in grain farming, greenhouse products, small 
animal husbandry, vegetable crops and a through horse riding school. During the building phase, students 
will be active participants in planning and constructing the needed resources such a greenhouse, 
barn/stable, corrals and mechanics/construction outbuilding. These projects fit well in the culture and 
context of the area. At the end of year three, the project will be operated on a business platform and 
should be self-sufficient. Partners in this project with Fort Vermillion School Division are the Rocky Lane 
Agricultural Society, Mackenzie County, Rural Alberta Development Fund, Alberta Education and the 
Beaver First Nation. 

In conclusion, our geography, demographics and community cultures are being converted to positive attributes 
rather than deficits. 

Cheryl Gilmore, Horizon School Division 

First and foremost, students are personally supported – it is hard to fall through the cracks. Studies show that one 
of the critical indicators of high school completion is a student’s sense of belonging. Small schools are optimal for 
creating school and classroom environments with high levels of student engagement – both in learning and out of 
class activity. When students come to an environment where they feel safe, secure and supported, barriers to 
learning are reduced. 
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I indicated that a rural context provides opportunity for invention and thinking out of the box. Challenges for 
delivery of breath of instruction can be met in creative ways. For example, specialty subject areas in Horizon are 
supported with centralized curriculum development. We have Career and Technology Studies travelling boxes so 
that teachers do not have to be specialists or spend planning time for the delivery of hands-on Career and 
Technology Studies courses. The boxes are equipped with lesson plans including videos if necessary, assessment, 
all the necessary equipment and consumable supplies. The boxes range from making end tables to sewing, glass 
etching, printmaking, making lamps and constructing rockets. We also have travelling boxes for elementary music. 
Videoconferencing also provides opportunities for program breadth. One of our most successful videoconferencing 
classes is high school art. A number of different schools hook up with our art specialist at the largest high school 
and have experienced great personal success in a high school art program. We have also partnered with Prairie 
Rose and are receiving an exceptional division two French program at one of our smallest schools.  

Rural schools are also the perfect context for being very precise with school goals and instructional focus. In his 
book, Breakthrough, Michael Fullan talks about the 3Ps of success – precision, personalization and professional 
learning. Great leadership in our schools combines with exceptional staff to actualize the 3Ps in a small context. 
Chamberlain School is one example of how the leader and staff capitalized on their context. Having the unique 
challenge of over 80% English language learners, the school was very precise in its focus – literacy. The small 
number of students allowed precision in assessment and intervention strategies. Intervention is personalized and 
differentiated instruction in whole class settings is simply how things are done. A small, cohesive staff is also 
precise in their professional learning. Over the course of the last two years the staff has focused on literacy 
strategies for English language learners in all classrooms in all subjects. They meet regularly and learn together. 
The principal is a strong leader and has developed a climate of learning pervasive in the student body and staff. 
The success of the learners is tracked closely and has increased dramatically, as measured by provincial testing, 
English language learners benchmarks, intervention program assessment and teacher assessment.  

 

Superintendent Wes Neumeier, Prairie Land Regional Division 

With regards to the question regarding rural student achievement, I want to clarify that when the statistics on 
student achievement are sufficiently disaggregated to compare demographically similar student achievement in 
rural and urban communities, rural students experience only slightly less to equal achievement levels. In some 
studies, rural student in-school achievements have been noted to be higher than urban student in-school 
achievements, but their provincial examination and university achievements require greater explanation in order 
to better understand the community, school and teaching and learning contexts that contribute to these results. A 
global comparison of student achievement results is misinformed, inaccurate in its conclusions and serves merely 
to ‘inferiorize’ rural education. Greater research into this issue needs to be completed and published in order for 
governments, school boards, educators and communities to work together in order to provide relevant learning 
contexts, curricular outcomes, teaching and learning activities, supports and resources. There are significant rural 
strategies that need to be employed in education in order to ensure relevance for rural students and in order to 
support an education that is in the best interest of rural communities, families and students. 

Superintendent Doug Nicholls, Prairie Rose 

To identify one challenge that has been turned into an opportunity to improve student learning and achievement 
is difficult.  I could discuss a list that would include providing services to the schools, supporting division-wide 
committee work, coordinating effective professional development and recruiting staff particularly in specialty 
areas.  I could also speak on the benefit of keeping as many small schools open as possible. 

If I must choose one area that I believe is making a difference for our students it would be our teachers utilizing a 
variety of strategies including an extensive use of technology.  Our teachers are offering several videoconference 
courses from elementary to high school with over 4,000 sessions booked this semester alone.  The teachers’ 
willingness to take on this challenge has added programming to small schools and increased flexibility at the 
receiving site.  The student results are consistently high in these classes and, while direct face-to-face teacher 
instruction is always preferred, the commitment of our teachers and the eagerness of many students to embrace 
videoconferencing is providing options.  I must point out that the Alberta Initiative for School Improvement 
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program has had a tremendous impact on our teachers’ familiarity with interactive whiteboards and the 
development of resources.  For a rural school division like ours, this is but one example of how the Alberta 
Initiative for School Improvement program has made a huge difference for students.   

It seems at this point, one of challenges with videoconferencing acceptance is with the parents.  Prairie Rose held a 
system-wide rural symposium in late September with over 50 in attendance and it was made very clear to us by 
our parents that the traditional model was still the preferred option.  While we recognized that, we also pointed 
out other options including a blended program where classrooms could be accessed from home and an adjusted 
school year, which many districts have had in place for several years.  We examined the possibility of Wi-Fi on 
busses and what that might mean to our students’ learning day.  As the technology continues to evolve, our 
students will become increasingly familiar using it within the school context.  We already have students accessing 
their videoconferencing class from their parent’s car on the way to an appointment.  Where will we be in five to 
ten years? 

In terms of next steps, we are very excited about our involvement in the Wi-Fi on busses pilot project.  
Furthermore, we have suggested to Alberta Education that a provincial approach to videoconferencing is the next 
logical step.  It is our hope that the department will consider initiating a project where perhaps five full-time 
equivalent positions could be funded.  School systems could make application to the department to deliver 
videoconferencing to other jurisdictions and receive the appropriate staffing time.  In my opinion, this would be 
one strong strategy to promote further cooperation between rural school systems throughout the province but 
most importantly, add options for our students. 

Facilitating rural-specific discussions is helpful and Prairie Rose would like to thank the Minister and the 
department for organizing this symposium.  We look forward to the rest of the program to hear about promising 
practices from our rural counterparts and we believe that an annual rural conference warrants consideration. 

Nancy Spencer-Poitras, Grande Yellowhead Public School Division 

Some statistics indicate that rural students are in a deficit position.  I disagree with this statement our students 
have more opportunities to visit the world through technology. The technology in rural Alberta is far more 
advanced than the urban areas simply because we want to ensure our students are receiving a great education.  
Maybe it is not equal but it is at the very least equitable. When we are looking for information or everyday 
relevance and we do not have the “expertise” in this area, we go out to the world and find the expert and offer a 
videoconference with them. Or if they do not have videoconferencing experience we get out teachers to develop 
the content to match the curriculum and then we teach them how to deliver the information through 
videoconference. We do experiential education every day in rural Alberta through the use of our videoconference 
or through utilizing the geographical surroundings, such as, our Palisades Center at Jasper. 


