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The GATHERING



Held at the University of Alberta, the
Gathering was an initiative of the Alberta

RiPAL Network and was sponsored by the
Literacy Coordinators of Alberta, the Centre for
Research on literacy at the U of A, and The
Learning Centre Literacy Association, Edmonton.
The Gathering built on previous Canadian
consultations and seminars about literacy
research and drew from efforts to support
research in practice in Canada and elsewhere.1

The guiding intention of the Gathering was to
“continue to move forward with the field of
research in practice.”

For readers who attended the Gathering, Looking
back. Looking in is a reminder of being there. For
others, it offers glimpses into the event. The first
part of the book provides an overview of the
Gathering and the pre- and post-Gathering
activities. The second part includes reports of the
workshops and inquiry groups, reflections on the
Gathering and a report on the evaluation.
Hopefully, as you read the pages that follow, you
will connect or reconnect with others who share
your interests in literacy research in practice.

Welcome. 
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Introduction
BEARING BLOSSOMS…SOWING SEEDS BROUGHT TOGETHER 58 PEOPLE FROM ACROSS
CANADA AND FROM THE UK, THE USA AND AUSTRALIA. Participants in this literacy research
in practice Gathering included literacy and ABE teachers and facilitators, staff in literacy organizations
and government offices, university professors and self-employed consultants. During four days of
workshops, inquiry groups, discussion sessions, rounds and chats, participants shared and built
knowledge about literacy research in practice. 

1 In 1996, the National Literacy Secretariat, Ottawa, hosted a policy conversation on literacy research. Participants identified a need
to recognize, link, support and advance literacy research and practice.  In 1997, eighteen literacy researchers, practitioners and
consultants attended a seminar in Edmonton to discuss the potential and possible future applications of literacy research in practice
in Canada. One recommendation was to hold a conference on the topic. 

In 1998, the NLS published Enhancing literacy research in Canada, which identified practitioner research as one important direction
for literacy research. By this time organized activities to support literacy research in practice were underway in Alberta and British
Columbia and connections were being made with research in practice networks and projects in the UK, the USA and Australia (see
Quigley and Norton, page 46). 



• bring together people who are engaged in
literacy research in practice

• provide a place where people could tell others
about their research and get feedback

• provide workshops and seminars, about
research processes (e.g., writing research
reports)

• provide places for people to have
conversations/dialogues about challenges and
possibilities in research in practice

• facilitate an inclusive, collaborative, learning-
centred, holistic, critically reflective process

• provide opportunities for people to meet,
develop relationships, talk into the wee hours,
imagine, dream, re-create, and get energized.

People said:

“Right from the beginning, the tone was
set that we all have something to bring
and share, and have a responsibility to
do so, and have the opportunity to learn
from everyone.”

— Judy Murphy

“The opportunity to meet other
researchers and hear their stories was
very important to me. I had many
questions about methods of collecting
and analyzing data….The participants
were very open to sharing methods.”

— Rebecca Still

“The openness of the participants, the
smallish settings, the round gathering
room, the unusual roles that people
could play, the many opportunities to
engage the senses—great learning. I felt
totally engaged with mind, heart and feet
(for action).”

— Mary Ellen Belfiore 
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The aims of the Gathering were to:
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• personal contact with people involved in
research in practice networks and projects

• involving people in planning the Gathering
• producing a poster 
• sending information about the Gathering to

individuals and organizations 
• posting information about the Gathering on the

NALD and LCA websites

The Gathering budget included funds for
travel/accommodation subsidies for 
participants and honoraria for resource people
and rapporteurs. Meals were provided during
the conference. 

People said:

“I was more accustomed to hearing
stories about the deficiencies of the
field—poor funding, teaching in yucky
rooms, little $$ for materials, etc. And
so to attend an event that offered SO
much in the way of food,
accommodation, travel expenses, etc.
was such a turn-around. Such a treat to
see people honoured and appreciated
and cared for in such a fine way.”

— Bonnie Soroke
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People at the Gathering
VARIOUS APPROACHES WERE USED TO PUBLICIZE THE GATHERING AND INVITE
PARTICIPATION. These included:



Who came

Fifty-eight people attended the Gathering. The
majority of participants were from Alberta and
British Columbia, but there were participants
from seven other provinces and one of the
territories. Three participants came from England,
three from the USA and one from Australia. 

Participants included researchers and people 
with an interest in literacy research in practice. 
They were situated in various settings and
situations, including:

Literacy /ABE programs 25
Literacy organizations 7
Self-employed / consulting 10
Government 4
Universities 10
Retired 2

Participants are listed in Appendix A.  
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Kiva, a round room on the second floor, was
the venue for starting each day. In Pueblo

tradition, a Kiva is a ceremonial house or room
where spiritual teachings are handed down and
stories are told.  

Participants also gathered around breakfasts and
lunches in the Fourth Floor Lounge, around
suppers in the homes of Mary Norton and Pat
Campbell and at Garneau United Church, and in
local coffee shops and restaurants.  
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Gathering places
THE GATHERING WAS HELD IN THE EDUCATION BUILDING OF THE UNIVERSITY OF
ALBERTA, WITH THE SPONSORSHIP OF THE CENTRE FOR RESEARCH ON LITERACY.
Classrooms on the main floor were reserved and rearranged to accommodate breakaway sessions and a
display area. 



People said:

“Wednesday morning I was happily
surprised to see that the Kiva was
round and that we’d be sitting in a
circle. I immediately thought of the
symbolism of the circle, my mind
connecting to something familiar—
delicious Chinese meals shared with
friends and family around a round
table. I then tried to imagine senior
government officials and politicians
sitting in such a room discussing
policies, budgets and programs. 
Would this be possible?”

— A participant

“The informal meetings around the
breakfast tables and other social events
helped me relax.”

— A participant 

“The common room used between
sessions was an excellent environment
to build connections that were 
made earlier.”

— Michael Johnny 
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