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Mr. Hancock: Thank you, Mr. Chair. I was a bit facetious earlier in the introductions, but I do want to start by acknowledging the staff from the Department of Education who are with us tonight. I have the privilege of working with a very, very talented and dedicated group of people, and I want to start by saying thank you to them. So with a more proper introduction, then, Keray Henke, the Deputy Minister of Education, is sitting at the table with me, and with him is Michael Walter, assistant deputy minister, strategic services, and Gene Williams, executive director of strategic services. We also have with us Kathy Telfer, who is our communications director;

Leona Badke, senior manager of fiscal analysis; and George Lee, director of finances.
I wanted to reiterate that they are with us, but they represent a larger group of people who work every day for students in Alberta to make sure that we have a system which is recognized by many in the world as being among the best in the world. Over the past year and a half we've been talking about how we can make our system better and also how we can make our system the best in the world in 15 or 20 years. I think that's very important because although students in Alberta have opportunities which many students around the world do not have and we have a system which is recognized among the best in the world, we cannot stand still. We must continue to look at what will make it possible for each and every one of the students in Alberta to be successful, to be the best that they can be so that they can grow up to take care of themselves and their families and contribute back to their communities as meaningful citizens.
So I wanted to start by saying thank you because the people who work in the Department of Education and through them the people who work in the system – on our school boards, on the administrations for school boards, and particularly in our schools, the principals and the teachers in the classroom – do stellar work for Albertans and for Alberta students. As Alberta trades out into the world and as Albertans play a role as citizens in the world, it's very important that we recognize the foundational and fundamental role that education plays in our success going forward.

Alberta's kindergarten to grade 12 system is grounded in the principles identified in the 2010-13 business plan, and the purpose of the plan is to engage Albertans in the transformative changes needed to ensure that learning in Alberta is centred and continues to be centred on students, families, and communities.
Our core business supports four goals: high-quality learning opportunities; excellence in student learning outcomes; success for First Nations, Métis, and Inuit students; and a highly responsive and responsible education system. I want to just briefly break down some of the key strategies that fall under each goal.
Goal 1, high-quality learning opportunities, is really about ensuring that students have the supports that they need to be successful, that they have access, and that we're meeting their learning needs, capitalizing on emerging technologies to improve student outcomes, being flexible and looking at innovative teaching approaches, expanding students' learning horizons in areas such as arts education, wellness, languages, and building on an inclusive education system. These are some of the areas that we're focusing on throughout this business plan.

Excellence in student learning outcomes is goal 2. It's about ensuring that students are adequately prepared and possess the competencies that they will need to prepare for life after they graduate, whether it's further schooling, the world of work, or other ventures. Part of ensuring that students are equipped to learn is ensuring that they have the supports they need before they even enter the K to 12 system. Working with our partners in Children and Youth Services and Health and Wellness, we're developing collaborative approaches to identify and address the learning needs of children and their families. Early childhood is perhaps the best place to make sure that we are successful long before students come to school.
We're focusing on ensuring that at-risk children are identified early and have access to programming appropriate to their needs. We need to do this because the learning that occurs in a child's first few years has a profound influence on their success at school and their overall quality of life.

We're also looking at ways to integrate innovative practices like those discovered through AISI, the Alberta initiative for school improvement, into the everyday work of school authorities and teachers to promote excellence, and of course we continue our work to improve student achievement and completion rates.

Goal 3 is perhaps one of the most important things we can focus on. That's success for First Nations, Métis, and Inuit students. It was in last year's business plan. The more we make progress on this goal, the more critical I view the need. Over the past few weeks we've made announcements that have had a profound impact on FNMI students, in my view: the announcement about an MOU that we've signed with the federal government and the grand chiefs of treaties 6, 7, and 8, and last fall, actually, the partnership council that we set up with those three treaty grand chiefs and the leaders of the Métis Settlements General Council and the Métis Nation of Alberta together with other partners from the community. It's going to be critical to our success because it's not simply about having the best teachers and the best schools available. It's also about having a community value and a parental value for education if we're going to be successful.
A highly responsive and responsible education system is extremely important for all students. Over the past year and a half, of course, we've undergone a vigorous, dynamic, and game-changing process through Inspiring Education. We have engaged people from across the province and across the spectrum to envision a future for education in Alberta, the result being the development of a policy framework, a long-term vision for K to 12 education, and increased public appreciation of the importance of education in Albertans' lives and in Alberta's future.

Key to ensuring that our vision is attainable is ensuring that we have an education workforce with the capacity to meet the needs of tomorrow's learners. We're working with our stakeholders on strategies to attract, develop, and retain competent, skilled individuals in education careers, careers that will require new skills and new approaches to ensure that students benefit from individualized learning opportunities.
That's a quick overview of the business plan and our focus.
Moving on to the budget estimates, there are six programs that will be referenced in the budget this year. Our voted estimates begin on page 123 of the estimates book. We have two primary funding streams that are important to note: the voted government and lottery fund estimates, totalling about $4.2 billion, or 68 per cent of the budget, which we'll be voting on, as noted by the chair, later in the session; and education property taxes, which total approximately $1.8 billion. About $1.6 billion of this amount resides in the Alberta school foundation fund, which is governed by statute. The remaining $199 million goes to local separate school boards that choose to collect their education property taxes directly from their municipalities.

In addition, $80 million is allocated to statutory expense for the work in progress on the Alberta schools alternative procurement program, or ASAP, and $261 million is the statutory expense for government contributions made to the teachers' pension plan. The $4.2 billion in voted estimates, the $1.8 billion in education property tax, and the $341 million in statutory expenses bring the support to the K to 12 system to nearly $6.3 billion. The overall operational increase is 4.6 per cent or .8 per cent with capital.
The breakdown of the ministry's six programs begins on page 126. The first program in the budget, ministry support services, represents the corporate function of the department. The program is being reduced by $0.2 million as part of our internal value reduction strategy.

The second program is operating support for public and separate schools. The voted portion of this program increases to $3.3 billion. If you include the nonvoted portion from education property tax and statutory obligation for teachers' pension plan, operating support to public and separate schools increases by $249 million to $5.4 billion. This increase provides support to school boards to complete the 2009-10 school year, provides the necessary support for the 2010-11 school year to address expected student enrolment increases and other changes to student demographics and programming.

Announced grant increases for the 2009-10 school year will continue, which provided a 4.8 per cent increase in base instruction and small class size grants, 3 per cent for transportation and plant operations and maintenance grants, and 1 per cent for other grants. So of the increase that comes to us this year, a significant portion is to annualize the increases that were in last year's budget.

For the 2010-11 year we're holding the line with no grant increases. However, the budget will accommodate an expected student enrolment increase of .76 per cent, or about 4, 200 new students; a 12 per cent increase in the number of students requiring English as a second language or francization programs; and an 8 per cent increase in the number of young children with mild, moderate, or severe disabilities. We'll continue to provide $456 million for the operation and maintenance of school buildings through a plant operation and maintenance grant and $259 million for student transportation services. Provincial initiatives will continue, with $79 million supporting AISI to support local projects that help improve student learning, $49 million for the student health initiative to increase student access to specialized support services such as speech language pathologists or audiologists, and $222 million for the small class size initiative.
During our value review consultation with education stakeholders we heard that school boards wanted more flexibility in class sizes. As a result, the distribution of funds will change to a per-student allocation with a focus on kindergarten to grade 6, where smaller class sizes make the most impact on a child's learning experience.

There's a lot more to be said, Mr. Chair, but I'm assuming you want to get on to the questions.

