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WHAT WE HEARD

A SYNTHESIS OF THE CENTRAL IDEAS OF THE SYMPOSIUM

INTRODUCTION

At the education research symposium, over 100 participants had discussions that covered a range of topics and clustered around the following questions:

· From your perspective, what is the one big question that we need to answer for the ECS-grade 12 learning system?

· What research initiative would make the biggest difference to young people in the learning system?

· How can we work together to ensure that we learn our way to the next Alberta?

The discussions and presentations can be grouped into five dominant categories:

1. Defining the 21st century learner and having this definition drive an education research focus.

2. Mitigating risk for students who are not succeeding through the development of a research focus that meets their needs.

3. Being willing to “re-invent” the current education system in order that the research, policy and practice continuum can be nurtured.

4. The need for an Alberta wide education research framework to determine what should happen next.

5. An eagerness to continue to work together to collaborate on an education research focus for Alberta. 

These five categories of discussion are explored further below. The content of this summary is taken from:

· The summary comments presented by the breakout groups

· The flip chart notes taken by the recorders in each room

· The ideas contained in the presentations

· The moderator’s observations.

FIVE CENTRAL IDEAS

1. We need to define what kind of learner should leave the ECS to Grade 12 school system in order to determine the education system’s research priorities.

Key questions/ issues: 

· What do students need to know?

· What do they need to learn in school?

· What makes a successful learner for the global community?

· What do you young people need to learn in school that will help them to have a good life?

· How much of the school system is setting them up for success in a new, technologically advanced global economy?

· Are we too focused on conveying content rather than developing a student’s ability to synthesize and understand ideas?

· Are we using what we know about brain development to enhance student learning?

· Education research has to be about making the system better for children.

· Are we using technology to its best advantage?

· How does teacher learning impact student learning?

· What does it mean to be educated?

· Is the home-school connection effective in preparing the “whole” child for life? Are parents true partners in the education system currently?

· Should we include the entire community in the definition of what it means to be a successful learner?

2. What are we doing for children who are not succeeding in school – and should a collaborative research agenda be built to meet their needs?

Key questions/ issues: 

· Every child deserves to reach his/ her full potential.

· We will have to change the system in order to accommodate kids who are failing – rather than expecting them to change.

· How can we better meet the needs of FNMI students?

· We have such a range of student needs in our schools; we will have to become more agile at meeting their needs.

· How do we address the complexity that greater numbers of ESL students represents?

3. The education system has remained fairly constant for 100 years. It needs to shift to become a learning system, and our collective approach to research should be around systemic change.

Key questions/ issues: 

· Are we willing to shift the curriculum?

· How can the system make time for research partnerships?

· How can the system foster trust so that research partnerships can flourish?

· Are we willing to stop doing some things so that we can find time in the school day for new approaches to learning?

· Are we preparing teachers adequately for the students they encounter?

· Are teachers preparing students for the world they will encounter?

· How does the research-practice divide get bridged?

· How do we end silo thinking?

· Do we have the creativity, flexibility, and risk taking ability to re-invent the school system?

· How can we re-structure schooling to address the growing diversity and complexity of student learning needs?

· Real change will need to be planned for, championed and sustained

· How can teachers apply new knowledge in ways that will make a difference to the classroom experience?

4. We must devote time and energy to developing an education research framework for Alberta.

Key questions/ issues: 

· What are we doing with our existing research?

· Are our current research processes working?

· Is there a plan to develop a research fund for Alberta?

· We must proceed carefully to identify education research priorities for Alberta, this is just the beginning of the discussion

· There is real value in collaborative discussions

· An education research framework would include:

· inventory of existing research and learning projects (and the dollars spent on those)

· identification of research gaps

· inventory of existing research partnerships and where the potential for others may lie

· a description of the connection between the research currently underway and the province’s Goals of Education and Accountability Pillar

5. Developing a strategic education research focus for Alberta is a good idea – but it will have to emerge from further discussion.

Key questions/ issues: 

· Any research focus for the province will have to have clearly delineated goals and purpose statements

· Knowledge mobilization is critical to any education research initiative and must form the basis of future discussions

· Is a focus on particular kinds of research in the province a good idea, or does it limit research potential? 

· How should existing and new research be shared?

· Is a common university/ government/ schools/ partner research database a good idea?

· How do we make it easier for teachers to access research that will help them in their classrooms?

· How do we create a culture of ongoing research, policy development and practice in Alberta?

· How do we ensure that government education priorities don’t drive the education research agenda for the province?

· We may have to be open to re-thinking AISI in the context of this broader discussion on system-wide education research

· The critical relationship is between the teacher and the learner – how do we strengthen that relationship so that students can experience maximum success?

NEXT STEPS

The Symposium’s objectives were to: 

· Identify current research priorities and themes related to learning that are emerging in our respective organizations;

· Share ideas about longer term research priorities that will enhance student learning in the province;

· Explore opportunities for partnership and collaboration, including public partnerships that will support educational research capacity at all levels of the learning system

The first of these two objectives were met – as evidenced by the summary of the discussion. As for the third objective, participants expressed a willingness to remain engaged in the discussion about knowledge sharing, dissemination and mobilization. They had an eagerness for an education research framework to be developed that would guide the next stages of dialogue, and were eager to continue to explore opportunities for partnership and collaboration that will support educational research capacity.

The concluding – and optimistic -- thought of the conference was:

“We’re not finished talking yet.”
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