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The Pandemic, the Diaspora,
and Educational Practice
By Regie Plana-Alcuaz, CASJ PAGE Action Group, CTF Advisory Committee on
the Status of Women, and Surrey teacher

I

have not seen my mother, sister, or brother in person for the past four years,
or my twin sister for three. If you spent the holidays on a video call with
loved ones, that’s a situation that most immigrants have been experiencing
since the advent of visual communication technology. The
majority of my family reside in the Philippines, where
their pandemic plan is almost inexistent. One of the
worries on our minds is that if a loved one passes
away, there is little to be done to support our
families as we normally would, like flying back to
our country of birth to commiserate and condole.
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ties, and this global pandemic has strained this
basic societal need. I imagine that the same is true for
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support loved ones. According
to Statistics Canada,
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As an immigrant
to Canada, I am
one of almost one
million Filipinos
who comprise
about 2.6% of
the Canadian
population.
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The majority of Filipino immigrants work in service areas,
including health care, education, the food industry, and
retail. One in 20 health care workers is from the Philippines.
Over one-third of internationally trained nurses are Filipino,
and 90% of migrant caregivers providing in-home care
under Canada’s Caregiver Program are from this same
country, according to the Canadian Institute for Health
Information.
The Migrant Rights Network carried out research
demonstrating that these migrant personal support
workers feel they are trapped in their work homes. They
can’t leave for fear of losing the jobs upon which their
Canadian immigration papers depend, so they are unable
to advocate for better working conditions. If they are fired
before attaining the mandatory two years of employment,
they may be deported.
Filipinos are so well represented in the Canadian health
care system that the first person to receive the COVID-19
vaccine in Canada was of Filipino descent, as were two
more of the first five Canadians vaccinated. Filipino
health care workers are consequently disproportionally
affected by gaps in the health care system, including staff
shortages, insufficient compensation, and lack of resources
or respite in the case of in-home caregivers.
How much of this information is news to you? One of the
issues that has been highlighted by this pandemic is the
unbalanced focus of media coverage on certain
countries. We hear mostly about the United
States, our closest neighbour, but we also
hear of other prominently featured
countries in Europe or Australia. Rarely
do we hear news from the African,
Caribbean, or Asia-Pacific regions,
which have all experienced success
in dealing with COVID-19. For
instance, Laos has identified no
new cases as of mid-January, as have
Somalia, Timor-Leste, and Dominica.
Rwanda, Uruguay, South Africa, Vietnam,
Cambodia, Bhutan, Brunei, and Djibouti
are all beating COVID-19. Countries
that are almost there include
Afghanistan, Armenia,
Azerbaijan, Belize,
Bulgaria, Cameroon,
Nepal, and Kenya.
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What are these
countries doing
right that
deserves

emulation? The United Nations Department of Economic
and Social Affairs put out a paper that examined the
experiences in these countries. According to their study,
the three main determinants of success were universal
health care, social protection, and overall governance
systems. The Wall Street Journal also mentioned that many
countries in Africa used their experience from past disease
outbreaks to mount effective responses to the pandemic.
Korea has excelled at early and aggressive testing from the
onset of the pandemic. Yet, we hear mostly about Englishspeaking countries with immense privilege, from which
information is constantly regurgitated and remains at the
forefront of media coverage.
Another side of this pandemic that we don’t often hear
about is the fact that countries where women lead have
fared much better, especially when you compare them
with countries led by male dictators. The death toll is
horrendous in Brazil, Hungary, the Philippines, and other
places where strongmen dominate—dare we include
the United States? And there is no improvement on the
horizon. Looking at New Zealand, Germany, Finland,
Taiwan, Iceland, Norway, and Denmark, it is evident that
these female-led nations are winning the struggle against
this infectious disease because of the leadership styles
they bring to the table, which include empathizing
instead of commanding.
COVID-19 has provided us with an opportunity to reflect
on what we have done and can still do. Canada is in
a better position than other nations that are less
economically privileged. There is some financial
support from the federal government for those
who are unable to work at this time. A large
number of those affected are minorities
and recent immigrants. Unfortunately,
immigration processing has slowed down
due to the pandemic and travel restrictions.
Additionally, as exemplified by politicians
who travelled during the winter holidays,
some people appear to feel entitled to
excuse themselves from the rules set out
for the rest of the country. It appears
that this is also true for those who are
economically advantaged and can
afford to weather the pandemic
at a holiday home.
This situation has also been
a missed opportunity
to overhaul the
educational system.
We could use this time
to refresh our ideas
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on how education can be delivered and why it should be
changed from the original program meant to grow factory
workers. Instead, we continue to administer assessments
that are in no way beneficial to students, educators, or
even the system, but are carried out to benefit the private
entities that profit from them.
As we have seen over the past year, we rely on schools to
provide services that are usually in the domain of social
welfare—whether sustenance or non-academic support—
and there is no major evidence of anything being done to
sufficiently rectify this. Exacerbating these concerns are
social justice issues that became blatantly prominent in
the Trump era: the relationship between law enforcement
and race, the continued lack of gender parity, the everwidening chasm between the 1% and the rest of humanity,

and the quickening rate of environmental damage. Add
COVID-19 to the mix and these problems are much more
starkly highlighted.
While a bit of light can be seen at the end of the tunnel
due to the advent of increasingly effective vaccines,
immunity will still take some time to reach a critical
mass. It is not too late to consider changes to schooling
as we know it. The only question is whether the
government and school administration are willing to
allow a revolutionary shift in educational services. This
shift involves considering what is truly important now
and becoming inclusive of innovative practices from the
experiences of those who are on the ground.
This pandemic is showing us where our true priorities
should lie.

What do Teachers Need to do to Address Racism
in Schools?
ADVICE FROM BIPOC STUDENTS

Introduction by Rozhin Emadi, CASJ Antiracism Action Group and West Vancouver teacher
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020 marked the
year of antiracist
resistance.
Following the
brutal murder of
George Floyd by
police officers,
masses of people
in the United States
flooded the streets,
demanding justice while loudly and
proudly chanting “Black Lives Matter.”
The world heard these chants and
soon joined in, organizing several
solidarity rallies around the world,
including here in Canada.
This, however, is
not a new

phenomenon but rather a
recurrence of the violent, systemic
racism that has disenfranchised
Black, Indigenous, and People of
Colour (BIPOC) for centuries on end.
This past year, more light was finally
shed on the realities of systemic
racism for BIPOC communities,
particularly in relation to police
violence and brutality. More
people in our society are gaining
the consciousness needed to
understand that oppression does
not simply occur on an individualto-individual basis, but rather is
ingrained in the very systems we are
a part of.
Both Canada and the United States
are founded on the agonizing forced
labour of

chattel slavery and colonial violence.
Police forces were created both
to capture escaped Black people
who resisted enslavement and to
enact the genocidal removal of
Indigenous peoples from their land
with brutal force. In addition to this,
both countries were created through
the exploited labour of racialized
immigrants who were seen as cheap
labourers who could endure more
difficult working conditions. These
injustices still exist but manifest in
different ways.
This year, when Black communities
stood up and said, “Black Lives
Matter,” it was because Black and
Indigenous communities are still
fighting against police violence,
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about the importance of creating
a better and more just world.
Over the summer, I helped organize
a youth panel on antiracism for the
BCTF’s annual Summer Leadership
Conference. We heard from three
incredible students—Manreet
Sandhu, Jacqueline Hakizimana, and
Arshi Chadha—who bravely stood
in front of dozens of educators from
across the province and told us how
we can do them justice.
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over-policing, and overrepresentation in prisons. In
Canada, the number of racialized
inmates increased by around 75%
in the last decade. Moreover, when
Indigenous nations stood up and
fought for access to their own lands
and territories, as the Wet’suwet’en
nation did earlier in 2020, it was
because Indigenous peoples are still
fighting racist, colonial violence that
continues to displace them as a result
of a system that prioritizes profit over
sovereignty and land rights.
When racialized immigrant
communities stood up and insisted
society stop blaming them for
larger social issues—as the Chinese
community in Canada did when they
were wrongly and unjustly blamed
for the COVID-19 pandemic in early
2020—it was because immigrant
communities are still being
scapegoated in violently racist ways
in order to divert the blame away
from those who can and should be
doing more to help citizens during
times of need. This is why racism not
only still exists in our current society
but is systemic and entrenched in
our structures.
As educators, we have an important
role to play in both giving our
students the knowledge needed
4

to understand past and current
racial injustices, as well as actively
organizing and struggling
against racism within our school
communities. As South African
anti-apartheid activist Desmond
Tutu once said, “If you are neutral
in situations of injustice, you have
chosen the side of the oppressor.” As
educators, we too can either choose
to be silent or vocal about various
social justice issues when it comes
to our teaching. Regardless of our
decisions, our BIPOC students know
which teachers stand up for them.
We need more teachers who do.
As a woman of colour myself, I have
personally experienced racism in
schools. This has played a role in
shaping my view of the world, and
it’s why I am vocal today. I decided
to be a teacher because I became
passionate about creating change.
Ultimately, I believe teaching youth—
especially about the importance
of social justice—is a huge part
of that. Today, many youths are
realizing that the education system
can do significantly more to address
racism within school communities
and society as a whole. This means
doing more to incorporate antiracist
education within our curriculum
in order to teach a new generation

Throughout the panel session, these
students voiced their concerns about
the education system, both with
regards to addressing racism, as well
as what educators can do to create
much needed change. They shared
their stories in an empowering
and elegant way, teaching us more
about the everyday struggles BIPOC
students experience. For instance,
they told us about racist incidents
that were ignored or simply not
addressed in their schools. They told
us about the impacts of a curriculum
that has inadequate representation
from BIPOC voices, stories, and
struggles, leaving many BIPOC
students disengaged and lacking the
connection needed to feel included
in what is being taught to them.
Most importantly, they told us how
they organized to create change in
their schools. They told us how we,
as educators, can stand in solidarity
with students who continue to look
for meaningful ways to implement
the changes needed to create a
better and more liberating education
system. As Angela Davis once said,
“In a racist society, it is not enough to
be non-racist, we must be antiracist.”
To learn more from the voices and
stories of our BIPOC students, read
the interviews on the following
pages, which cover a broad range
of topics that were addressed
during our Summer Leadership
Conference Youth Panel on Racism
and Antiracism.
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Tell us a little bit about yourselves and how each
of you became interested in getting involved in
social justice initiatives, particularly the struggle
against systemic racism.
MANREET: My name is Manreet Sandhu.
I am currently in Grade 11 at L.A.
Matheson Secondary in Surrey. I have
been a member of both the student
council and Mustang Justice since Grade
8. I am also a volunteer for the Next 100
Years mentorship program, the Surrey
Centre Youth Council, and YES Squad, in addition to
other groups. I am beyond happy to be part of initiatives
inspiring positive change throughout Surrey.

MANREET: Although progress is being made, more can
always be done. We cannot frame the past as something
open and shut. History has repercussions. For this reason,
we must acknowledge and emphasize that BIPOC
communities continue to face challenges due to the
wrongdoings of the past. If we are not knowledgeable
on this subject, we risk history repeating itself. However,
learning about current events is equally important.
Unfortunately, injustices continue to occur world-wide
and we should not tune this out of our education. Now
more than ever, social media has a tremendous influence
on how we view the world, and it is critical we spend time
evaluating all the sources made available to us. Students
and teachers must work together to ensure this happens.

There was no specific moment that inspired me to get
involved in social justice issues, but I have always tried to
help others and fight for what is right. There is still a lot I
don’t know, but I hope to continue to better myself and
remain educated on ongoing issues.

In our panel, some of you mentioned the lack
of representation in the voices, stories, and
histories of Black, Indigenous and People of
Colour in the curriculum. Can you expand on
what more you would like to see educators
do for students in this regard?

JAQUELINE: My name is Jacqueline
Hakizimana. I am a Grade 11 student
at L.A. Matheson Secondary as well.
Growing up, my sister was a key part
of getting me involved with social
justice issues. She always fought for
the voices of others to be heard and
took the time to correct and educate
me on current events. My family would even have mini
political debates on whatever she was learning about in
school at the time, which further encouraged me to look
at things from different perspectives.

Manreet: Typically, BIPOC communities are either
portrayed as damaged or criminals, or they are omitted
entirely. This makes it easy for students to inadvertently
associate certain groups with certain stereotypes. It is
difficult to overcome these stereotypes when restricted
to judging the past with a western/European lens.
Introducing literature and other learning material with
BIPOC voices will help students immerse themselves in
another perspective. The prosperity of BIPOC communities
should also be highlighted, as opposed to always viewing
them through a damaged narrative. This narrative feeds
the idea that all BIPOC people need to be saved.

As for systemic racism, I’ve been fighting against that
almost since the day I was born. Growing up, systemic
racism is something you can’t escape when you’re Black.
You either have to try and survive the system or fight
against it, which is something I learned from experience
at a very young age.

Similarly, it is dangerous to repeatedly refer to
BIPOC people as the “other” because it leads to the
dehumanizing of these communities. Educators must
familiarize themselves with why these can be negative
connotations and how they are harmful. If these inaccurate
representations persist, not only will it affect how these
communities are viewed, but it could also subconsciously
affect how these communities view themselves.

ARSHI: My name is Arshi Chandhu.
Racism was social injustice that, sadly,
is something I never got to blissfully
ignore. Every year in the educational
system, I noticed differences in how
students were treated. This drove me
to taking the initiative to critique what I had witnessed.

Has the education curriculum sufficiently
addressed both the history of racism and
ongoing racism throughout our society?
Why or why not?
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Our panel also discussed how racist incidents
have often gone ignored by individuals in
positions of power within the education system.
What are some specific instances where you have
personally witnessed and/or experienced this?
JAQUELINE: A few years ago, a friend of mine was
hanging out in her school with a few friends when
she was recorded, without her permission, by people
watching them. They recorded a video that was later
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posted on a private Instagram account captioned, “When
the black n*ggers get together.” It was then posted on a
private story.
The post quickly circulated back to my friend, so she
went to report the incident to her staff. Not only were
her cries for help ignored, but her admin sided with
the people who recorded the video. Their excuse as to
why they did it was because they felt “disincluded from
their friend group,” despite them never being friends in
the first place. She was left with no apology and had to
heal by herself. Later, she went on to start the first Black
Student Union at her school.
Not only do I know numerous Black students who have
reported many incidents, I myself have been ignored
by people put in positions of power in our education
system. When being harassed online by a peer of mine
who called me slut, c*on, n*gger, and various other racial
and misogynistic slurs, my initial thought was how I
could get them to stop and to see that what they were
doing was wrong.
I spoke to my sister, who reassured me we could always
report this to the admin and that they would deal with
it accordingly. But they didn’t. Our principal at the time
made it seem so insignificant and asked me if the peer
of mine just had a crush on me, because of course, “boys
will be boys.” I explained to my principal that it was much
more serious and that it all meant so much more. After
providing little information on what consequences he was
given, the admin explained to me that the issue was dealt
with and to avoid the student for the time being. Nothing
was ever done.
It’s not uncommon for our staff to ignore students in need.

What would you specifically expect teachers to
do more to both address racism and combat it
when they encounter it in our schools?
MANREET: I believe we must all begin by recognizing
our own biases. Like most people, educators may have
prejudices they are unaware of. However, they are also
responsible for shaping numerous minds every day. It is
important to be actively antiracist and reject stereotypes
that may be harmful to students. This answer will vary
greatly between various schools, but staff can look
into integrating monthly antiracism lessons, sensitivity
training, or other similar workshops. Additionally,
distinctions should be made between racial violence,
microaggressions, and banter among friends.
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What are some measures our schools can take
to prevent racist incidents from happening in
the first place and to ensure our BIPOC students
feel safer in our schools, in hopes of ultimately
combating systemic racism as a whole?
ARSHI: The biggest initiative the system can take is
to educate educators. Sensitivity training and just
establishing a basis of action when racism is present
would be the biggest immediate step that could be
taken. Teachers should acknowledge a situation upon
occurrence and ensure they are not lenient towards racist
behaviour. As well, they should provide BIPOC students
with support, rather than expecting them to be okay and
to educate their attackers. Treat their trauma as trauma.

Teachers who participated in the Summer
Leadership Conference Antiracism Student Panel
showed great interest in the creation of the Black
Student Union (BSU) at L.A. Matheson Secondary
School. Can you tell us a little more about the
history of the BSU, some of the work it has
done in your community, and why it has been
important for Black students in your school?
JAQUELINE: Our Black Student Union was formed in
2019 by our former student president who graduated
last year, Zainab Osman. She felt that the Black students
at Matheson needed a safe space to be themselves and
to connect with others whom they could relate to on a
personal level about struggles we deal with in the school
as Black students.
In December, we started planning for our school’s Black
History Month and took the time to educate each student
when they walked into the school with new displays every
week explaining the importance of Black history and its
impact in today’s society. We had more events planned
for the upcoming year, such as movie night, a cookout
style lunch, and possibly dances. These unfortunately
had to be cancelled due to COVID, but we are currently
looking for ways to get our BSU back up and running.
The Black Student Union really brought all the students
together and gave us something admin had not provided:
a space where we could be ourselves. It created a family
bond where we all looked out for each other outside of
our club meetings. We were able to have our voices heard
without being labeled as “aggressive” or being told we’re
“overreacting.” We were able to relate to each other in ways
we couldn’t with our non-Black friends. Personally, it was
one of the only places I felt I could truly be myself without
any judgements made about me based on my race.
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ARSHI: My goals are to build a sense of community for
BIPOC students. Systemic racism is in the hands of the
system. It shouldn’t be a student’s duty to fight or even
endure it. The best way to care for the well-being of
BIPOC students is to allow them to form a community.
If they choose to band together and tell their stories,
the system should acknowledge and repair its faults.

Many participants enjoyed the panel because it
brought together both students and teachers
to discuss ways we can initiate change in the
struggle against racism. In what ways can
we do more of this? How else can teachers
and students work together to be agents of
progressive and positive change?
ARSHI: Continue to create platforms for teachers and
students to have open conversations in a relaxed way,
whether that be monthly meetings where students can
just come and talk without fear, or creating a classroom
environment where students can have conversations
such as these.

Over the past few months, we have seen a mass
movement in both the United States and Canada
against anti-Black racism, police brutality, and
systemic racism in general. Earlier in 2020, we also
saw other antiracist movements in solidarity with
Indigenous peoples and land defenders. Do you
believe the education system has a role to play in
combating racism and showing support to these
growing social movements? Why or why not?
JAQUELINE: I believe the education system
holds a very important role when it comes to
combating racism, specifically educators.
With the recent protests this year, a
lot of people noticed the majority
of protesters are young people. As
students, we spend most of our days
in a classroom growing up, so it is
critical that teachers take the time
to carefully educate us and explain
the current events that are going on
in society. Youth are the future and
educators have to prepare us for it.
We have the right to know what is
going on outside of the classroom
walls and have the world explained
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to us in ways we can understand so we can know how
to combat it when faced with it directly.

It is easy for many of us to give up and just

accept things the way they are, but recently,
youths have given many of us motivation
because they have been particularly active in
these growing social movements for societal
change. It has been inspirational! Seeing this
has reminded me of an Angela Davis quote:
“You have to act as if it were possible to radically
transform the world. And you have to do it all the
time.” As a conclusion to this interview, do you
believe that it is possible to create the change
we need for a better education system and
ultimately a better world?
MANREET: Society is made up of individuals. As
individuals, we can choose to be honest and kind. I try to
learn something from everyone I meet. I am so inspired by
the work that is being done in my community. Positive acts,
no matter how big or small, have an impact on the world.
JAQUELINE: I believe that every person can make a
difference, no matter how insignificant it may feel. Every
decision we don’t make or choose to make affects our
future. When we start to look past our personal needs and
give resources to those who need them the most, that is
when we can make a positive impact that will benefit future
generations to come.
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Are there additional ways and further goals
you have in terms of organizing, agitating, and
bringing students in your communities together
to fight racism in the education system?
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Where Do We See White Supremacy in Our Union?
WHAT DO WE WANT OUR COLLEAGUES TO KNOW?

It takes courage to speak
openly to a group of unfamiliar
colleagues about personal
experiences of racism within
our schools and unions. At
the 2020 Summer Leadership
Conference, five BCTF
members who identify as
Black, Aboriginal, Indigenous,
First Nations, Métis, or People
of Colour (BIPOC) did just that
when they sat on a panel to
share their experiences with
BCTF members. The following
article is a compilation of
the reflections of four of the
teacher panelists.

Janisse Browning, Aboriginal
Education Advisory Committee
member and Gulf Islands teacher

Where do I see White
supremacy in our union?
White supremacy works in many
insidious ways. Sometimes it is overt,
but often it is covert. That is the
nature of racism in Canada; it is the
water we swim in. Hearing the voices
of BIPOC students who are engaged
in courageous acts of resistance has
given me hope but also reaffirmed
how everyday racism is present
in many of our lives at school. As
the students said in the antiracism
student panel at the Summer
Leadership Conference, schools need
to be made safer for BIPOC students,
teachers, and staff. There must be
real consequences when racist acts
are committed. Expectations for
non-racist language should be a
given and protocols for ensuring
BIPOC safety should be put in place.
8

Examples of racism in our union
include when other teachers
question why we should have
employment equity to hire
Indigenous teachers who are grossly
under-represented or when they
assume we don’t need to teach
Black history as an integrated part
of the curriculum. White supremacy
blocks the participation of BIPOC
teachers who seek representation
in the union beyond those positions
that are designated for BIPOC union
members.

BIPOC students passionately. We all
need to learn and to teach about the
various forms of systemic oppression
in order to challenge them.

Soon after completing my
teacher training in Windsor, Hilda
Watkins—a Black woman from my
home community—began her
term as President of the Greater
Essex County Teacher Local of the
Elementary Teachers’ Federation
of Ontario. It was affirming to have
Ms. Watkins as a role model. After
returning to the coast as a certified
teacher, I do not take for granted my
good fortune of having come from
a community with a long history
of strong, dedicated, and articulate
teacher-activists.

What a year 2020 was! COVID
aside, for all of us, 2020 was the
year of reckoning. Our union and
employer have been challenged
to address White supremacy
culture and systemic racism with
the overwhelming evidence of
police brutality against Black and
Indigenous peoples.

What do I wish my colleagues
understood about my
experience of racism?
I want my colleagues to understand
and honour the hidden emotional
labour involved in being who I am
as a Black Indigenous woman who
deals every day with the effects
of colonization. I want teachers to
support the causes of Black and
Indigenous people, learn more
about our complex histories, and
understand and support their BIPOC
students with compassion. If they
are indeed to act in loco parentis,
they must protect and defend their

I wish for my colleagues to take the
long journey of understanding the
many ways that they benefit from
racism, then take steps to dismantle
racism on a daily basis.
Lee, CASJ Disability Justice Action
Group member and Vancouver
Secondary teacher

How do we change the systems? We
can negotiate, legislate, litigate, and
protest. This past year, we have seen
all mechanisms being employed. A
12-year-old girl and her grandfather
who were handcuffed for opening
a bank account have lodged a
human rights complaint against
BMO and the Vancouver Police
Department. In 2020, we witnessed
the police killings of Tony McDade,
a black trans man; the murder of
Regis Korchinski-Paquet, who fell 24
stories to her death; and the murder
of Ejaz Choudry during a mental
health check. And the list continues.
People have taken to the streets in
Black Lives Matter and Land Back
protests. There are violent incidents,
and there is also the need for
legislation like the CAREN Act to deal
with the inappropriate use of racially
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biased 911 calls in the United States. This happens here
as well when White fragility meets White supremacy
culture to try to silence and control BIPOC folks using
administrative structures inappropriately.

“In a racist society, it is not enough to be non-racist,
we must be anti-racist.”

Within our union structures, antiracist teachers continue
to strive for equity and meaningful action. The time for
performative, virtue-signalling, empty words has long
expired. Antiracist BIPOC teachers have been tirelessly
working to demand systemic change through listening
to our BIPOC students and staff about working and
learning conditions.

Chanelle Tye, former CASJ Antiracism Action Group
member and Francophone School District teacher

Where do I see White supremacy in my union?
It shows up as a White paper with highlighted names—
primarily white names—of who to vote for, excluding
BIPOC who experience exclusion and backlash for doing
antiracism work. It shows up as continuing denial that
racism is a problem and that BIPOC folks need a safe
place, like an ad hoc BIPOC committee, to meet. It shows
up as picking and choosing the BIPOC narrative that
makes White people feel as comfortable as possible.
As a settler, I see all the ways colonization has harmed
and divided BIPOC as well.
This includes the role of School Liaison Officers (SLOs)
in public schools. Recently, the Vancouver Secondary
Teachers’ Association (VSTA) held a general meeting
which resulted in a strong mandate to suspend the SLO
program and lobby our employer for the re-funding
of mental health and in-school supports that have
been eroded and defunded since the BC Liberals came
into power 20 years ago. The VSTA can now join its
elementary counterpart VESTA and support the human
rights of Black and Indigenous students, as requested
by the young people and a Black delegation who spoke
eloquently at a Vancouver School Board meeting about
their experiences in our schools. Despite resistance and
backlash, anti-racist BIPOC teachers have persisted, and
there is a wonderful solidarity with all teachers who have
chosen to put antiracist actions above platitudes.
The shadow pandemic has been racism. In 2020, antiAsian racism rose over 878% from the previous year.
The data speaks for itself and shows how quickly White
supremacy culture can rear its ugly insecurities and try
to leverage power against BIPOC when a scapegoat is
needed. These statistics also do not include those who
have not reported hate crimes—likely folks who do not
access the English language or police systems with ease.
It will continue to take negotiation, protest, litigation,
and legislation to make systemic change happen. The
words of Angela Davis continue to call us to action:
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This is the reckoning.

Where do I see White Supremacy manifested in the
union? What do I wish my colleagues understood
about my experience of racism?
A more salient question might be, “Where don’t I see
White Supremacy manifested in the union?” The BCTF
and the education system, like most institutions in
Canada, exist to uphold the superiority of Whiteness and
White people. Examples are innumerable. If, for example,
we look solely at the access to leadership in the BCTF
Executive Committee, we will see a stark and persistent
absence of leaders of colour and Aboriginal leaders. In the
100+ year history of the Federation, there has been only
one BIPOC president and only a handful of racialized and
Aboriginal members elected to sit at the table.
It is not for want of members of colour that we
continue to have a majority White leadership. White
supremacy is the reason why qualified BIPOC leaders are
overlooked for promotions or advancement, not only
within the union, but also within district leadership and
administration. When we do manage to get a foothold,
we are tokenized, ignored, dismissed, or asked to weigh
in on diversity initiatives, even when we have other skills
and interests to bring to the table.
The contemporary formal education system of British
Columbia was created with Whiteness at its core. The
curriculum, educators, and cultural goals were all meant
to impart and uphold the colonial legacy of European
settlers and eliminate Aboriginal ways of knowing
and being. It is no surprise that when left largely
unchallenged in meaningful ways by the union, BIPOC
members and students continue to suffer the violence
of White supremacy.
Quite honestly, it is exhausting to fight for our humanity,
but it is a worthwhile fight. I want my non-racialized
and non-Aboriginal colleagues to take a risk. Believe us
when we tell you things are inequitable in the union
and use your voice to challenge your fellow teachers to
support our equity initiatives and meaningful inclusion in
elected and non-elected leadership. Fight with us for the
inclusion of our histories in the curriculum for all students,
not just courses about indigeneity and settlers of colour
aimed at students who already fit into that demographic.
Listening and learning aren’t going to change things—
actions will. As Canadian rap sensation and former Q host
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Shad Kabango sings, “Getting mad ain’t the same thing as
getting involved.”
Marjorie Dumont, C’tan, Local WLC/Bargaining Chair,
and Vancouver Elementary teacher
The protocol of introducing oneself to others is vital to
my Wet’suwet’en/Gitxsan roots, and so I share this with
you. Dini ze, ts’ake ze, skiy ze. Hadih, So’endzin (male
chiefs, female chiefs, and their children,) I would like to
acknowledge I am a visitor on the ancestral and unceded
territory of the Sḵwx̱ wú7mesh, Səl̓ ílwətaʔ/Selilwitulh
and xʷməθkʷəy̓ əm (Squamish, Tsleil Waututh, and
Musqueam) Nations.
Hadeeh’ jeen tabi honzoo (Greetings. It is a great day.) Si
ts’ake ze C’tan tstini (My name is C’tan.) Sne ts’ake Wila’at
tstini (My mom is Wila’at.) Sbeb jatneeyun dini ze Wah tah
ghet (My late father’s name is Wah tah ghet.) N’iwh Dini
ze’ Na’Moks. (My house chief is Na’Moks.) Tsayu haba ja
kah deezit (I belong to the Beaver clan.) Likhsilyu sinilhya
(My father’s clan is Small Frog.)
Nis wa deeshilh alk’a lahlegh atso’ dah—We are going to
begin our journey together. I will share my story with you.
As Thomas King so aptly put it, “The truth about stories
is that’s all we are.” Roberta Jamieson once said that the
Creator gives everyone a unique set of instructions and
your job is to use them to their maximum advantage.
My Elders have told me that the Creator has gifted me
the ability to pull people together, to listen, and to know
when to speak. Now is the time.
The ancestors have been waiting for me to speak. As my
mom Wila’at said many times, “These are not my words, they
are my ancestors’ words.” Just as my mom did many times,
I prayed to the ancestors to guide me when it was time
to speak to my colleagues about my story in the union.

My time came when I was to speak at the 2020 Summer
Leadership Conference. I had trouble sleeping and
thinking straight leading up to the panel discussion. I
knew it was going to be difficult for me to share my story
because we are all connected to the BCTF. Nonetheless,
this is my story.
I was asked what White supremacy looks like in my union
at both the provincial and local levels. The first thing that
always comes to my mind are the policies and bylaws
through which I witnessed White supremacy being upheld
over the years. One example that quickly came to mind
was the designated seats at the provincial executive table.
These two seats were intended to create space for BIPOC
members. One seat was designated for a member who
self-identifies as First Nations, Inuit, or Métis, and the other
for Black and People of Colour.
The goal of this policy was to create equity, and it was broadly
supported by equity-seeking groups. The lived result, however,
was the creation of animosity amongst BIPOC members for
two reasons. The first was because it created competition
among marginalized groups who then ran against each
other rather than attempting to increase the overall
diversity of the Executive Committee. The second issue
that arose from the implementation of the bylaw was that
an inequity was created when Aboriginal people could run
as racialized, but not the reverse.
I have felt this kind of animosity many times before, and it
was no stranger to me. In my humble opinion and through
lived experience, the policy and bylaws had intended/
unintended outcomes of “divide and conquer.” To be more
specific, at Annual General Meeting (AGM) elections, if First
Nations, Inuit, or Métis members running for Member-atLarge were not successful, they would automatically drop
down and run for the racialized Member-at-Large seat.
At the 2020 BCTF AGM, I put my name forward to run as a
candidate for Member-at-Large for the seat designated for
Aboriginal members. I was not the successful candidate and
chose not to drop my name to run for the racialized seat. I
understood that the lived experiences of non-Aboriginal
People of Colour (POC) was different than that of Aboriginal
people, and I wanted to do my part to ensure that the voices
and experiences of POC were represented at the table. The
purpose for my decision was to show my fellow members
who identify as Black and People of Colour that I hear their
voices. I hear them loud and clear. We cannot be pitted
against each other like this.
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I was also asked what I wish my colleagues understood
about my experience of racism. They must acknowledge
and understand my story. My story has many lessons, so
choose one and begin your journey to challenge the status
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quo. The racism BIPOC members experience
occurs daily, so act quickly. Please remember
my heart broke many times, especially during
the last few years as we—BIPOC members—
tried to advocate for change in the policies
and bylaws, and those proposed changes were
defeated at different levels of decision-making
bodies. BIPOC members are directly impacted
by some of the policies and bylaws, so please
listen to our voices, not only to respond, but to
create change based on what you hear.

A Walk in the City Park

We must strive to become antiracist and learn
how to combat microaggressions. This won’t
be achieved in one workshop or by reading
one book. However, we can start somewhere.
Being invited to the table is not the same as
having one’s voice heard. BIPOC members
working within the structures of the union
are concerned that inclusion has yet to lead
to meaningful representation. I ask for your
support in making more significant changes to
the structures and organization of our union
that will not just identify but transform the
way we approach racism and colonialism.

How lucky am I
To have lifted my face from my screen
To see the glistening of birch bark and glossy yellow branches

I also want everyone to know that I am grateful
for the opportunities I have been given within
our union. Not everything was challenging,
and for that I want to thank the BCTF. There
are so many people I want to acknowledge
and give gratitude to, but there are too many
to mention. I would like to honour my mom,
however, for the gift of love, my dad for the
gift of wisdom, Gloria Cole for the gift of
respect, the late Stewart Schon for the gift of
courage, Carolyn Sousa for the gift of truth,
Jody Polukoshko for the gift of humility, and
Rae Figursky for the gift of honesty. Nowh na
kal yegh (Your presence has honoured me
greatly/I want to thank you all.) The support
you have given me within the union is felt
and appreciated.

Sparkling snow held in the frozen branches
Rowan berries and snow, a balancing act each winter
And then to look up, alerted by the honking
To the sight of trumpeter swans overhead

By Sarah Newton, CASJ Environmental Justice Action
Group and Revelstoke teacher

Speechless from the wonder of my morning walk
In the sunshine
How rare for here

The dog spinning circles
Being in the moment of this moment
Sharing the present of the present
With me
What a privilege this moment is
To be in this tiny piece of the natural world
And to actually see it for the incredible beauty that it is

Bearing witness to the perfection of
their wings, their necks, their flight
I am thankful that I am able to be thankful for this moment
Instead of blithely passing by unaware

Do with it what you will.
“ It’sCryyours.
over it. Get angry. Forget it. But

—Thomas King

“
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don’t say in the years to come that
you would have lived your life
differently if only you had heard
this story. You’ve heard it now.
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Centering Voices of BIPOC Authors
By Myriam Dumont, North Vancouver teacher-librarian

W

hen choosing books for my elementary school
library last year, I made a commitment that at least
50% of my collection would be by authors and illustrators
who identify as BIPOC. When I inherited this library and
did an informal equity audit, the results made it clear that
our collection lacked diversity. The books we had were
primarily written and illustrated by White authors and
illustrators. We needed more diverse representation in
the stories that were being told.

There is so much great diversity embedded in the story,
including a friend with two moms and a principal who
uses “they, their, and them” pronouns. This book is a must
for all elementary and secondary school libraries.

When purchasing books, I consider first and foremost
the author and illustrator as well as the story and the
characters. Whose voices are being centred? Who is
being left out? Are characters fitting into a problematic
stereotype? If I don’t have enough books written by
authors with disabilities, then it becomes a priority for me
to seek those out. If my books featuring BIPOC characters
are primarily ones where there is a struggle and obstacles
to overcome, then I need to find more stories that center
voices and storylines of characters who are thriving.

Amy Wu and the Perfect Bao by Kat Zhang,
illustrated by Charlene Chua

Maya and the Rising Dark by Rena Barron
I eagerly anticipated this novel, the first in a new series
from well-known author Rena Barron. The book is a middle
school novel based on West African mythology. It features
a Black girl from the south side of Chicago who discovers
that her father is the guardian between our world and the
mysterious Dark World. This book is a page turner that
received the following review from a Grade 7 student at
my school last year:

This book has been a school favourite since it was added
to our library last year. The young protagonist in the story
struggles to make the “perfect bao.” What I love about
her journey is that it is a great example of what growth
mindset looks like. She is really struggling but keeps on
trying until, one day, she achieves her goal. The picture
book ends with a recipe for bao dough and filling. Every
time I read it, many of our Chinese Canadian students’
faces light up. You can see them making a connection to
the story. They see themselves represented, and they are
so proud to tell classmates how they make bao in their
homes. The illustrations are also beautifully done. This is
an essential book for all elementary school libraries.

“I couldn’t put it down. I stayed up until 11:00 p.m. last night
and read the entire thing!“
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Johnny’s Pheasant by Cheryl Minnema,
illustrated by Julie Flett

Not Just Another Shirt Day

Johnny’s Pheasant is based on the author’s childhood
memories of her brother and grandmother. When Johnny
and his grandmother spot what appears to be a dead
pheasant that has been hit by a car, they decide to bring
it home and use its feathers for craftwork. The pheasant
turns out to be alive. What follows is a sweet story of a new
connection between a child and a bird. Cheryl Minnema
is Ojibwe and born in Minneapolis. Julie Flett, one of my
favourite illustrators, is Cree-Métis and lives in Vancouver.

By Charity Peale, CASJ Environmental Justice Action Group
and Nisga’a teacher

I

stand here today in my orange shirt with our symbol
of hope displayed on the front. My heart is filled with
honour and prosperity and, at the same time, breaking as
I think about those who are not physically standing here
with me today.

Land of Cranes by Aida Salazar
Land of Cranes is Aida Salazar’s newest book. Written in
verse, it tells the story of Betita, a nine-year-old Latinx girl
whose family has fled to Los Angeles to escape violence in
Mexico. One day, Betita’s father is arrested by Immigration
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) officers and deported to
Mexico. Betita is left alone with her mother, who is pregnant.
Soon after, they too are detained. Land of Cranes is a story of
survival and struggle in a family detention camp. The story
is powerful, moving, and necessary for children to read. It
is a must-have for all libraries. Salazar’s new book would
also make an excellent read-aloud for teachers to engage
students in current events and social justice issues.

Our shirts read Dim Dax̱ gat’inin n̓ iiy̓ . You strengthen
me—we strengthen each other #everychildmatters.
The max̱ maḵ’ay (rainbow) symbolizes hope for Nisga’a
people. It was at the time that the water began to
recede and our ancestors could descend from the sacred
mountains where they sought refuge from the Great
Flood that our creator K’amligihahlhaahl brought forth
thousands of rainbows as a promise that there would
never again be a great flood. The max̱ maḵ’ay is at the
top of our Unity Pole, which stands outside of our school
to communicate to everyone that our children are our
hope—our hope for the future.
Over the past few years, hearing comments like “we all
look the same” and criticisms of “all the shirt days” from
non-Indigenous colleagues has caused me to pause and
reflect. I wonder if the nervous comments come from a
BCTF Social Justice Newsletter, Winter/Spring 2021
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place of ignorance or miseducation. While it takes me
by surprise and I can feel a fiery flush come over me,
I calmly explain, “In residential schools, our parents
didn’t have a choice; they all had to look the same” and
“I would hope this is not just another shirt day. I would
hope it creates awareness, leads to true reconciliation,
and facilitates a true sense of belonging in society for
our children some day soon.”

I stand here as an empowered Nisga’a daughter,
sister, mother, friend, teacher, colleague, and—most
importantly—aunty and grandmother representing
thousands of years of resilient blood running through
my veins. Doing so ignites great emotion to continue
on my path, continue to educate, and continue to
persevere. . . in my shirt—no matter the colour, no
matter the day, because every day, I am Nisga’a!

The Orange Shirt Day Activities resource book by BCTF member Jean Moir is available to
download on the BCTF website. Orange Shirt Day website: www.orangeshirtday.org

Indigenous-led Climate Action
By Tara Ehrcke, CASJ Environmental Justice Action Group and Victoria teacher

“They stole the children from the land. Now they steal the land from the children.“

T

hese words hung on a banner
outside the BC legislature last
spring as Indigenous Youth for
Wet’suwet’en occupied the front
steps, demanding that the RCMP
leave Wet’suwet’en territory. The
Wet’suwet’en were once again
under siege, as they courageously
stood their ground, physically
blocking Coastal GasLink from
entering their territory to build a
natural gas pipeline.

The Wet’suwet’en traditional chiefs
and the youth who supported them
are only a few of the Indigenous
climate leaders from across
Turtle Island who are focused on
simultaneously defending Indigenous
rights and the health of our planet.
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Across the world, Indigenous land
defenders are often the front line of
land and environmental defence.
In British Columbia, defenders of the
yintah (land) include not only the
Wet’suwet’en and their fight with
Coastal GasLink, but also the Tiny
House Warriors, who for years have
been reclaiming their traditional
territories and defending them from
the Trans Mountain pipeline crossing
the unceded Secwe’pemc Territory.
The Tiny House Warriors emphasize
that they have never provided
consent for the pipeline and that
the damage would be catastrophic,
both for them as a nation on their
territory, and for everyone else on

the planet facing the consequences
of climate change. Their strategy is
land based and community oriented.
A variety of literal tiny houses have
been constructed by volunteers and
allies in different communities and
then transported to the traditional
territories to “re-establish village sites.”
Molly Wickham, the spokesperson
of the Gidimt’en Checkpoint, which
stands on Wet’suwet’en territory,
describes how land defence is
so intimately related to larger
environmental issues:

“At this time, our rivers, the
lifeblood of our nations, are
facing drills, toxins, and invaders.
Indigenous people are standing up
BCTF Social Justice Newsletter, Winter/Spring 2021

to state violence, big industry, and
corporate greed for the
future of all of humanity—
of all life on our yintah.”
In addition to nation-based land
defence, a variety of Indigenous
or Indigenous-led coalitions are
working to advocate and organize
for climate justice. Indigenous
Climate Action (ICA) was founded
in Alberta but works across Canada
to support the struggles of land
defenders and to advocate on
a national and global scale for
Indigenous-led climate justice.
ICA members have travelled to the
United Nations climate meetings to
represent Indigenous interests and
to work with Indigenous peoples
across the globe to demand that
decisions by international bodies
do not interfere with free, prior, and
informed consent of the peoples on
whose lands they occur.
ICA succinctly describes the principle
of Indigenous-led climate justice:

“ICA works on connecting
and supporting Indigenous
communities to reinforce our
place as leaders driving climate
change solutions for today and
tomorrow. We model our work
and organizational structure
on systems of free, prior, and
informed consent and selfdetermination. By providing
communities with knowledge
and resources, we can inspire a
new generation of Indigenous
climate leaders building solutions
centered around our inherent
rights and cultures.”
Further south, the members of the
Red Nation, a coalition of Native
and non-Native activists founded
in New Mexico, have developed
an alternative to the Green New
Deal that centres Indigenous
rights and recognizes the place
of Indigenous struggle in the
climate justice movement. Their
far-reaching platform envisions a
global transformation that addresses
not just renewable energy, but

also decolonization, through the
abolition of racialized borders, police
violence, and even the concept of
the nation state.
Red Nation members clearly
acknowledge the role of colonialism
and capitalism in maintaining the
racist, extractive exploitation that
began with the slave trade and
the theft of Indigenous lands and
continues to this day. The Green New
Deal does not go far enough because
it fails to address these underlying
root causes of the environmental
crises we face.
More information on these
Indigenous climate nations and
organizations is available on their
websites.
Indigenous Climate Action,
www.indigenousclimateaction.com
Red Nation, www.therednation.org
Unist’ot’en: Heal the people, heal
the land, www.unistoten.camp
Tiny House Warriors: Our land is
home, www.tinyhousewarriors.com

Students Vote for Climate Justice
By Sarah Newton, CASJ Environmental Justice Action Group and Revelstoke teacher

H

ow do we best support
students to succeed
in the future? Ah, the
eternal question that keeps
educators up at night!
Here is a partial solution:
We listen to their deepest
needs and do our best to
address them.
What exactly are those deep
needs that we should focus
on? One need that is rarely
articulated in the classroom
was certainly expressed at
last fall’s British Columbia Student Vote. The results clearly
showed that students are concerned about the current
climate crisis and want to see more action taken to address
it. They also want to know why this issue gets shoved
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under the carpet at every
available opportunity.
The mock student election
that mirrored our own
provincial election and
brought this dialogue into
classrooms was organized
by CIVIX, a national charity
dedicated to strengthening
democracy through civic
education.
In October of 2020, 90,000
secondary and upper
elementary students from
over 750 schools voted in all 87 electoral districts in BC. The
result was an NDP majority with 58 seats. The Green Party
was elected as the official opposition with 17 seats, and the
Liberals won 12 seats.
15

When students considered the party platforms during
the lessons leading up to their mock election, they
consistently chose parties that promise a strong social
safety net and a clear commitment to dealing with the
climate crisis. The comments expressed in my district
consistently referred to concerns for the climate crisis
and impatience with actions taken by the current
government and industry leaders.
After voting, a Grade 6 student in my classroom said:

“Right now, I feel like the climate is the most
important issue because it is getting really
destroyed. I feel like greenhouse gases should
get taken care of more, but everything is
getting forgotten about because of COVID. I
hope the new government is going to be trying
to get BC to be more carbon neutral, because
right now, I don’t think it’s that good. Maybe
we could focus more on using electricity
instead of mining oil
and destroying the
environment. And to
get the electricity,
instead of building
dams and destroying
the environment,
they could try energy
conservation and
more solar panels
and windmills.”
A Grade 11 student from
Rossland echoed those
concerns:

“I voted Green. They are the ones who are going
the to take on moral issues like climate change,
abortion rights, and women’s rights.”
When asked what small or simple action could have
been taken in the last decade, a Grade 12 student from
Prince George noted:

“An easy place to start would have been
building infrastructure that encourages people
to bike: better bike lanes and bike paths. Right
now, commuting by bike in Prince George is not
very pleasant.”
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This transportation lament is echoed in my Revelstoke
class every year. Students wonder why we have busy
train traffic through our community, yet it is impossible
to make a regional train viable. It seems logical to them
that providing commuter trains would be a reasonable
climate action.
When I queried a Grade 12 student at Revelstoke
Secondary School about how he thinks government and
society in general are dealing with environmental issues.
He responded:

“Terrible! They are barely doing anything, and
the adult society has f*cked up the world and is
handing it down to younger generations. There
are many people who are doing the right things,
but important people are not, and political
leaders are not doing their jobs as much as they
could. It’s because they are corrupted by rich
companies and people. There needs to be more
focus on renewable
energy sources and
a ban on fossil fuels,
as well as single use
plastics.”
This student said he would
have voted NDP in the
recent election if he was
old enough. He felt the
minority government had
successfully started to
take action to address the
climate emergency.
As teachers, we need to
hear student voices and
teach accordingly. Teaching student empowerment and
how to be an active participant in civil society is a moral
obligation.
These words
quote
from Mike
The report
on are
thea direct
second
BCTF
Hooker, my superintendent in School District 19, who
Issuenumerous
Session
on “As
Racism,
including
has stated
times,
educators,
it is our moral
recommendations
from
this
and ethical obligation to teach students climate change
education.
We would
negligent
to notatdothe
so.”
session
that be
were
carried

December
2019
and
January
2020
Let’s take
those words
as our
marching
orders.
Not sure
meetings
the
BCTF
Executive
how to
go about it?of
The
BCTF’s
Environmental
Justice
ActionCommittee,
Group has developed
many lesson
is available
on plans,
the posters,
workshops, and resources to help. Also, check out the
Equity and Inclusion web pages
Green New Deal, a plan that outlines the ways to address
ofchange
the BCTF
website.
climate
and economic
inequity.
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Working Together for a More Inclusive
Representative Assembly

A

s one of the BCTF’s principal decision-making
bodies, the Representative Assembly (RA)
brings together delegates from across the
province at least three times a year to make key
decisions on policies and procedures affecting
BCTF members. Delegates to the RA, or Local
Representatives (LRs), are elected by their locals.
One of the BCTF’s 2020–21 leadership priorities
is to “further create an equitable and inclusive
union in which the structures, processes, and
culture ensure that all members can count on
access, agency, and a sense of belonging.” At
their August 23–24 meeting, the BCTF Executive
Committee decided to initiate an RA Task Force
with the goal of examining and providing
recommendations toward a more inclusive RA.
The RA Task Force included 20 members
with two representatives from each zone.
Additional members included Serena
Mohammed, representing the Committee for
Action on Social Justice, and Missy Haynes,
representing the Aboriginal Education Advisory
Committee. Peggy Janicki sat on the task force
as the Executive Committee Member-at-Large
representative, and First Vice-President Clint
Johnson participated as Full-time Table Officer.
The task force members were selected by the
BCTF Executive Committee, with priority given to
members from equity-seeking groups.
Task force members participated in six meetings
in November and December 2020. Following
these meetings, several members shared their
experiences and recommendations at the
December Executive Committee meeting.
The RA Task Force report, including a number
of recommendations, was presented to the
BCTF Executive Committee at their January 15
meeting. The Executive Committee decisions in
response to these recommendations are posted
under Equity and Inclusion on the BCTF website
Five members of the RA Task Force submitted
the following reflections on their experiences
as members of the task force.
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Janine Fraser, Rock Creek teacher
“The most common way people give up their power is
by thinking they don’t have any.“—Alice Walker
“Representation is a crucial location of struggle for an
exploited and oppressed people asserting subjectivity
and decolonisation of the mind.” —bell hooks

1

In any organization, change is inevitable. Sometimes it is
welcomed and other times it is approached with trepidation.
There is great potential in change because it provides an
opportunity to improve and do things differently. Approaching
our work with that sense of hope—that sense of openness and
flexibility—allowed us to see another way for our union to be
and to hear bold new ideas, even if they made us uncomfortable.

Having a unifying vision and purpose that included specific
goals or outcomes helped keep us tethered to the work we came
together to do. Our foundational goals included the following:
• Identify elements of the RA that present barriers to inclusion
and equity.
• Examine and research existing alternatives that could reduce
or remove barriers.
• Report and make recommendations to the BCTF Executive
Committee.
It is with these understandings and aims that the RA Task Force
set about their work.
Each meeting was run by members who stepped forward to plan
and facilitate our important work. We took time at every one of our
meetings to seek knowledge, ask questions, and look for barriers.
We were creative when thinking about ways to reduce and remove
these barriers. Working with honesty and listening to every
member of the task force was a central part of our time together.
It meant we needed to share the answers to the questions, “Who
are you? What are you here for? What is your truth?”
In the end, we can be proud of the work we collectively achieved.
Organizational change may not be easy amid times that seem
to be already full of change, but it is critical that we find a way
to help ensure that the diversity in our membership is reflected
in our leadership. Doing so will allow us to better capitalize on
our diverse skills, perspectives, and experiences, and become a
stronger union where everyone belongs and has a voice.

17

Farid Azar, Mission teacher
In October 2020, I received the letter
that my application to the BCTF
RA Task Force was successful. The
task force’s main objective was to
make recommendations to the BCTF
Executive Committee regarding
representation issues at the RA.
The RA Task Force consisted of
members from different locals
around BC. These members came
from a variety of backgrounds and
brought with them varying levels
of experience. After holding six
meetings, the RATF drafted some
recommendations to the BCTF
Executive Committee. Later, task
force members had an opportunity
to present their proposals to the
Executive Committee via Zoom.
After reviewing the final list of
recommendations, I conclude that
the RATF’s recommendations fall
into three main areas:
Perspective
Most of the BCTF’s principles and
guiding ideas of representation and
assembly have been set up using
a different lens than we employ
today. Previously, while establishing
policies, the identities and beliefs
of every group were not taken into
consideration. Today, in contrast,
the idea that the lens we set up for
policies and practices needs to be
inclusive and pluralistic rather than
exclusive is widely held and accepted.
The ideologies and worldviews of one
group are not considered superior to
those of another.
One of the most valuable and
essential lenses is the Aboriginal
lens. After years of oppression and
colonization, today we acknowledge
that non-Aboriginal residents of British
Columbia are settlers on Aboriginal
peoples’ unceded territories. We
believe that Aboriginal peoples’
philosophies, sacred teachings, and
harmonious relationship with nature
make up a forgotten and ignored
18

wisdom we need to adopt. In setting
up policies and practices, the BCTF
needs to consider representation
issues through an Aboriginal lens.
Training
Another major obstacle identified
and discussed by members of
the RA Task Force was the lack
of training at the local executive
level. Members of local executive
committees need to receive the
necessary training to identify issues
related to member representation.
By providing adequate guidance
and training, the BCTF could support
locals in adopting more inclusive and
diverse approaches to elect Local
Representatives to the RA. Further
recommendations put forward by the
task force included considering the
term length for Local Representatives,
increasing the number of
representatives from diverse
backgrounds, and providing support
for less represented members. For
example, by limiting the role of Local
Presidents at the
RA, we could create
opportunities for
more members
who identify as
BIPOC and LGBTQ2S+
to play an active role.
Resources and
supports
Providing resources
to members from
less represented
groups was
identified as another
tool to increase the participation
of equity-seeking members at the
RA. A mentorship program could be
developed, with more experienced
Local Representatives offering
guidance to members who have
not previously had the opportunity
to represent their locals at the RA.
In this way, a mentorship program
would empower BCTF members
from different equity-seeking groups

2

to find their way to the RA.
In addition, the BCTF could
provide grants to locals to send their
members to the RA as witnesses and
observers. These confidence-building
tools would gradually enable a wide
range of members from different
equity-seeking groups to feel
confident to take on the role of Local
Representative.

Providing the services of an Aboriginal
Elder and healer at RAs is another
excellent support mechanism.
Aboriginal Elders and healers are
precious sources of wisdom for
younger and less experienced
members. Through their support and
presence, healers could help members
to gradually build the confidence
needed to voice their ideas and
concerns at the RA.
Maureen Lagroix’s model of a
visual tool to support RA meetings:
BCTF Commitment to Solidarity,
Understanding, Privilege to Create Equity

This tool incorporates the 7 Rs from
the BCTF Aboriginal Lens, some First
Nations perspectives, and elements
from the BCTF Privilege Wheel
into a visual representation of the
BCTF Commitment to Solidarity.
As Maureen states, “Because I am
looking at both perspectives, I
made this wheel to have a better
understanding of both worlds.”
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Annie Ohana, Surrey teacher
Representation is not a top down endeavor.
Our dues should be used to represent all, not only some.
Assembled Voices spoke to lived experiences of exclusion, unbecoming of a collective union structure.

3

Tasks taken up that have resulted in much needed changes.
All necessary to bring the change to increase representation.
Familial connections built as we came together to critically analyze, through an anti-oppression lens,
how the experiences of our members could be operationalized, not just heard.

Missy Haynes, Aboriginal Education Advisory Committee
representative to the RA Task Force and Sooke teacher

4

A little cautious is the best way to describe how I felt in the beginning. I
think there were times that it felt heavier than I was ready for, such as when
we found ourselves suddenly thinking about all the barriers and the weight
of the entire “system.” The task force members were incredibly supportive
and understanding though. Even during times of disagreement, people
were able to share ideas and be heard without making things personal—
even though the entire discussion was very personal. I honestly looked
forward to the days where I got to do this work because I was collaborating
with other like-minded teachers who wanted to make things better.
I am feeling sad that this work is generally “done” and I won’t get to
continue to meet with the task force members to discuss these ideas. But I
also feel a bit relieved—I hate to say it—that I have one fewer task to worry
about preparing for. It has been particularly difficult to be away from my
class for so many days all at once because my district is running Octas,
which means that I am only with this group of students for 22 school days.
I attended task force meetings for almost one-third of those days. However,
I still appreciated the full-day task force meetings because they allowed me
to commit entirely to the work. I feel like this experience would have been
different if my district were on a semester system, like it was pre-COVID.
It was also a great chance for me to try chairing a meeting!
What are my hopes?
• That this information is heard and remembered and becomes a small
voice inside people’s heads when they think about decision making,
policy, and practice.
• That some sort of a body like this—either applied, appointed, or just a
group of folks—can continue to meet to share ideas and lift each other
up. Task force members found support in each other while doing this
heavy work. I think that speaks a lot to its importance.
• That task force members have gained what they needed from these
meetings, and that their time was considered valuable and purposeful
by others and themselves.
• That we can see the RA start to change shape!
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RA Task Force members
•

Farid Azar
(Metro Fraser)

•

Jessa Clarke
(Okanagan)

•

Darren Companion
(Vancouver Island)

•

Christopher Exilus
(North Central)

•

Mariah Franzmann
(North Central)

•

Janine Fraser
(Kootenay)

•

Michael Gabriel
(Vancouver Island North)

•

Maureen Lagroix
(North Coast)

•

Serina Mohammed
(CASJ)

•

Annie Ohana
(Metro Fraser Valley)

•

Charity Peal
(North Coast)

•

Don Peterson
(Vancouver Island)

•

Denise Wood
(Vancouver Island North)

•

Allan Lee
(Metro West)

•

Shanee Prasad
(Metro West)

•

Missy Haynes (AEAC)

•

Clint Johnston,
Full-Time Table Officer,

•

Peggy Janicky,
Member-at-Large
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Michael Gabriel,
Sunshine Coast
teacher

5

A key take-away from the
RA Task Force was how
validation of participants’
experiences helped me to
better understand the systemic
inequity that continues to
exist within the BCTF. With
insight from other task force
members, I was able to
realize the immensity of the
work required to conjure up
effective change. The initial
recommendations of the RA
Task Force will hopefully set
the stage for mechanisms
to apply to the RA process.
In so doing, momentum in
the direction of equity will
begin to take root. To date,
we are merely in a transitional
stage, looking ahead to a truly
inclusive RA.
Once the Executive Committee
mulls over the task force
recommendations and brings
forth recommendations to
other governing bodies within
the BCTF, the next step will
be to impress upon the task
force members to involve
themselves intentionally by
applying these decisions
within the RA process.
The goal of these efforts is
not necessarily to impose
sweeping change, but rather
to make a conscious effort
to encourage marginalized
educators to make use of an
intentionally inclusive protocol
and consider becoming more
involved. Once advocacy
and acknowledgment
become commonplace, one’s
internalized oppression could
be noticeably lessened.

Hungry Minds and Hungry Hearts
HOW POVERTY AND FOOD INSECURITY HAS CHANGED
THE LEARNING CLIMATE

By Rick Kumar, CASJ Economic Justice Action Group and Surrey teacher

W

hat does it mean to be a teacher? Are we guidance counsellors?
Mediators? Curriculum specialists? The role of the teacher is adapting,
and no more so than during the current COVID-19 pandemic. Today teachers
are more than educators in every connotation of the word; they are a source
of stability, encouragement, optimism, and—increasingly—a source of food.
The World Bank has stated that “the COVID-19 pandemic is estimated to
push an additional 88 million to 115 million people into extreme poverty
[in 2020], with the total rising to as many as 150 million by 2021.” Where does
that leave millions of students across the world? As families struggle to meet
rising costs of living, teachers have seen the effects on these students in
their classrooms. Poverty, in all its iterations, translates to our students not
having their basic needs met.
2016 data from Statistics Canada shows that 18.5% of children aged 0 to
17 in BC live in poverty. That is roughly 1 in every 5 students. In an average
classroom of 30 students, this equates to six students in every classroom
living in poverty. This number is higher among children in minority groups.
In the 2015 BCTF report Hungry students in BC public schools and the adequacy
of school meal programs to support them, 80.6% of teachers reported having
students in their classes who started the day hungry. 80.3% of teachers
reported having students in their class who did not bring food for lunch
or snacks. Food security and lack thereof has not changed much for the
better in recent years. In a nation of declining job security amidst slowing
industries and shuttered businesses, hungry children are more present in
our classrooms than ever.
So where does the teacher come in to all these facts and figures? As workers
on the front line of education, teachers have gone beyond providing
food for thought. Teachers, often through their own agency, provide food
for students in their classrooms. Ensuring that your school has a no-cost
program to provide nutritional lunches and snacks eliminates the worries
hungry students face in the classroom. While not every societal problem
can be solved in the classroom, teachers have led the charge to ensure that
future generations lead brighter futures.
Although the negative compounding factors of food insecurity lead to
decreased participation, higher levels of stress and anxiety, and ultimately poor
health and well-being, poverty does not end in the kitchen. Poverty affects
all aspects of a child’s development. Ferguson’s 2007 research, The Impact of
poverty on educational outcomes for children, confirms that the “incidence, depth,
duration and timing of poverty all influence a child’s educational attainment,
along with community characteristics and social networks.”
So how can we combat the effects of child poverty in our classrooms? It
begins with not much more than one step: open and unconditional caring.
When students know that you care, they are more likely to approach you,
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talk to you, and ask for your help. Not all signs are as
visible as sleepy students and empty lunchboxes, so
approach this aspect as you would any other in your
practice: with open and unconditional care. In your
school, connect with other teachers, workers, or maybe
even reach out to a local fire department to see if
they can assist in a meal program. Offering a catch-all
program ensures that those students who may need
food assistance aren’t being singled out and made to
endure undue stigma.
While food programs are essential and wage reforms
are even better, we as educators need to do what we
do best—educate. We have the responsibility to
educate our students and give them opportunities
BCTF Social Justice Newsletter, Winter/Spring 2021

they otherwise would not have. We can empower
them to find a voice, a cause, and hope. Through us,
our students can become better equipped with the
knowledge they need to thrive in this ever-changing
landscape. In all classes, there are places to teach
empathy, to teach understanding, and to raise the
bar on what it means for socially conscious and unified
citizens to step up together and do their part.
Antipoverty resources available on the BCTF website:
• Poverty and Education survey: A Teacher’s Perspective
• Poverty and Education Survey Infographics, set of 8
• Poverty Typology posters and lesson plans.
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Advocating for an Equitable and Inclusive Economic
Recovery Plan That Will Work for All
By Serena Mohammed, CASJ Status of Women Action Group and Richmond teacher
WHAT IS INTERSECTIONALITY?

basically a lens, a
“ It’s
prism, for seeing the way
in which various forms of
inequality often operate
together and exacerbate
each other. We tend
to talk about race
inequality as separate
from inequality based on
gender, class, sexuality or
immigrant status. What’s
often missing is how
some people are subject
to all of these, and the
experience is not just the
sum of its parts.

”

—Kimberlé Crenshaw

M

any communities, organizations, and levels of government have
been working on developing economic recovery plans that include
strategies to address the issues that arise as the pandemic progresses
and those that may occur after the pandemic ends. The pandemic has
amplified many inequities and barriers that have impacted people since
long before 2020. Barriers and social issues that impact workers who
identify as women, transgender, Two-Spirit, or non-binary have been
highlighted, especially for those who also identify as members of other
equity-seeking groups, such as Indigenous, Black and People of Colour
(IBPOC), disabled, low income, and LGBTQ2S+.
The barriers and inequities that have been magnified remind us that the
economic policies and practices that are part of all levels of government
have not been working equitably for many people. As teachers who
care about the futures of our colleagues, students, and their families, it is
essential that we advocate for economic recovery plans that proactively
and meaningfully address intersectional gender inequities.
Women, Two-Spirit, transgender, and non-binary people disproportionally
represent part-time, gig, and minimum-wage workers. In addition, many
do not get paid for the work that they contribute to their families and
communities. Furthermore, women, Two-Spirit, trans, and non-binary
people make up a disproportionate percentage of employees in carerelated sectors, such as workers in healthcare, long-term care facilities,
child care, and education. Under the pandemic, these care workers are
required to face high levels of health and safety risks, yet many do not
receive equitable compensation.
Compared to men, a greater percentage of women, Two-Spirit, transgender,
and non-binary people have lost their jobs during the pandemic. Another
inequity is that the gender-based pay gap still remains a reality in our
country. In addition, because of various barriers and inequities, women,
Two-Spirit, transgender, and non-binary people are more frequently
deemed ineligible for employment insurance (EI) than men.
It is important for us to advocate for economic recovery plans at all levels
of government that address inequities and barriers by:
• increasing access to affordable child care
• recognizing unpaid care work
• improving working conditions
• job security, and wages for all workers
• changing eligibility requirements for EI
• improving paid sick leave
• making training and professional development opportunities more
accessible
• and facilitating access to accommodations for folks with disabilities
and medical needs.
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Poor job security and unfair wages are not the only
barriers and inequities that are affecting many
women, Two-Spirit, transgender, and non-binary
people. Gender-based violence is also a crisis that
has been magnified during the pandemic. Women,
Two-Spirit, transgender, and non-binary folks who
are members of other equity-seeking groups—such
as people who identify IBPOC, LGBTQ2S+ and people
with disabilities—continue to experience additional
barriers and inequalities due to misogyny, racism,
ableism, homophobia, transphobia, and other forms of
oppression. During the pandemic, an increased number
of women, Two-Spirit, transgender, and non-binary
people have sought support for issues related to hate
crimes and gender-based violence.
An inclusive and equitable economic recovery plan
must support legislation, policies, programs, and
services that address all forms of systemic oppression
in all areas of society, including the justice, health care,
education, and economic systems. There should be
adequate funding to support policies and programs
guided by the recommendations from the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission and the National Inquiry
into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and
Girls. Funds are also needed for affordable housing,
services provided by non-profit and grassroots
organizations, antiracism and anti-oppression training,
and other policies, programs, and strategies that
address intersectional gender inequities and barriers.
Social issues and systemic oppression that were
amplified during the pandemic provide a stark reminder
to folks that past and current economic policies and
practices have not been working equitably for all.
This is a rare opportunity for all levels of government
to reconsider and redevelop their economic plans.
An equitable recovery plan developed through an
intersectional gender lens will benefit everyone and
advance equity and inclusion for all. It is important for
our students and their families, colleagues, community
members, and all workers that all levels of government
develop plans that will work for everyone.
Recommended resources:
• Rebuilding with Equity: Economic Recovery through an
Intersectional Gender lens, BC Federation of Labour
• A Feminist Economic Recovery Plan for Canada: Making
the economy work for everyone, The YWCA and The
Institute for Gender and the Economy

BCTF Social Justice Newsletter, Winter/Spring 2021

23

Coming this Spring:
The BCTF LGBTQ2S+ Issue Session
By Todd Patrick, BCTF Staff, Assistant Director of Social Justice

F

or many years, the BCTF has made it a priority to
explore equity and inclusion within the Federation and
work towards systemic change of its structures with the
goal of improving accessibility and accountability to all
members. It is a slow but steady process that has been
successful in many different areas.
To date the BCTF has:
• Hosted two Issue Sessions on Racism that resulted
in many successful recommendations. Examples
include providing mentorship opportunities for BIPOC
members in Federation leadership events, developing
resources to support members experiencing racism,
and increasing antiracism training for BCTF members.
• Created the Disability Justice Action Group on the
Committee for Action on Social Justice in order to focus
on the rights of teachers and students with disabilities
and provide a voice to this diverse group of members.
• Provided funds for the Aboriginal Education Advisory
Committee to begin hosting a biannual Provincial
Conference, alternating with the Provincial Social
Justice Conference.
• Supported the development of affinity rooms at
Summer Leadership Conference and the Annual
General Meeting. These safe, independent spaces are
available for members of equity-seeking groups to
meet, discuss issues, and support each other.
• Created a Representative Assembly Task Force in
the fall of 2020, which focused on improving the
members’ accessibility to one of the BCTF decisionmaking bodies, the Representative Assembly.

As part of its
continued
efforts to
move forward
on advancing
equity and
inclusion,
the BCTF will
host its first
LGBTQ2S+
Issue Session.
This virtual
event will take
place on May
17 and 18. Day
one of the
Cicely Belle Blain photo © k.ho
session will
be facilitated
by Cicely Belle Blain, a diversity and inclusion consultant,
activist, and writer. Blain is the winner of the Canadian
Centre for Policy Alternatives’ Youth Leadership Award in
Social Movement Building for their commitment to Black
liberation and LGBTQ2S+ activism.
If you identify as a member from the LGBTQ2S+
community, we invite you to view the posting on the
Opportunities for Members page of the BCTF website.
Consider applying to be one of the 20 members selected
to come together virtually to build community, reflect,
discuss common issues, and provide advice to the BCTF
Executive Committee.

Call for Social Justice Newsletter Articles

D

o you have a story to share about a social justice activity or project that you have carried out in your classroom,
local, or community? Is there a social justice issue that you would like to highlight for BCTF members?

We are currently accepting articles for the Summer/Fall 2021 edition of the Social Justice Newsletter. For more
information, see the submission guidelines document on the Social Justice Newsletter page, under Publications,
on the BCTF website.
The deadline for the Summer/Fall 2021 edition is May 14, 2021.
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Having to Choose: Mental Health and Activism
By Nichelle Penney, CASJ Disability Justice Action Group and Kamloops teacher

Under the current pandemic, many teachers have taken full or partial medical leave.
Like the author of this article, BCTF members on medical leave may wish to continue
doing volunteer work with their local or the Federation. To ensure that teachers are
not putting their employment at risk, the BCTF encourages members to request
permission in writing from their employer before participating in any union work
while on leave. Your Local President can help you with this process.

I

identify as a person with a
disability. I have been struggling
with depression and anxiety for
many years now, but I use that as a
conversation piece, not a taboo to
hide away from the world. I bring
this creature to show and tell. I
continually refer to it when having
conversations with co-workers, and
I introduce it to my students. I make
sure that my mental health is on
display for everyone, in a positive
light, so that the creature does
not have the power to grow and
overwhelm me.
This approach is definitely a coping
strategy, but it has also allowed
me to be honest with the people
around me and to try to eliminate
the stigma that exists around
mental health. It has opened up
opportunities for my students to
be more honest with me and to
develop relationships within the
classroom that allow them to thrive
instead of hide.
My union work has also allowed
me to take time to reflect on my
situation and to help support other
teachers around the province. My
entire eight years as a teacher has
been centered around my union
and has become part of my identity.
My mental health is as good as it
is because of my volunteer work,

Artwork © Toby Allen

which has opened up conversations
and collaboration around the
province. I am currently a workshop
facilitator, a Local Representative,
a member of the Disability Justice
Action Group on the Committee for
Action on Social Justice, and a staff
rep at my school.
The reality of COVID-19, with the
associated term system that has
been set up in many school districts,
has presented new challenges. I am
a part-time teacher for a reason.
Having that one block free each
day every semester allows me to
decompress and centre myself, but
that option does not exist in this
new system under the pandemic.
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Teaching six out of eight blocks this
year means that there are 20 weeks
when I do not have a break, cannot
decompress, and cannot centre
myself during the day. I go home
exhausted, empty, and defeated.
That creature is starting to get
bigger. Currently, my saving grace is
my union work, which has given me
time to decompress, to reflect, and
to continue to support myself and
others in various ways.
After struggling through the first
term in 2020, taking almost 20 days
off in the 10 weeks, I decided to look
into a partial medical leave. This
leave involves dropping a block in
term three, when I would otherwise
25

be back to teaching two blocks
again. After spending a month
arranging for my doctor fill out
my medical form, I found out that
if I submit that form to the school
board, I will have to walk away from
all my union work, right down to
being staff rep in my school. Much
of what I do for my union involves
communicating the challenges
that teachers are experiencing and
supporting the creation of resources
and policy changes regarding
people with disabilities/disabled
people. Mental health is my jam,
and supporting others creates a
sense of release for me.
Our union is built upon the volunteer
work of members around the
province, members who wish to help
others and create a better tomorrow—
whatever that may look like. In the
past, this volunteer work has helped in
the negotiation of various paid leaves,
minimum wage, and even the creation
of the Salary Indemnity Plan to help
teachers on sick leave who have run
out of paid sick days.

I am proud to be a volunteer
member of my union who supports
teachers and students in all areas
and in many ways. Yet, here I am,
having to choose between another
ten weeks of struggling—another
ten weeks of that creature getting
bigger on my shoulders—and the
union work that supports me and
others like me. My union work
helps that creature stay small, stay
manageable. Doing BCTF work for
many is an important component
of recovery from mental illness.
I have spoken to many who have
indicated that it is the union—their
involvement in the union—that has
helped them to stay in a profession
that is continually being evaluated
by members of the public, being
oppressed by the government,
and undergoing so much change
over the years. I am not alone in
this thought. I love my students.
I love the conversations and the
exploration of the curriculum that
we do together. I love seeing them
grow and having that lightbulb

moment. But I also love knowing
that I’m helping to support them
outside of the classroom.
Yet, here I am, having to choose
between my mental health and my
activism for mental health. Where
is the justice in that? There are
wonderful people volunteering for
our membership who are being
forced to take a step back. This not
only punishes them for trying to
take care of themselves, but leaves
a gap in our union committees,
assemblies, and schools. As I write
this article in October 2020, there
are already fewer applications
to union mentorship and other
opportunities. As the school year
continues and more teachers are
looking at partial medical leaves,
that gap will widen and positions
may go unfilled, placing the entire
membership at a disadvantage. The
system needs to change.

Disability Day of Mourning: The Loss of Innocence
By Leah Kelley, CASJ Disability Justice Action Group and Chilliwack teacher
This article was originally published on the author’s blog, Thirty Days of Autism

A

few weeks back, I asked my son H if he would like to
attend Autistic Self-Advocacy Network Vancouver’s
(ASAN) Disability Day of Mourning Vigil with me on
March 1 at Woodlands Memorial Gardens in New
Westminster.
He asked what the vigil was for, and then—as I explained
that it was to honour the memory of people with
disabilities who had been killed by their families and
caregivers—his intake of breath was audible…

There was a pause…
When he caught back enough air to speak again, he
asked in disbelief, “How could people do that to their
own kids and family? Family should be SAFE!”
26

I responded, hoping that the right words would
somehow drop from the sky. “You are right; family
should be safe. But you need to understand that some
people have families that are not safe, and some people
think that the lives of disabled people are not worth
living. It is also important to know that this is not okay,
and so we are working to change the way people think
about disability and disabled people. This is a hard thing
to think about and to know about. I am inviting you to
come, but you do not have to. It is up to you.”
H took another long breath in, and then said with finality,
“I want to go.”
Over the last few weeks, I have been thinking back to
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Additional blog entries related to
this topic are posted on the author’s
blog, Thirty Days of Autism.
www.30daysofautism.blog
• “Ghosts of the Asylum in Spring:
A look back at exclusion and abuse”
• “No more: ASAN Vancouver
Disability Day of Mourning,”
speech by Norman Kunc and
Emma Van der Klift
BCTF Social Justice Newsletter, Winter/Spring 2021

27

when H visited The Woodlands Memorial Gardens in
the spring of 2012 with my mother and me.
Constructed in 1878 and finally closed in 1996,
Woodlands was an institution, an “asylum for those with
developmental disabilities and the mentally ill,” and then,
later, a residential school. It was a place of incarceration,
exclusion, and dehumanization. The existence of this
institution and the attitudes that went with it denied
those with developmental disabilities the right to be
valued for who they were and to be included in their
families and communities.
I wrote about that visit in my blog post, “Ghosts of the
Asylum in Spring: A look back at exclusion and abuse.”
It was just before H attended his first conference with
me, and I see it still as a conversation of origin for his
advocacy, activism, and sense of social justice:
This past Sunday, my Mom, H, and I walked through the
memorial gardens there. We read the signs—telling
about the injustices and atrocities that occurred. A touch
of spring accompanied us briefly on our deeply moving
trek. The sun came out and stole away a bit of the chill,
and the early buds promised something more of the
spring yet to come. Today was just a glimpse.
I glimpsed another thing emerging today as well…
H’s understanding of injustice.
As we read the memorial plaques, H became increasingly
interested and was full of questions.
“Who lived here? Who? When? Did they put people with
autism here?”
“Yes, honey. They did.”
“That’s horrible!”
“Yes…”
“You mean I might have been in a place like that?”
“Well, families were often told that they shouldn’t raise
their children. Lots of people, even doctors, would say
that.”
“They were wrong! Mom, I feel sad for those people…”
Gently—gently…
And now the day is here. I hope I have scaffolded things
so that he is ready.
We looked at the images created by Corbett O’Toole for
Listening to Ghosts: Making art about disabled people killed
by their families. I read him the blog post from last year
with the words of Norman Kunc and Emma Van der Klift,
and we listened to the speech by Amythest Schaber from
the ASAN Vancouver 2015 Vigil.
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H is deeply, deeply empathetic. He feels things so
intensely, but he knows I will be there, and we have
planned for dinner with our good friends Norm and
Emma afterwards.
I think he is old enough to build his understanding of why
I spend my time, along with so many others, doing this
“activism stuff,” and to know that there is a place for him
at the table—if or when he wants to add his voice.
H may or may not be an activist like his mom, but he will
understand why I do what I do and that he has a right to
rail against negative stigma and not be beaten down by it.
I do not want my son to accept the shame foisted upon
disabled people. It is my job as a parent to support him so
that he is proud of his authentic self and understands and
embraces that disability is a part of this.
Gently…gently…I hope it is enough…
And then I realize, of course, H is not ready.
How can he be?
I am not ready.
I am not ready to feel the pain of those witnessing with us
today, as we all absorb the emotion hanging thick in the
air, our hearts heavy with imagining the horrific betrayal
of those whose lives we are remembering—the lives
belonging to the 400 or more people whose names will
be read aloud.
Gently…gently…I hope it is enough…
I know H will be surrounded by a community of people
who care about him and who have the skills to help
him process and keep safe. I would rather plan to share
this with him in a well-thought-out way than have him
stumble across such horrific information without the
scaffolding of love and support.
Then, as we were on our way, H said, “Today we are going
to pay our respects to people who were killed by their socalled loved ones…”
I reflect that he is taking this in with understanding.
I also reflect that it is a terrible thing and I hate that I have
to teach this young man about this.
Gently…gently…I hope it is enough…
I ease my son into the loss of innocence…
Gently…gently…
Making room for love and pride to take the place of hate.
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Bipolar Disorder: Living as a Creative Humanitarian
By Alex Sangha, Founder of Sher Vancouver and co-producer of My Name was January

B

ipolar disorder or manic depression is defined by
Wikipedia as “a mental disorder characterized by
periods of depression and abnormally elevated moods. If
the elevated mood is severe or associated with psychosis,
it is called mania; if it is less severe, it is called hypomania.”
Growing up with bipolar disorder in a South Asian,
Punjabi, Sikh family was not easy. My family did not
know what was happening to me. I felt guilty for being
depressed and unable to work. Some people told me that

depression was just in my head and that I was being
lazy. I expected the worst, and there was very little
hope. I felt alone, scared, and vulnerable.
Living with bipolar disorder can cause several life
setbacks. For instance, I had to delay my admission
to the University of British Columbia School of Social
Work by a year because I was hospitalized with severe
mania. The treatment and medications often come
with bad side effects such as extreme weight gain and
drowsiness.
The support of family and friends is very important.
The people close to you can monitor the signs and
symptoms of your illness. Their support can help
reduce stress, which can reduce relapse.
I strongly believe people living with bipolar disorder
can not only survive but thrive. In the past, I was
afraid if I was public about my condition that I would
be stigmatized in the workplace. I feared being
“conveniently dismissed” as someone who is not fit to
do the job.
Why I came out as living with bipolar after 30 years
Even though many friends and family members tried to
stop me from coming out—mainly due to the stigma
associated with mental illness—I was tired of living a
double life. I want to be honest about my strengths and
struggles. Life is short, and I want to make a difference
by helping others. So, I decided to come out about my
condition after 30 years of living with bipolar disorder.
My goal was to give hope and share my story. I saw
no point in struggling with bipolar disorder for so
long if I was not going to share what I learned and
accomplished with the community.
To my surprise, the response I received was
overwhelming and emotional. I have received many
messages from people and families in the community
who thought they were in this alone. One person
even said that my story, life experiences, and ability
to achieve despite my struggles are very inspirational
for many other people living with mental illness or
suffering in silence. Many commented on how it
changed their perspective about this condition.

Alex Sangha photo © Darpan Magazine
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I am immensely proud to have established a flourishing
counselling business. I work for myself, and I am in control of
my life. As a result, I feel now is the time to go public about
being “blessed with bipolar.” In fact, I feel it makes me a better
counsellor. I subscribe to Freud’s philosophy that the best
therapists have gone through therapy themselves. Being
bipolar has provided me with insight, resilience, and empathy
for others.
Secondly, I also want to reduce the stigma and discrimination
that people with bipolar disorder face. For instance, when
I was first diagnosed at the age of 19, the psychiatrist told
my mother not to expect me to go to university. During my
second hospitalization, the social worker wrote that I should
not apply to be a social worker because I was non-compliant
with my medication. I have since completed two master’s
degrees and even received an award for advocacy from the
BC Association of Social Workers.
I would also like to educate the general public about the many
benefits of living with bipolar disorder. For instance, during
the highs, I am very productive. I graduated from a prestigious
master’s program in Public Administration and Public Policy
in the Department of Government at the London School
of Economics, where I was admitted on a partial entrance
scholarship. In addition, I founded a growing non-profit
organization called Sher Vancouver, published a book entitled
Catalyst, and produced a short documentary called My Name
Was January, which won 14 international awards and garnered
63 official selections at film festivals around the world. The film
was also entered in the Canadian Screen Awards for Best Short
Documentary in 2020.

ABOUT THE
AUTHOR
Alex Sangha
is a registered
clinical social
worker and
registered
clinical
counsellor
in British Columbia. He is the recipient
of the Meritorious Service Medal from
the Governor General of Canada. He is
currently involved with Sher Vancouver,
a non-profit organization for gay, lesbian,
bisexual, and transgender South Asians
and their friends and families. For more
information, visit www.shervancouver.com
Alex is also producing his first feature
social justice documentary entitled
Emergence—Out of the Shadows.
For more information, visit
https://emergencefilm.net.

With bipolar disorder, I can view the world from three different
perspectives: when my mood is low, high, and more in the
middle. This makes me a very creative individual. In fact, I feel
a label of “creative humanitarian” more accurately reflects my
current situation and abilities.
By coming out as a person suffering from bipolar disorder, I am
creating a custom world around me that I can handle. I believe
in a holistic approach to treatment, including medication,
counselling, nutritious diet, exercise, socialization, support
groups, family support, good sleep, and low stress. I find
swimming helpful for the body, mind, and spirit.
Lastly, I want the mental health system to focus less on
the medical model and more on a holistic strengths-based
approach. I feel my brain chemistry and moods may be
different than the average individual’s, but that does not
mean I am not a capable person. In fact, I don’t even like being
labelled as having a “mental illness.” I am not an illness! I am a
human being with feelings, emotions, strengths, and potential.
I am a “creative humanitarian.”
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2021–22 Committee for Action on Social Justice (CASJ)
• Promotes safe, healthy, nurturing, respectful, and inclusive environments, where all diversity is celebrated.
• Creates and promotes resources on social justice issues.
• Advises the Executive Committee on social justice issues; related BCTF policy, procedures, and events;
and social justice grants.
• Develops links with unions, community groups, NGOs, and others on social justice issues.
• Assists locals and zones in developing social justice programs, projects, and events.
• Promotes and assists in the development of local, zonal, and provincial networks of members on social justice issues.
• Facilitates the social justice portion of BCTF zone meetings, Summer Leadership Conference, and Provincial Social
Justice Conferences.
• Advocates for systemic, social justice-related change both within the BCTF and throughout the province of BC.

Antiracism Action Group

LGBTQ2S+ Action Group

Additional Social Justice Workshops

Nimfa Casson
Rozhin Emadi
Linda Frank
Christopher Exilus

Elliot Fox-Povey
Michelle Hernandez
Alex Perl
Trevana Spilchen

•

Workshops
• Antiracist Strategies for Educators
• How to be an Antiracist in our
Schools, Unions, and Communities

Workshops
•
•

Disability Rights Action Group
Leah Kelley
Lee
Nichelle Penney
Heather Sallows

•

Peace and Global Education
Action Group

Workshops
• Addressing Ableism

Economic Justice Action Group
Richard Pesik
Kati Spencer
Marcus Tse
Rick Kumar

Farid Azar
Amandeep Grewal
Regie Plana-Alcuaz
Shailly Sareen

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Social Justice through the Arts
Strategies for Discussing
Controversial Issues

Workshops
•
•

Workshops
• Help End Child Poverty in
BC’s Classrooms, Schools,
and Local Communities
• Poverty IS a Classroom Issue

Environmental Justice Action
Group
Tara Ehrcke
Sarah Newton
Charity Peal
Mary Hotomanie

Creating Cultures of Peace
Global Education: Bringing global
perspectives into your classroom

Status of Women Action Group
Angela Marcakis
Serena Mohammed
Trish Mugford
Sheena Seymour

Important SJ dates to celebrate
April 4
April 14
April 22
May

Workshops
•
•

Workshops
•
•
•

Creating a Gender-Inclusive
School Culture
Promoting Healthy Youth
Relationships: Educating against
gender-based violence
Reach Out, Speak Out on
Homophobia and Transphobia

•
•

Advancing Equity and Inclusion in
Our Schools and Community
Assertive Communication
Creating Inclusive Spaces: Applying
an equity and inclusion lens
Developing a Local Equity Audit
Developing Allyship Skills to Break
the Cycle of Cyberbullying
In the Shoes of the Bully, the
Bystander, and the Victim
Organizing for Change
Role and function of the Social
Justice Contact
Sexual Health Education: It’s fun!
Social Justice in Every Classroom

Engaging Men and Boys to
Prevent Gender-based Violence
Promoting Healthy Youth
Relationships: Educating against
gender-based violence

Taking Action for Climate Justice
Food Security
Water Security

May 21
June
June 21

Refugee Rights Day
International Day of Pink
Earth Day
Mental Health 			
Awareness and Asian 			
Heritage month
World Day for Cultural Diversity,
Dialogue and Development
Aboriginal History and 		
LGBTQ2S+ pride month
National Indigenous 			
Peoples’ Day

See the BCTF Calendar of Events
online for more dates.

Please note: The BCTF is not responsible for the content or links found on any external website. Opinions expressed in this newsletter are those of the author.
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UNDERSTANDING

The Importance of Addressing

...the term ableism offers us the language to frame the
concept of discrimination experienced by people with
disabilities/disabled people.
...ableism affects the way we view disability and creates
an opportunity to understand that disability is a normal
part of the human experience.
...ableism helps us to unify our communities to be
more respectful and inclusive.
...ableism helps us to guide our practice by centering
the perspectives and experiences of people with
disabilities/disabled people.
...ableism gives us the tools to identify and fight stigma.
...and addressing ableism creates opportunities to
cultivate disability pride, in ourselves, our students,
and beyond.

