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Mr. King: Mr. Chairman, your understanding is partly correct.  
I'd like to begin by expressing my appreciation for the fact that we have an opportunity to consider the estimates of Alberta Education at this time, I hope and expect that participation from all members will be sufficient to satisfy their curiosity about education and to confirm the conviction that we have a good system of education in this province.

Mr. Chairman, since we are considering the estimates, I would like to make remarks about three closely related issues. Briefly, the first is the current economic situation that underlies the fiscal policy of the government, the second is the perspective I bring to my task as Minister of Education, and the third is the estimates as a manifestation of government policy.

Dealing first with the current economic situation and the government's fiscal policy, I can only repeat what my colleagues have said on other occasions. We are in the midst of a deep and persistent recession. It appears to be caused by two quite different conditions. First, we are living beyond our means. We have unreasonable expectations. Most important, we have deluded ourselves into believing that we need everything we want. Mr. Chairman, I don't accept that we need everything we want, either individually or in our institutions. I think that is a reality we must come to grips with. Similarly, the fact is that on the basis of performance these past 15 years, some part of the discretionary component of the income of many people is an unearned increment. Its loss may reduce our standard of consumption, but it doesn't necessarily reduce our standard of living.

The second phenomenon that contributes to our condition is that our economy, locally, nationally, and internationally, is undergoing massive structural change. In these circumstances, the government of this province is hopeful but I think not yet optimistic. We plan and act on the basis of hope. Our hope is for revitalization. But by revitalization we do not mean recovery of the status quo of 1978-79. We will not see the future by looking behind us. The way out of these economic circumstances will be found by discipline and new initiatives.

Nowhere is this more evident than in trying to overcome inflation and unemployment. Mr. Chairman, the psychology that the statements "I'll get mine" and "I'm all right, Jack" represent expresses our dishonesty with ourselves. They are the root of our debilitating malaise. We have been getting. We've been getting beyond our means for most of 15 years. The time of reckoning is here. As a community, we have to give.

The annual rate of inflation for this province is projected to be less than 8 per cent in the year 1983. By year's end, the annual rate is expected to be less than 6 per cent. In these circumstances, it is disappointing that so many people with secure incomes, so many people who claim to recognize that we have been living beyond our means, still demand 5 to 8 per cent salary increases. I'm sure the farmers of Spirit River-Fairview are envious, as are the senior citizens of Edmonton Norwood, the unemployed, the underemployed, those who have taken a cut in pay, and those whose businesses have closed down.

Today's economic community is extremely complex. Decisions are made throughout the community by three levels of government, by unions, by hundreds of thousands of employers, and by each of us individually as consumers and citizens. The system has never been in perfect harmony or balance and never will be. If we take the position that we will not do what needs to be done unless and until everyone else does their bit, we abdicate our moral position and contribute to continued decline.

Whether or not it is easy, we are obliged to do what we can, where we are, whether or not we are joined in the effort by others. Ralf Dahrendorf, the outgoing director of the London School of Economics and, I might add, not a Conservative, has said: 
Today, the distribution of wealth makes it impossible for the public sector to be rich. 
That is true, even in Alberta. Our fiscal policy, Mr. Chairman, recognizes the reality and dictates that the next year will bring even more, perhaps even more difficult, choices.

What does this mean for education? Let me digress for just a moment, Mr. Chairman, and say how much I appreciate the Premier's decision that I should remain as Minister of Education. It is 20 years since anyone has held this portfolio for more than four years, and I see enormous opportunities in the four years ahead. I love what I'm doing. I respect the people I work with, especially classroom teachers. I believe that a lot of very good work is being done, always because of the people involved and sometimes in spite of the system they work in. In my view, Alberta has the finest educational system in Canada, probably the finest educational system in North America. It is the product of many factors. It is something of which we can often take pride. Nevertheless, we can transpose Socrates' words and say that the unexamined educational system is not worth operating.

I'd like to say some things this afternoon about the perspective that I bring to my responsibilities. On examination, I believe that education is the most important thing a community does. Without education, there is no community. Education is the means by which a community comes into existence and by which a community is maintained. By one means or another, every community must pass on three things to youngsters and newcomers: the means of communication, the knowledge of the use of the tools of the community, and the values or attitudes of the community. Communications, skills, and attitudes: this is what education is all about. Without these things there is no community.

I believe the child is, or should be, the focus of education - not the teacher, not the administrator, not the Minister of Education. The child is the focus of education. At the same time, it is important to say that education is not for the child alone. It is true that education must serve the interests of the child. It is equally true that education must serve the interests of the community. Education is not viable; in fact it is destructive, when it operates at either extreme. We do not need a system that caters to the autonomous child, another name for the spoiled brat. Neither can we survive a system that caters to the strong community that becomes the totalitarian community of Eastern Europe. Balance is required between the interests of the child and the interests of the community.

In any event, it is important to acknowledge that the process this whole system is engaged in exists for the child and the community. They don't exist for the institution. Political control and direction is essential, but that doesn't make the politicians of this Assembly or local trustees owners. We are trustees.

In the process of education and in the school, the role of the classroom teacher is critical. What happens in the classroom is what counts. Then, from an institutional point of view, what the principal says and does by way of support for the classroom teacher is also critical. What is it that we want to see happen in the classroom? I think it's fair to say that we're looking for five things. We want to treat children with respect. We want to encourage children to know themselves. We want to encourage in children an awareness of what lies outside themselves. We want to encourage a sense of community, a sense of relationship beyond themselves, and a sense of responsibility. We want to encourage self-esteem, self-confidence, and a sense of personal effectiveness.

Of these five objectives, only the first - to treat children with respect - is exclusively in our control or in the control of the classroom teacher. It is always possible to treat others with respect. The other objectives, however, are of a different order. We pursue them indirectly. We deal with knowledge, skills, and attitudes. These are the three concerns of formal education.

They're generally ranked as I have just done: knowledge, most important; followed by the development of skills; followed by the development of attitudes. Perhaps the order should be reversed in this day and age. Formerly, information was ranked highest, because the need for it was greatest and it was relatively less accessible. Skills and values were pervasive in the community. Information was not so easily available. On the other hand, information is almost universally accessible today. It is skills and attitudes that are relatively inaccessible or fragile.

However we rank them, we're dealing with knowledge, skills, and attitudes. We can't force them on children. We can't pour them by a funnel into the heads of children. We can expose children to them. We can pour them over children, hoping that they will soak in. Preferably, we can enthuse, inspire, and motivate children. But the will to education - unlike conditioning, with which it is sometimes confused - lies within the learner.

What lies within the learner today? I am concerned, Mr. Chairman, that out of an excess of love for our children, we run the risk of destroying them mentally and spiritually. We love our children, and we don't want them to be hurt. So as much as we can, we insulate them from anything in which they might fail. We insulate them from being hurt by failing. We have made "to fail" a synonym for "to be a failure". So, for example, students and others are afraid of evaluation. The fear of failing undermines the basis of intelligent risk-taking. Where no one knows failure, no one knows success. Secondly, out of a concern that no one should suffer wrongly at the hands of any other, we consistently depreciate the idea of personal responsibility and replace it with the idea of responsibility lodged in the system.

The outcome of all this is children who are afraid to try because they are afraid to fail, children afraid to assume personal responsibility, and children so convinced that the system will act responsibly toward them and all others that they are unable, on any occasion, to fight the system. I believe that in spite of all the good in the system today - or perhaps because of what is good in the system today - we must look to change where it is required, for now and for the future, for the community as well as for education. Education is a part of the community; it is not apart from the community. What we require is a process and an institution that we intend to be human, positive, reliable, accessible, responsive, and responsible.

What are the roles of the department and the government in all this? I think it's worth while to observe that we all belong simultaneously to several different communities. They surround us like concentric circles. We're part of a family, a neighbourhood, a municipality - or, for our purposes, a school district - a province, and a country. Decision-making and action on decisions occur in each of these communities. From time to time, for many different reasons, it is decided that decisions formerly made at one level in one of these communities should now be made in another community at another level. Over time, there is centralization, moving the decision-making process in one direction and. decentralization, moving the decision-making process in another direction.

On behalf of this government, I take the position that, as much as possible, decisions should be made and implemented by the people who will have to live with the consequences of them. Let them be made as close as possible to the grass roots. As a corollary of this, I support the right of people to fail. I believe in choice, the competition of ideas as well as of products. I believe the department and the minister should prefer to lead by example. This is the perspective from which the budget is drawn.

Education isn't remote from the rest of the community. We can't preach restraint for others and largesse for ourselves. Mr. Chairman, the estimates before the House reflect an appropriate balance between the need for the careful stewardship of resources and the need to maintain the high quality of education that is offered to and expected by Albertans. In my view, this budget will maintain Alberta's position as the number one supporter of education in Canada on a per capita basis, on a per pupil basis, and on other perhaps more important bases than the financial ones.

But it is the finances of education we are considering this afternoon. The financial investment represented by this budget is sufficient to maintain the system without any loss of quality. In fact in 1983-84, I look forward to qualitative improvements. These improvements will be effected in two ways: first, by emphasizing accountability and evaluation; second, by the extension and improvement of existing services.
In the fall of 1980, the government announced that a broad range of evaluation programs would be introduced throughout the province. In our view, evaluation is an essential part of life and of education. Evaluation serves a constructive purpose, and it is developmental. The evaluation program we are in the midst of developing will have five aspects. We will be involved in student, teacher, program, school, and system evaluation. Each of these aspects will have a number of programs. Student evaluation, for example, is not exclusively related to the comprehensive examinations so much discussed in recent days. Student evaluation will involve initial assessment, diagnostic testing, what educators call normative testing, and summative testing. The intention is to complement the most important evaluation of all, the evaluation that is done by the classroom teacher.

I should emphasize that we are not preoccupied with evaluation. We have no illusions that it is a panacea, that by means of evaluation we will cure all the challenges. We have no unreasonable expectations, and we make no unreasonable claims. We simply believe that evaluation and testing provide a basis for informed, constructive improvement.

Other activities aimed at improving accountability and evaluation include a review of the School Act, a major study of the secondary school program in the province, a study of private schools in Alberta, and continued simplification and deregulation of existing grants programs. We are also going to extend and improve services. This summer the Correspondence School will be relocated to a major new facility in Barrhead, and innovative new programs will be further experimented with. Funds for special education programs are being increased by 22 per cent. Decision-making is being decentralized to regional offices.

Mr. Chairman, let me conclude with these remarks. The people of this province, both locally and provincially, have historically been strong supporters of high-quality, universally accessible education. We have the finest system in Canada, and this budget will allow us to further improve it. I am proud to be the Minister of Education. I am proud to stand in this House as the advocate of education in these exciting, challenging times.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

