Ottawa-Carleton District School Board
in Ontario

Canada’s capital city takes on
strategic plan with input from
13,500 community members
FOR

decades, Ottawa-Carleton District School Board (OCDSB), the largest
school board in Eastern Ontario, had successfully informed their strategic plans
through well-attended in-person engagements. In December 2014, the District
was entering the fourth year of its latest strategic plan, and this time around,
they wanted to take their engagement efforts a step further.
“We were interested in a solution that allowed us to access a wide range and
high volume of stakeholders. We wanted something that was highly participatory
and wouldn’t require people coming out to meetings,” says Michèle Giroux
Executive Officer, Corporate Services of OCDSB’s decision to partner with
Thoughtexchange.
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Personal connections at record-breaking numbers
The response to Ottawa-Carleton’s strategic planning engagement process, Every School
Every Voice, exceeded all of the District’s previous efforts – 20 times over. “One of the
most powerful things for me in the Thoughtexchange process was the dramatic increase
in participation and connectedness to our stakeholders we were able to achieve,” says
Paula Hall, Strategic Business Analyst for OCDSB. In fact, 13,500 parents, staff, students,
community partners and community members contributed over 42,000 thoughts and
assigned close to 650,000 stars to create a prioritized list of issues they hoped the District
would address in its forthcoming strategic plan.
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Ottawa-Carleton’s past efforts, including consultations that used technology similar to
Thoughtexchange (but with a facilitator in the room as opposed to people answering
questions online from home) reached at most 500-700 participants. This made Every School
Every Voice not only a success for the District, but represented one of the largest responses
to stakeholder engagement ever achieved in North America.
Furthermore, the process allowed the District to connect to stakeholder groups more
directly and more deeply than ever before. For example, 66% of participants were parents
and guardians - a new record for the District - and almost 28% of participants were staff.
With respect to the latter, Giroux and her team appreciated being able to hear directly

“Thoughtexchange did a brilliant job of presenting 42,000 thoughts in a meaningful and
succinct way. Their ability to bring some complex and difficult subject matter to our leadership
team and reaffirm the integrity and usability of the data was really important to us.”
MICHÈLE GIROUX - EXECUTIVE OFFICER, CORPORATE SERVICES FOR OCDSB
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from staff as opposed to receiving second-hand accounts from principals at town-hall
style meetings. Though there was some excitement about being included in the larger
conversation, staff representatives did express concern about the vulnerability of sharing
comments with the larger group. They appreciated the accessibility of the new platform
and its ability to create a forum where they could voice their opinions.

From vulnerability to success
Giroux admits that a platform that allows
for such open and honest feedback,
from such a large number of people, can
create a significant feeling of vulnerability
for Districts like hers. For that reason,
Thoughtexchange staff worked with
OCDSB staff to read and moderate every
single thought that was submitted, to keep
the discussion consistently productive,
civil, and on point. The work that went
into reviewing the thoughts gave the
senior management team an in depth
understanding of the feedback received
which was important to the development
of the District’s strategic plan, and
informed all of the work that they do.
“Thoughtexchange’s working knowledge
and commitment to engagement is very
high. I have a better understanding of
engagement strategies, and ways to
analyze stakeholder engagement than
I had before,” says Giroux
When it came to the star step, Hall
believes it was vital to “[keeping]
parents engaged throughout the process.
Seeing the feedback they submitted
along with other people’s feedback,
affirmed that their thoughts were
captured because they were able to
see their voice in the process,” Hall says
of the sentiments parents shared with
her following the engagement.
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Ottawa-Carleton District School Board
is the largest school board in Ottawa
and offers students and parents a
world of choice for education, growth,
and achievement. Their 147 schools
offer a wide range of programs to
promote learning excellence and meet
the individual needs of students,
parents, and the community at large.
ocdsb.ca

Distilling a plan from vast amounts of data
With 2 million words of input to draw from, Giroux and her team believe Thoughtexchange’s
presentation of the Every School Every Voice engagement results was crucial to moving from
feedback to plan formulation. “Thoughtexchange did a brilliant job of presenting 42,000
thoughts in a meaningful and succinct way. Their ability to bring some complex and difficult
subject matter to our leadership team and reaffirm the integrity and usability of the data was
really important to us” says Giroux.
“The breadth of feedback that we received through the Thoughtexchange process really
allowed us to move quickly from the collection of ideas to the actual definition of our top
priorities,” she adds. When it came time to present their draft strategic plan to the Board,
Giroux and Hall were able to build on the understanding of effective engagement learned
through the Thoughtexchange process. The issues that were identified through the process
were chosen as the key strategies moving forward.

Richer engagement creates brighter future for 70,000 kids
In June of 2015, Ottawa-Carleton’s Board approved the new four-year strategic plan.
With input from 13,500 people, the district is confident that their new plan truly reflects
the input of their community – a sentiment echoed by many of the people that participated
in the process. “When people were able to see the list of priorities in the discover stage,
and then again in our draft plan, it affirmed for them that our process was valid, and our
plan had come from a place where we did listen to stakeholders,” says Hall.

“The breadth of feedback that we received through
the Thoughtexchange process really allowed us
to move quickly from the collection of ideas to the
actual definition of our top priorities.”
MICHÈLE GIROUX
EXECUTIVE OFFICER, CORPORATE SERVICES FOR OCDSB
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