Alberta (AB)

Population: 4,436,258
Number of K-12 Schools: 2,518
Number of K-12 Students: 733,599

' Number of K-12 Distance Learning Programs: 46
Number of K-12 Distance Learning Students: ~92,000

Governance and Regulation

While the Minister does have the authority to make regulations, there are none pertaining to
distance education programs at this time. The Ministry defines online learning as:

a structured learning environment in which students engage with their teachers in one or
more online courses. Alberta certificated teachers employed by a school authority are
responsible for instruction. (Government of Alberta, 2018, p. 85)

Further, the Guide to Education: ECS to Grade 12 defines an online course as:

one in which the majority of instruction and assessment takes place over the Internet,
using a learning management system (LMS). The LMS provides students with access to
course content, teachers and other students. Students may access the LMS from multiple
settings (in school and/or out of school buildings) and engage in both synchronous and
asynchronous instruction. (p. 85)

The Ministry also identifies specific distance and online learning programs/schools through the
Ministry’s online learning directory (see https://www.alberta.ca/online-learning.aspx ).

Enrolment in these programs is tracked through the use of specific codes in the Provincial
Approach to Student Information systems. At present, there are currently three specific coding
mechanisms for tracking online enrolments.

1. Schools may indicate that they offer an online learning program by entering this
information in the Provincial Education Directory.

2. Course and course enrolments may be identified as virtual (online learning) and print
based distance education in provincial student information systems.

3. Students who are completing the majority of their courses online can be identified as
such using the online learning student enrolment code.

Alberta Education is aware that some schools and school authorities may not use the appropriate
coding for distance and online courses and is working with school authorities to increase
awareness and improve accuracy in the assignment of student and program codes for online and
distance learning programs.



Distance and online learning are also funded differently than brick-and-mortar education. The
Funding Manual for School Authorities: 2021/22 School Year outlined the following changes
related to distance education:

Sections C1.5, D1.5 - Distance Education

e Distance Education — Non-Primary Registration funding tiers have been replaced with
a per student allocation.

e New Distance Education Non-Primary Registration funding added with the following
allocations;
o Non-Primary Registration Out-of-District Allocation
o New Application-based for Online Providers Allocation

¢ Only students who have a primary registration at a school authority in Alberta on the
September count date of the school year will be counted towards non-primary
enrolment of a school authority.

Section H1.1 — Funding Rates for School Jurisdictions

e New Distance Education Non-Primary Registration WMA student rate added.

Section H1.2 — Funding Rates for Accredited Funded Private Schools

e New Distance Education Non-Primary Registration WMA student rate added.
(Alberta Education, 2021, pp. 5-6)

More specifically, funding was not allocated based on the number of students, but on a weighted
moving average (WMA) using the following formula:

Full-time online students: WMA Enrolment Online Students (3 5 online credits
completed or higher for high school students) x Base Instruction Rate

Part-time online students: Number of WMA completed credits x Applicable WMA Per
Credit Rate (p. 30)

The WMA for 2021-22 was based on enrollment data from the 2020-21 school year. In addition
to the WMA funding of students from within the boundary of the school authority, the 2021-22
funding manual added a section related to funding for students from other school authorities
throughout the province. Funding for these students were provided based on the number of non-
primary registrations by out of district students as of the September count day multiplied by the
distance education non-primary rate. Finally, the 2021-22 funding manual provided for a rant
program that school authorities could apply to support new online education programs that
focused on students from outside of that school authority.

Finally, during the 2017-18 school year Alberta Education changed the terminology for a
program that consists of two parts (i.e., where the school-authority is responsible for the
student’s education program, and where the parent is responsible for their child’s education
program) from blended program to “shared responsibility” program. This change allowed the
province to become more aligned with the current e-learning nomenclature. At present, Alberta
Education does not have an official definition for blended learning.



K-12 Distance and Online Learning Activity

At present, Alberta Education lists 46 different distance and/or online learning programs as a part
of their website directory. As of December 2022, Alberta Education had not provided any
enrollment information from the provincial student information system. The most recent data
reported was from the 2020-21 school year, when there were a total of 97,527 students coded as
being enrolled in online learning/distance education programs. While researchers were able to
compare data from the 2020-21 and 2021-22 school years using the “School and Authority
Student Population Data,” we were only able to identify 25 of the 46 programs (Alberta
Education, 2022). A comparison of that data suggests that the 2021-22 distance and online
learning enrollment was approximately 95% of the 2020-21 enrollment. As such, it is estimated
that there were approximately 92,000 students enrolled in K-12 distance and/or online learning
courses during the 2021-22 school year.

K-12 Blended Learning Activity

Blended learning occurs in various forms across the province, but Alberta Education currently
does not track this activity. School authorities are flexible in their support of blended teaching
and learning to better meet the learning needs of students. There is an Alberta blendED
Symposium, which is a conference focused on fostering the growth of quality blended and online
learning opportunities for students in Alberta that had been organized annually since 2015, but it
was not offered during the 2019-20 school year. It did return in the spring of 2021 with virtual
workshop sessions.

Remote Learning
Fall 2021 Reopening

Alberta public and Catholic schools returned to in-person learning for the 2021-22 school year
with masking and physical distancing not required in schools. Should the need to return to
remote learning arise, the decision would be made by individual school authorities (with the
approval from the Ministry of Education for short-term shifts or entire schools). However, as
COVID-19 numbers began to rise at the end of the summer some school boards, such as
Edmonton Public Schools and Edmonton Catholic Schools, offered online learning as an option.
Similarly, Calgary offered online learning through their online school CBe-learn. Alberta
Education also made its online learning directory, established before the pandemic, available to
parents. The hourly requirements for remote learning, when schools need to pivot to online
learning, were discretionary in grades K-6 and equivalent school hours for grades 7-12. All
student assessments and standardised testing resumed as normal; except for grade three testing,
which was an option for school authorities. In case of a return to remote learning, these tests
could be cancelled at the discretion of school authorities. School authorities also had the option
of continuing with extra-curricular activities (LaBonte et al., 2021).



2021-22 School Year

As the new school year progressed, local school closures for COVID outbreaks continued with
students shifting to remote learning. With the increasing spread of the Delta variant of COVID-
19, on September 15 the Alberta government announced a mask requirement for all school staff
and for students on buses and while in school, but not while in class, along with
recommendations that students in K-6 remain in cohorts where possible. Schools continued to be
open to in-person learning and public reporting of school outbreaks resumed October 6 with over
50 schools reporting outbreaks and 700 on alert due to clusters of infection. Prior to the return to
school from December holidays, due to increasing community spread of the Omicron variant,
school reopening was delayed one week until January 10, 2022 to allow time for delivery of
rapid test kits and quality medical masks. Throughout the month of January, many schools were
closed to in-person learning with students returning to remote learning due to outbreaks.
February saw the gradual release of community restrictions across Canada and the Alberta
government gradual release included lifting of mask requirements in schools on February 14 and
all other restrictions were lifted on June 14 (LaBonte et al., 2022).
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