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Racism can only  
survive through  
silence
The strength, courage and  
resilience of Black teachers

Gail-Ann Wilson

Feature Guest Editor 
Diversity Education Consultant, Edmonton Public Schools

I HAVE NO IDEA WHY I’VE BEEN CALLED 
to the office to attend this morning meeting. My last 
interaction with these parents was months ago, when 
we exchanged emails about their child’s grades. This 
will be the first time we’ve ever met face to face.

The school is quiet as I enter. Absent of students, 
the furnace is all I hear running through the halls. I 
want to arrive early so I can welcome the family.

Through the office door I see the parents already 
waiting. The mother spots me and looks at her watch. 
As I approach she leans into her husband’s ear and 
whispers. He turns his head sharply to look at me.

I hesitate before politely wishing them “good 
morning.” I’m trying to correct whatever offence it 
seems I’ve caused. The father mumbles a half-hearted 
hello. His wife looks down at the designer handbag in 
her lap. She draws it closer to her body as I pass by.

I look the other way and draw a deep calming 
breath. The smell of the morning coffee is mixing 
with the tension that’s brewing.

We all move to a room with a long narrow table. 
My chair is directly across from the couple. Avoiding 
their gaze, I notice the striking resemblance they 
share with their child. Each of them is tall with a fair 
complexion and blond hair. His tailored sport coat 
and collared white shirt highlight his grey side-
burns. Her manicured nails match the blouse she PH
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has styled with a dark coloured suit. Each of them 
wears a stoic look.

The silence amplifies while we wait for the ad-
ministrator to arrive. They cover their mouths as they 
whisper to each other. Shifting in my chair, I try to 
settle my discomfort by looking down at the screen-
saver on my phone. It reads: “Don’t take anything 
personally.” I wring my hands.

The administrator enters and kindly welcomes 
everyone. The door closes slowly. The latch echoes as 
it seals the room. The corner of the mother’s mouth 
curls in a smile. The father gestures at the adminis-
trator with a nod. I am the only person of colour in 
the room. The parents reach out and offer a hand-
shake, but only to the administrator.

The father wrinkles his brows and flicks his 
chin toward me saying, “We asked for an executive 
meeting.”

He questions why I am seated at the table. The 
administrator calmly replies that I’m there to speak 
to their concerns. The mother crosses her hands 
while emphasizing that it would be better to dismiss 
me now and deal with me later.

The administrator refuses to have me leave. The 
father retaliates by stating that I’m not suited to teach 
his child. He asserts that our “values” don’t match 
and that his family is not “comfortable” with me. 
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The administrator disagrees, unfazed 
by his escalation.

The father’s frown grows fierce. 
His wife covers her mouth and makes 
incendiary remarks. He rises from his seat 
as his voice rises. The temperature in the 
room rises. His ranting is incoherent to 
me. I’m focused on the finger he points at 
me as he stabs at the air between us. The 
father squares his shoulders and leans in 
towards me.

“I do not want that Black woman 
teaching my child,” he snaps.

I freeze. I can’t draw the air to breathe. 
My eyes focus on the door. The unsettling 
reality is that he is blocking me from it.

Afraid to move, I become submissive. 
I’m intimidated by his chilling stare. I’m 
shivering, realizing that my racialized 
body is on display like a trophy kill.

I’m aware of the stillness in the room. 
I hear my pulse rapidly beating in my 
ears. My fingers are digging into the sides 
of my legs determined to hold me down. 
Tears of rage fill my eyes but I push them 
back. I numb my emotions. I quiet my 
anger enough to choose how to fight. I sit 
silently as the meeting continues.

The parents exaggerate their opinions 
of my inferiority as a teacher. I am forced 
to rely on my inner strength to minimize 
the impact. In my estimation, defending  
myself in this setting would put my profess- 
ional reputation at risk. It is the stereotype 
designated to Black female teachers —  
that we are angry, aggressive and impatient.

I am seething with self-criticism for re-
fusing to defend myself. I choose to forfeit 
my self-worth because preservation of 
my reputation now becomes my ultimate 
priority. My confidence is sabotaged as I 
downplay and question my own actions. 
I genuinely mistrust my judgment as a 

human being. I believe that I have no 
choice but to straddle a line of compliance 
and remain in this meeting or fall prey to 
their prejudiced beliefs of all Black people.

The bell disrupts the meeting. The  par- 
ents push their chairs back and abruptly 
leave. I find myself staring past the door 
they flung open. It dawns on me that 
I’ll have to teach their child as soon as I 
return to class.

The administrator offers a tissue 
while delicately asking if I’m “OK.” My 
emotions are raw and visceral. I have 
no choice but to say that I’m OK. I’m too 
fragile for consoling words or sympathy. 
I look down at my phone and mouth the 
words: “Don’t take anything personally.”  
I draw a deep breath before deleting  
the message.

Being a Black female teacher in 
Alberta has led to many racially abusive 
experiences that have made me want 
to stop teaching. Racism, especially at 
school, feels like an assault that leaves  
me humiliated and afraid. 

Over my 20-year career, I’ve felt 
isolated and frustrated because racist be-
haviour directed at me has been ongoing. 
When I’ve reported racial aggression, I 
was often doubted; speaking up was not 
enough proof that racism was occurring. 
Instead, my experiences were seen as 
exaggerations or defensiveness and even 
a complaint on the basis of being the only 
Black woman on staff. 

I feared the death of my career if I took 
any further action. I live in a  constant state 
of anxiety and racial fatigue as a Black 
teacher. I am exhausted by downplaying 
the racism that exists in schools, especially 
when I’m the target of racially motivated 
hatred and hostility by  students, parents 
and colleagues. ATA

“Being a Black female teacher in Alberta has 

led to many racially abusive experiences that 

have made me want to stop teaching.”
 The builders
A history of Black teachers 
in Alberta
Dr. Jennifer Kelly

Professor Emeritus, Social Justice and 
International Studies in Education,  
Faculty of Education, University of Alberta

WE TEND TO THINK OF BLACK TEACHERS AS NONEXISTENT  
in early 20th century Alberta, but there were actually a number of Black teach-
ers from that era. Many taught initially in schools and communities established 
by Black pioneers and later in all-white or mixed school settings. Those who 
began teaching during the early 1900s lay a path for others who arrived in the 
1960s as professionals to fill a shortage primarily in northern communities and 
more recently from a variety of Black Francophone and Anglophone countries. 

Early years
Education was valued within cities and the four rural Black pioneer commun-
ities formed in the early 1900s in Alberta: Junkins, Pine Creek/Amber Valley, 
Campsie and Keystone. After churches, schools were next in line for creating a 
sense of community for the new Albertans. In Amber Valley, the largest of the 
communities, a Black teacher named George Cromwell was assisted at times 
by his wife Alice. Teaching from 1919 to the early 1950s, they were the longest 
serving teachers at Toles School District and were a significant educational 
force within the area. Ontario educated, they also farmed and were able to thus 
supplement their income when payment from the school board was delayed. 

In the 1930s and 40s, other Black teachers associated with pioneer commun-
ities joined Mr. Cromwell at Toles School for short periods before moving on to 
teach in other communities. With predominantly Black teachers and students, 
Toles School provided a welcome opportunity for young Black teachers to work 
without encountering racism from colleagues, students or parents (although 
there were other tensions) and some were able to share knowledge of Black 
experiences with their students. 

“I am picking out all the great of the race to show to the colored people here 
and wherever I have taught. Of course,… I doubt that I would bring this out 
in an all-white school, unless they asked me to,” said Alice Cromwell in an inter-
view with researcher Charles Irby.

Alice Cromwell also remembered teaching in all-white schools near Amber 
Valley and how, in one instance, a parent removed his child from her class once 
he realized that she was “coloured.” 

“That was nothing but prejudice, absolute,” she said.

Black teachers have 

contributed significantly 

to educating young 

Albertans, becoming role 

models and inspiration for 

students, being active in 

ATA locals and setting up 

community organizations.

Photo of Toles School near Amber Valley, Alberta, circa 1940s
ATHABASCA ARCHIVES
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Attending normal school for teacher education was often 
expensive and involved working additional jobs. Black teacher 
Gwen Hooks, whom I interviewed for a project, reported that her 
teacher education experiences in the early 1940s were generally 
positive, but she did remember one particular incident of racism 
when the professor used a racial slur that caused her to walk 
out of the class. When she had to report to the school principal, 
she assumed she would be in trouble, but instead he said that the 
professor shouldn’t have used that expression and that he would 
apologize to her and she could go back to class. 

Later in her career, she experienced discrimination when she 
applied for a transfer to another school and “some of the trustees 
on the school board” voted against her employment. (This out-
come was the result of an earlier community drama performance 
including “Black-face” actors and racial slurs that led to height-
ened racial tensions.)

Teachers from the Caribbean—1960s
With the coming of qualified and practising Caribbean teachers 
to Alberta in the 1960s, the Black teaching force became more 
diversified in terms of origins—no longer just descendants of 
early pioneers. Teachers from the Caribbean and other common-
wealth countries were invited to Alberta to fill what was a severe 
shortage of teachers.

These teachers possessed skills and expertise that were re-
garded as meritorious and in line with the 1962 Regulations of the 
Canadian Immigration Act, which marked a significant shift  away 
from an overt racist emphasis on immigrants’ race, colour and 
national origin, in favour of basing immigrant selection on their 
education, training and skills. 

The following account highlights the experiences of teach-
ers who arrived with certificates and taught in schools, mainly 
outside the cities.  

There are no detailed records of how many teachers came 
specifically to Alberta in the 1960s, but based on my conversa-
tions with teacher Etty Cameron, we estimate that there were up 
to 70 Caribbean teachers. Many learned about job opportunities 
through advertisements in local island newspapers, while others 
had friends already in Alberta who encouraged them to migrate. 

Several of the men and women came with their families 
while others were single. Some teachers were fortunate in 
having prearranged accommodation in the community or on the 
school site.  For others, trying to rent long-term accommodation 
in a city was not straightforward. One teacher reported that, to 
avoid direct discrimination, she informed the landlord ahead of 
meeting that they were Black. 

The teacher shortage that lead to this influx of Caribbean 
teachers was most pronounced within the newly emerging 
Northland School Division. In the article, “The School in the 
Forest,” J. W. Chalmers suggested, the “schools had only recently 
been elevated from the humble status of mission schools. Half 
a dozen others had existed for 20 years or so as Métis Colony 
schools. Some were located in tiny settlements, a few in ancient 
fur trading centres.”

While some of the newly arrived teachers were familiar with 
rural communities in the Caribbean, several still experienced 
culture shock at life in isolated northern Alberta communities. 

”In [Town A], the strangest thing was that the children came 
to school on a horse-drawn carriage (they never had school 
buses),” one teacher reported. 

Often, Black teachers were the first persons of African 
descent seen in these remote areas. Although many of the inter-
viewees stated that the people they encountered were nice and 
friendly, for others the nature of racist incidents resulted in a 
reluctance to discuss the issue. 

“I don’t want to elaborate on that. It took a lot out of me and 
my family too,” one teacher said. 

Teachers sometimes used the idea of being professional to 
rationalize their unwillingness to make a fuss and report racism. 

“As you build relationships and learn, you kind of transcend 
that and say, okay I’m smart, so therefore let’s deal with it from 
an intelligent person’s point of view, and don’t let it be some-
thing to get you down,” said another teacher. 

Some Black teachers developed strategies to deal with  
such negativity.

“I refused to accept any abuse on the phone from anybody,” 
said one teacher.

Within the school system, Black teachers sometimes experi-
enced racism through white parents initially regarding them 
as not competent in terms of subject knowledge or requesting 
that their child be removed from class. Cameron said that other 
parents saw it as an advantage to have their child in the class of a 
Caribbean teacher, as they were they were well trained in class-
room management, maintained discipline and used their spare 
time to devise creative ways to motivate student learning.

“Caribbean teachers were highly sought after,” Cameron said. 
“At the end of the school year, requests poured in from parents 
to have their children placed in a Caribbean teacher’s class.”

Some teachers also noted lack of support from administra-
tors when handling complaints from parents and an underlying 
belief that Black teachers couldn’t be regarded as Canadians. One 
Edmonton administrator reportedly asked, while laughing, “Why 
should I hire you when I have all my Canadian boys here to hire?” 

As today, evaluation of credentials and certificates was a 
significant factor for these teachers, as many were evaluated at 
lower levels and lower pay with less weighting given to teacher 
education in the Caribbean. The low evaluation of their creden-
tials meant that some Caribbean teachers had to upgrade high 
school subjects before they could enrol in university summer 
courses to gain degrees, increase their salaries and become 
redesignated as professionals. Teachers who had university 
degrees in addition to their Caribbean certification were treated 
more favorably in the evaluation. 

Isolation in remote areas was an issue, so some of the young 
teachers made visits to larger communities such as Edmonton 
 or Leduc to keep in touch with fellow Caribbean folks.  In 
Edmonton, the University of Alberta provided a place where 
Caribbean students and community members socialized. Other 
teachers adopted community-based extracurricular activities 
such as skating and curling. A few Caribbean teachers reached 
out to Black teachers from the early pioneer community who 
were teaching nearby in the Amber Valley or Breton area. This 
meeting of the two historically different communities marked 
the tentative beginnings of the formation of a broader Black 
community within the province. 

By the early 1970s, opportunities changed and certified teach-
ers from the Caribbean could no longer teach on arrival; they 

Early Black communities

needed additional education before they could enter classrooms. 
The door was closing.

Concluding, although small in numbers, and despite 
racialized incidents at work, Black teachers have contributed 
significantly to educating young Albertans, becoming role 
models and inspiration for students, being active in ATA locals 
and setting up community organizations. Present-day Black 
students do not see many Black teachers in the workforce, and 
Black internationally educated teachers still face the problem of 
getting their credentials and expertise recognized in Alberta.  

For further reference:

Carter, V., and Carter L S. 1990. The Window of Our Memories, Volume II.  
St. Albert, Alta.: Black Cultural Research Society of Alberta, 567–9.
Hooks, G. 1997. The Keystone Legacy: Reflections of a Black Pioneer.  
Edmonton: Brightest Pebble Publishing Co. 
Kelly, J. 1998. Under the Gaze Learning to be Black in White Society.  
Halifax: Fernwood Publishing.
Shaw-Cameron, E. 2009. Roll Call: Caribbean Teachers in Alberta Schools. 
Edmonton, Alta.: Self- published. 

Ruby Edwards conducting  
a class at Grassland School, 
Amber Valley, Alberta, 1959
GLENBOW ARCHIVES

In addition to those living in the cities of Edmonton  
and Calgary, Black pioneers in the early 1900s organized 
themselves into four main rural communities: Junkins  
(now Wildwood), Pine Creek (now Amber Valley), Keystone 
(now Breton) and Campsie (now Barrhead).
Junkins was the oldest community, with pioneers arriving 
there in 1908. Amber Valley became the longest  
lasting community, with its own  
church, post office and school  
(est. 1913). Black families  
arrived in Keystone  
starting in about 1911.

CAMPSIE 
(Barrhead)

120 km

JUNKINS 
(Wildwood)

120 km

KEYSTONE 
(Breton)
108 km

PINE CREEK 
(Amber Valley)

177 km

EDMONTON
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Edmonton’s first Black female principal 
reflects on the challenges and triumphs 
of leading in the face of discrimination

Rosalind Smith

Retired Principal, Edmonton Public Schools

FROM A YOUNG AGE I UNDERSTOOD 
what racism was and how it affected me, even 
though I didn’t have the language to identify 
what was happening to me. Attending school 
in the 1960s was a very unfulfilling experience 
for me. The daughter of Caribbean immigrants 
living in a French-speaking community, I was 
one of three Black students in my elementary 
school. My classmates referred to me, every 
day, as “la Negresse”. When my parents com-
plained, my teachers claimed that they never 
heard this derogatory language used. 

I loved to read, yet I never had a chance to 
read aloud at school, even though my parents 
spoke to the teacher on many occasions about 
it. In fact, when I think about it, I learned to 
read at home rather than at school. The teacher 
in the classroom never acknowledged my 
presence; it was like I was invisible. My spelling 
tests or artwork were never posted. 

I remember these days vividly, and I am sure 
that’s why I wanted to become a principal.  
I wanted all students to know that they have an 
ability to learn, that they are valued, and to  
have positive experiences in their lives each 
day between 9 a.m. and 3 p.m. 

‘Are you really 
 the principal?’

My most indelible memory of high school 
was the one and only time I met with the  
guidance counselor. She looked me straight in 
the face and told me I could be a waitress  
when I completed high school. 

University was grueling. There were less 
than a handful of Black students attending  
the faculty of education at McGill University. 
My marks were marginal, not because I did  
not comprehend the material, but rather be-
cause of unfair assessment practices. In several 
courses, no matter what I wrote, I received a 
low grade. In one course, after writing an essay,  
a high-achieving student and I exchanged 
names on the work we submitted to the pro- 
fessor. The other student received an A for my 
work. The assignment that I submitted (and 
that was actually completed by the high-achieving 
student) received a C. When I challenged the pro-
fessor on my mark, he threatened to have me 
kicked out of the faculty. I couldn’t let that happen, 
as my parents had scrimped and saved to pay 
for university.

I was interviewed several times before 
landing a teaching position at a special needs 
high school. In previous interviews, I was PH
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continually told that I interviewed well but wasn’t a 
good fit for the school. This special needs school had 
numerous Black pupils from the Caribbean who had 
been shepherded there by community schools because 
of limited reading and writing skills. The administra-
tion, though kind, left me to sink or swim on my own. 

My journey to leadership was challenging. Over 
the years my applications to leadership school and 
entry leadership positions were rejected more times 
than I care to remember. Many district leaders 
received their first appointments in their late 20s 
or early 30s. I was in my mid-40s when I was part 
of a presentation to Alberta Education regarding 
programming for a challenging student who had 
very demanding parents. The superintendent of the 
day was very impressed with the presentation, and 
at the end of the meeting, he openly questioned his 
administrative team as to why I was not in leader-
ship school. That night changed the trajectory of my 
career from teacher to teacher leader.

Courage and skill
Four years later the news broke to the Black community 
and district staff that I had been appointed as a prin-
cipal. Community leaders were astonished and pleased 
to have a “headmistress” in their midst. Some teachers, 
particularly those who did not know me or many Black 
people, often referred to me as “Aunt Jemima.” 

I quickly learned that being a Black leader in 
white institutions required great courage and skill. 
I grew to realize that it was not necessarily the 
message that would be challenged, but rather the 
messenger. I am a large woman with a compelling 
voice and a strong will, and my actions were often 
interpreted as pushy and aggressive. In actual fact, 
I was passionate and fervent about my work as a 
leader. I was always intentional about making my 
language invitational, and I was mindful of the image 
I projected. 

Once when I brought watermelon to work, a 
teacher asked if it was a preference because my 
people were former slaves. 

My car became a topic of discussion. Although 
it was perfectly conditioned, it was older and so my 
co-workers wondered aloud if I was imitating the main 
character from the TV sitcom Sanford and Son, who 
drove a beat-up car. (I have driven a Lexus ever since.) 

I was demure in my attire and never came to 
school in casual dress. Being Black, I always felt a bit 
of self-doubt in decision making, so I created copious 
documentation each night about the situations and 
incidents that had taken place earlier that day.

There were ongoing instances where I faced dis-
crimination manifested as an open lack of respect for 
me as an educational leader. A sitting trustee once 
asserted to senior administration that I was not good 
enough for a particular school. The trustee subse-
quently went on to question my decision making in 
an open forum. Several parents whom I did not know 
felt so embarrassed for me that they reported him to 
the superintendent. 

I vividly remember the numerous times I was 
faced with the question: “Are you really the princi-
pal?”  One of these occurred when a parent came into 
the school holding the school newsletter with my 
picture on the front page. He refused to speak with 
me because he felt it was a printing error and that I 
really couldn’t be the principal. In another instance, a 
fire inspector totally ignored me because he thought 
someone was pulling his leg in directing him to my 
office in order to have his questions answered. Many 
other times this question was posed by parents, 
students, community stakeholders, customs officers, 
provincial staff and even a school trustee.

Leadership challenges
Supervising teachers was emotionally draining. I 
felt like I was walking on eggshells. White teachers 
seemed to have a sense of entitlement and min-
imal experience as victims of racial discrimination. 
Parents, students and colleagues typically revered 
and respected them. With me, many teachers were 
consistently professional, but some pushed the 
boundaries, creating challenging situations around 
ethical and moral issues. For example, I spoke to a 
coach who was using racial slurs and derogatory 
language when “motivating” players during practice. 
He claimed my displeasure with his conduct was 
because I was too sensitive and said the students 
understood what he meant. When I relieved him 
from his coaching responsibilities, my name became 
mud with other school and district coaches. 

I stand by that decision, knowing that in the cur-
rent sports climate, my decisions around that teacher’s 
conduct would be wholeheartedly supported. 

We will never eliminate 
systemic racism from our 
schools’ future until we 
recognize its uncomfortably 
tight grip on our past.”

My true joy is knowing that more than a handful of 
teachers I mentored have become assistant principals, 
principals, consultants and university professors.”

There were ongoing 
instances where I  
faced discrimination 
manifested as an open 
lack of respect for me  
as an educational leader.”

Speaking up for one’s race is often viewed as 
exclusionary. I was called racist for being too lenient 
when responding to discipline issues related to 
Black students. Sometimes, when teachers spoke 
about Black students, they forgot there was a Black 
educator in the room. One glare usually interrupted 
the conversation. Invariably the teacher came to me 
to apologize. I took that opportunity to model how to 
speak in a respectful manner about Black students. 

My last several years of leadership were spent  
at district office in central services. I took on several 
projects related to diversity. It was then that I realized 
how many meeting opportunities senior adminis-
tration offered to religious groups and alternative 
educators; however, there were also several gate-
keepers who kept racialized community members 
from receiving the same opportunities. 

Working the human resources angle to hire quali-
fied teaching staff for the fledging diversity program 
was extremely frustrating. It was easy for department 
officials to hide behind policies and regulations to 
stifle support for marginalized children. I ended up 
having two of the best paid “lunchroom aides” to 
facilitate the work in diversity — it was the only way  
I could hire them.

Like many Black educators, I retired earlier than 
necessary. The constant adversity and discrimina-
tion wore me down. It was like a slow drip of water 
on my head. I am so pleased to see that policies 
and regulations are now being reviewed to address 
the needs of marginalized students. Good teachers 
continue to examine their practice in order to meet 
student needs. Anti-racism education is becoming 
an ongoing professional development discussion. 

My true joy is knowing that more than a hand-
ful of teachers I mentored have become assistant 
principals, principals, consultants and university 
professors. These educators are influencing the 
work around racism, Indigenous studies, sexual 
orientation, gender, poverty and transitioning im-
migrant/refugee students into Canadian schools. 

In this George Floyd moment, now is the time to 
speak difficult truths, to pry open the doors to ad-
dress systemic racism in our schools. We will never 
eliminate systemic racism from our schools’ future 
until we recognize its uncomfortably tight grip on 
our past. ATA

Rosalind Smith was Edmonton’s first Black female 
principal. She began her leadership career in 1996.
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3 Cultural appropriation 
Copying elements of Black culture 

for trivial reasons. Not simply “borrow-
ing” from Black or other racial cultures, 
but perpetuating negative stereotypes. 

Examples
• Use of Black or Brown face 
• Dressing in Halloween costumes portraying 

Black celebrities or historical figures
• “Blackfishing”: wearing Black hairstyles like 

dreadlocks, cornrows, box braids or adopting 
Black features through tanning or body fillers

• Asking Black communities to tolerate and 
normalize appropriation as a compliment  
to their culture

4 Assimilation
Deconstructing Black identity  

by expecting or forcing Black people  
to adopt the values, behaviours, culture  
and social norms of the dominant group. 

Examples
• Lack of understanding of the importance  

of maintaining Black culture
• Grouping all Black people as the same without 

acknowledging the unique cultures within the 
Black community

• Believing that Black students/teachers have  
an opinion on race while disregarding it as  
an experience

• Poor pronunciation of Black students’ names 
or nicknaming a Black student for ease of 
pronunciation 

• Disregarding and challenging cultural attire  
and headwear

• Assignments, classroom activities or teacher 
perspectives centered on the dominant race

5 Macroaggressions
Assaulting cultural identity 

through targeted indignities, shaming 
and dehumanizing behaviours based 
on reducing or marginalizing the Black 
individual. 

Examples
• Unsolicited touching of body features (hair)
• Black jokes and other forms of racial humour
• Singling out individuals for belonging to the 

Black race

• Marginalized compliments (e.g., “You’re pretty 
for a Black girl,” “You are so articulate for a 
Black student,” “You are a credit to your race.”

• Disparaging comparisons to Black culture/people 
• Denying the lived experiences of racism through 

“gaslighting” (e.g., “Did it really have to do with 
your race?” or “If you worked harder you would 
be successful.”)

• Statements of denial (e.g., “When I look at you, 
I don’t see colour,” or “I am not racist, I have 
several Black friends.”)

• Assuming that a Black person is a service worker

6 Implicit biases
Beliefs and attitudes that lack neu-

trality toward certain people or groups.

Examples
• Accepting discriminatory beliefs and  

racial misinformation 
• Unprovoked suspicion and targeted blame 

toward Black people 
• Social avoidance or discomfort around  

Black people 
• Seeking out others with like-minded  

racial beliefs
• Ambivalence toward racism as nothing more  

than a social construct 

7 Power and privilege
Denying responsibility for the  

dominant race’s repressive actions,  
beliefs or values. Feelings of guilt and 
shame related to discrimination against 
Black people are converted to benefit  
the dominant group. 

Examples
• Feeling the need to “teach” people of other 

races the way to live or navigate life, as an  
act of saviourism

• Centering race conversations on your own 
personal feelings/experiences 

• Benefitting from historical narratives and  
systemic processes that diminish Black people

• Inherently believing and trusting authority 
figures of the privileged race

• Subjectively determining what should be  
considered racist

• Believing that the wrongs of racism can be 
righted by being “colour blind” from now on

8 Fear of insurgency
Congregating or formal organization 

of Black people that provokes a biased 
fear of imminent racial hostility. Fear  
of insurgency is a response to being  
outnumbered by the racialized group. 

Examples
• Treating groups of Black students with suspicion
• Subjecting Black students to higher levels  

of surveillance than other students
• Prohibiting Black students from gathering 
• Filming interactions with Black people for  

one’s protection
• Through community-based or school-policing 

models, favouring punitive action over relation-
ship-based outcomes with Black people

• Viewing peaceful demonstrations, marches  
and rallies as unlawful resistance

9 Acts of oppression
Applying cultural practices that  

reduce the power of Black people in 
favour of the dominant race by discrimin-
ating, disapproving, criticizing, and 
denying equity and human rights.

Examples
• Silencing advocates of anti-Black racism
• Language: use of the N-word, racial jokes
• Violence and threats through bullying/hazing or 

social media 
• Harassing Black students based on discrimina-

tory biases, such as believing that Black people 
are predisposed to misbehaviour, under-
achievement and promiscuity

• Misrepresenting Black people as threatening, 
violent, unlawful and felonious

• Rationalizing the use of deadly force against 
Black people.  ATA

Nine practices that perpetuate 
racial inequality

1 Tropes
Embellishing or using clichéd  

descriptions that create imagery based  
on a Black racialized stereotype. Many 
tropes create a segregated mentality or a 
sense of Black people being the “other.”

Examples
• Black students viewed as immigrants and  

refugees from a “third world country”
• Black families are poverty stricken, needy  

and struggling
• Black female teachers are aggressive and 

respond with anger
• Black males are excellent athletes, disinter-

ested in academics, disruptors in the classroom
• Groups of Black students are excessively loud 

or belong to gangs

2 Tokenism
Deliberately recruiting and using 

members from the Black community to 
prevent criticisms of lack of racial divers-
ity. This is a covert act of racism, as power 
is retained by the privileged group. 

Examples
• Treating Black people as monoliths or  

representatives for an entire race
• Expecting Black teachers to lead racial  

diversity initiatives
• Identifying Black students to play on sports 

teams, perform rap music or sing in choirs 
• Displaying generosity toward Black students  

as an act of charity
• Singling out Black students for being late  

or absent

Racism against Black 
people is based on an 
unjust social order that 
affects all Black people 
as a collective. Anti-Black 
actions perpetuating  
racism fall across a  
boundless spectrum. 

THE FOLLOWING IS A LIST OF SPECTRUMS FROM THE LEAST TO MOST 
OBSERVABLE/RECOGNIZABLE.

Gail-Ann Wilson

Feature Guest Editor, 
Diversity Education Consultant, 
Edmonton Public Schools

Maxine Hackett

Foods Teacher, 
Jasper Place High School, 
Edmonton
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We would share stories about 
our favourite TV shows with 
predominantly Black actors.

I was the only Black student in my elementary 
school classrooms. Well, maybe not the only one. 
There was always one other Black student. Every 
year. But their face and name changed. Every year.

For Black students, we knew who were the 
most racist students in our school, the 
students who boldly called us names. You 
know the name that I am referring to.

In my home, from a young age, I was taught about Black history, racism 
and discrimination … events like Rodney King and Emmet Till. Martin Luther 
King, Malcolm X, Harriet Tubman, Marcus Garvey   these were our heroes.

One time at school, two boys 
assaulted one of my “sisters,” 
tripping and mocking her with 
racial slurs. One even spit at her.

I didn’t know her   she had just 
moved to the neighbourhood. Our 
only connection was our skin colour.

But I immediately joined her in battle 
even though I detested violence. 

One time Brandon and I got 
into a fight with four boys 
who called us racial slurs.

We got into more trouble 
than the bullies did. 

We learned to pick our battles.

The first time I heard this name I 
was seven years old…. in Grade 1.

Throughout my school years, some students asked very 
inappropriate questions about: my culture, body parts, hair 
and ancestors. My young white allies sometimes backed me up.

In Grade 1 it was Joseph; Grade 2, 
Babatundae; Grade 3, Rodney; Grade 4, 
Sabrina; Grade 5, Brandon my best friend 
and then my cousin Jermaine in Grade 6.

Story: Andrew Parker Illustration: Kyle Smith
Y’all watch 

Fresh Prince 
last night?

Who 
said ‘I 
have a 

dream’?

Martin 
Luther 
King!

Aunt Viv’s 
dance was 

dope!

I’m so 
mad.

Stick to 
the vision, 

bro.

THOK!
THOK!
THOK!
THOK!
THOK!
THOK!

Wagwan 
bredrin?

MR. PARKER
BECOMING

How do you 
want to be 

remembered?

Black 
Queen 

majesty.

My first Black teacher 
was Mrs. Millington in 
junior high. She was dark 
skinned, ebony elegance.  

I misbehaved once, but one good talk made 
me respect all queens in this profession. 

Rosalind Smith was my 
first and only Black 
principal. She taught me 
the importance of 
respecting the culture.

At M.E. Lazerte High School on 
Edmonton’s north side (my neighbourhood), 
I had to balance between being cool, 
strong, real, fun and compassionate.

My hero and coach Thom 
Elniski helped me greatly in 
this process, of becoming 
a man. My life changed when 
he helped me answer hard 
questions about life.

After coach Elniski passed away in 2004, I reflected on my future. My mom 
suggested I become a teacher. She was my wisdom, and one of the first 
Black instructors at the Northern Alberta Institute of Technology. I 
realized that I wanted to do the work that she (and Mr. E) did.

As a younger teacher, I was so eager to learn. 
And I was eager to teach. I was so eager to 
be in a room where students could see an 
African Canadian at the front of the class.

During my student teaching, 
I was fortunate to coach 
the senior and junior men’s 
 basketball teams. I was 
thrilled to do this work.

I wanted to influence my community the way 
that Coach Elniski had influenced my life.

At university, I was almost always 
the only Black student in my 
classes, but my experience was 
awesome! Except for the time when 
one of my professors used the 
phrase “upitty (N-word)” in a lecture. 
I left the room. That night I sent 
him a letter about how that word 
affected me. The next day he publicly 
apologized, and we moved on. 

MRS. MILLINGTON MS. SMITH

We would share stories about 
our favourite TV shows with 
predominantly Black actors.

I was the only Black student in my elementary 
school classrooms. Well, maybe not the only one. 
There was always one other Black student. Every 
year. But their face and name changed. Every year.

For Black students, we knew who were the 
most racist students in our school, the 
students who boldly called us names. You 
know the name that I am referring to.

In my home, from a young age, I was taught about Black history, racism 
and discrimination … events like Rodney King and Emmet Till. Martin Luther 
King, Malcolm X, Harriet Tubman, Marcus Garvey   these were our heroes.

One time at school, two boys 
assaulted one of my “sisters,” 
tripping and mocking her with 
racial slurs. One even spit at her.

I didn’t know her   she had just 
moved to the neighbourhood. Our 
only connection was our skin colour.

But I immediately joined her in battle 
even though I detested violence. 

One time Brandon and I got 
into a fight with four boys 
who called us racial slurs.

We got into more trouble 
than the bullies did. 

We learned to pick our battles.

The first time I heard this name I 
was seven years old…. in Grade 1.

Throughout my school years, some students asked very 
inappropriate questions about: my culture, body parts, hair 
and ancestors. My young white allies sometimes backed me up.

In Grade 1 it was Joseph; Grade 2, 
Babatundae; Grade 3, Rodney; Grade 4, 
Sabrina; Grade 5, Brandon my best friend 
and then my cousin Jermaine in Grade 6.
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and I feel supported, even if we never speak. I know that they are 
there, and they know I am here. We see each other, and we see 
ourselves. 

If I get in trouble and I have to go to the office, no one on 
the admin team at my school looks like me. They all went to 
university, they all probably started out as teachers, they are all 
probably friends outside of our school — but none of them look 
like me. Does this mean that I will be treated differently?

As a Black person, where do I see myself? 
Every police officer I’ve ever encountered in my life has been 
white. As youths, we’re taught that the officers are here to protect 
us, but as a Black male, as soon as I transition past puberty, am 
I the person that these officers are protecting others from, even 
though I feel like I’m the one who needs the most protection?

In pop culture, I see myself as a rapper, singer, comedian and 
dancer — all things that I enjoy. But how often do they show us 
as scientists, astronauts, mathematicians, doctors, professors of 
education, and drama and calculus teachers?

I see myself as Trayvon Martin walking home from basketball 
practice, my hoodie on, and my music playing loudly, followed 
by shadowy figures who think I am not in the right neighbour-
hood — even though this IS my neighbourhood. 

As a Black teacher, where do I see myself? 
I see myself at work as the only Black teacher on my staff, asking 
very important questions, knowing how badly the youth desire 
change. The youth wonder if I can be the one who will fight for 
them. This is where I see myself. Where do you see yourself? ATA

Where  
do I see 
 myself?

Andrew Parker 

Feature Guest Editor, 
Social Studies, English Language Arts 
and Phys-ed Teacher, M.E. LaZerte 
High School, Edmonton

You 
could end up 

like Parker and 
the other 

‘Northsiders.’

I’m a 
school teacher 
... I’m a dad ... 

I’m a son … and I’m 
Black. And I’m here 

because I want 
change.

Sadly, on three occasions, 
I had Black youth tell me 
that coaches from other 
schools had told them not 
to attend M.E. Lazerte.

My players faced challenges, but they always worked so 
hard. I treated them like they were my kids. We were a family.

One day in June 2020, I got a call from two of my former students. They asked me to speak at the Black 
Lives Matter March in Edmonton. Shortly after, I called my sister queen Sarah, and we created the Black 
Teachers Association of Alberta, starting a journey toward effecting change in education. 

My players were newcomers, brothers from the global majority, 
students, sons and employees at the mall. But they were all leaders. 

I wondered if 
those coaches 
knew how racist 
they sounded. I did.

When I became a teacher, I wanted to 
create an environment where everyone 
felt included, in class and our community.

In 2016, a large portion of the Black 
population at M.E. Lazerte started 
the Black Students Association.

I was their teacher sponsor, but 
they were the leaders    brave, 
confident and passionate.“WE ALL BELONG HERE.”

My first seven years 
as a teacher, I never 
missed a practice, 

game or class 
except for when 

my own children 
were born. It 
was bigger 
than teaching. 

I gave 
 everything 
I could.
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As a Black student, where do  
I see myself?
I see myself on the field and on the court, brothers who can 
jump high and sisters who can run swiftly; leading in these areas 
effortlessly. I see myself there; I like seeing myself there. But I’d 
like to see myself in other places too.

The textbooks barely show any of my heroes from my culture, 
but there is no shortage of European history or legends. When 
my history teacher places pictures of the greatest contributors to 
history in the classroom, none of their faces are Black, except for 
one or two people. Does that mean that only one or two people 
from my culture matter in history?

My English teacher talks of the greatest writers: Hemingway, 
Frost, Shakespeare, Kipling. When I suggest authors who are 
Black, sometimes they get supported. And this feels good. But 
other times, I cringe, when I hear my teacher use the N-word from 
texts selected for our class. I desire representation, but I don’t 
always want to read about negative experiences related to my 
community in front of a largely white class … and a white teacher.

My school staff is largely white, except for the custodians. 
None of my coaches look like me. Same for my culinary arts 
teacher, my dance teacher and my physical education teacher. I 
really like them, and I admire them, but every year I hope to see 
at least one teacher who looks like me. 

When I see someone from my culture in the hallways, I 
acknowledge them — a nod, a high five, a joke, a brief conversa-
tion. It feels good to see them, even if it’s just briefly. When I see 
someone else who looks like me in class, I feel joy, confidence, 
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My class and its decor 
aim to show my students 
multiple paths by multiple 
people so that they can 
believe that they can do 
multiple things. IL
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Andrew Parker 

Feature Guest Editor, 
Social Studies, English Language Arts 
and Phys-ed Teacher, M.E. LaZerte  
High School, Edmonton

MY INCLUSIVE 
CLASSROOM

MY CLASSROOM REPRESENTS ME IN MANY WAYS,  
but it also represents what I hope my students would hope to see in 
my classes: themselves. 

When I was growing up, all of the pictures of historians or authors  
in my classes didn’t look like me, yet their faces were on the walls of 
my classes. Every time I looked in the rooms, I always wondered, “Is 
there a place for me? Or someone like me?” Maybe one day. 

That one day came in 2014 when I graduated from the University 
of Alberta with an after degree in education. And I greatly wanted 
to change my room to what I always wanted to see, but being on a 
temporary contract, you have to pick your  battles, especially if you 
can’t really pick your own home room. 

When I finally got settled into my own home room, I hung a 
poster of my favourite poet. His name wasn’t Shakespeare; his 
name was Tupac Shakur. His poster hangs just outside my main 
window, his hands in a gesture of prayer. I’m a big fan of Marvel 
movies, so I put up posters of comic books and my favourite Marvel 
movie: The Black Panther. I placed that poster on my front door.

But what really stands out in my room are the collages of faces. 
One wall represents Asian communities. Another, First  Nation, 
Métis and Inuit brothers and sisters. Another wall, heroes 
from the Pride community. Another wall is committed to Arab 
Muslim communities. Finally, the left corner of my back wall is a 
tribute to Black history and Canadian icons, not just politicians, 
rulers or monarchs, but good people who truly  represent our 
nation and its core values. I structured the photos to  resemble 
a crowded train station. Everyone is different, everyone is 
 important, everyone is present. 

Also, as a tribute to my love of sports, I put up various  pictures 
of athletes from all communities, including paralympians, female 
athletes, Muslim athletes and athletes who were also champions 
of social justice. 

A colleague once said to me that too many visuals in a room 
is a distraction, and I agree it can be, but what if these pictures 
weren’t distractions, but motivational tools? Imagine if, every 
time you walked into a class, you saw yourself or someone 

who looked like you. Subconsciously, it could mean that you 
could also be on a wall one day—as a politician, athlete, artist, 
 musician, educator, Nobel peace prize winner, activist or leader? 

Displaying authentic representations of diversity makes 
 students feel included, supported, loved, appreciated, but most 
of all welcomed into your classroom. 

You can be Sacheen Littlefeather or Ashley Callingbull. You 
can be George Takei or Chow Yun-Fat. You can be Dr. Martin  
Luther King Jr. or Mahatma Gandhi. You can be RuPaul or 
 Harvey Milk. You can be Rosa Parks or Viola Desmond. You  
can be  Mahershala Ali or Muhammad Ali. You can be anything. 
The faces in the room confirm and affirm this. Every time you 
come to class.

When we aren’t represented, it’s hard to carve a path. It’s 
not impossible, but it’s hard. My class and its decor aim to show 
my students multiple paths by multiple people so that they can 
believe that they can do multiple things. In our schools, and in 
their lives. ATA
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Words matter
Your key to making wise 
and informed choices

Gail-Ann Wilson

Feature Guest Editor,  
Diversity Education Consultant, 
Edmonton Public Schools 

RACIST LANGUAGE IS COMMON, complicated and, in some cases, 
highly contextual. Words that may have been politically correct in the past 
can evolve to be viewed as microaggressions, epithets or slurs. While our 
society expects people to be conscious of offensive words  and to speak with 
inclusivity, there’s no doubt that racial language is a minefield, regardless of 
a person’s skin colour. 

Adding to the complexity is the reality that there is fluidity to how 
people wish to see themselves. Describing a person’s race based on their 
physical attributes is not the same as describing ethnicity based on origins, 
so determining what’s safe to say is dependent on how people wish to be 
identified. The best way to address this puzzling question is to just ask the 
person. Since that’s not always possible, here are some guidelines.

SAFE TO SAY
AFRO CANADIAN AND 
AFRICAN CANADIAN reflect 

identities with pride in their African descent. 
Preference toward using the Afro or African 
prefix reflects belonging to the African dias-
pora regardless of where one has migrated. 
But the name is impractical for people who are 
not Black yet originate from African countries. 
The prefix “African” falsely insinuates that 
African identity is assumed to homogeneously 
belong to the Black race. The African prefix 
is also misleading as Africa is not a country, 
colour or racial category.

BLACK is accepted as a term that organizes 
the community as a broad ethnicity. It gained 
popularity and preference over the label “col-
oured” during the early 1970s with the rise of 
the Black Power movement. It is spelled with 
a capital B because it is an ethnic group name 
and designated as a proper noun. It is not a 
colour adjective to describe Black people.

CARIBBEAN CANADIANS have origins 
from the more than 7,000 Atlantic islands.  
It is acceptable when this is an accurate 
reflection of those being referenced. 

USE WITH 
CAUTION

BIPOC is used as an acronym for Black, 
Indigenous and People of Colour. While this 
acronym is convenient, it’s preferable to 
distinguish each community by using their 
proper name, e.g. Black, Indigenous, Lantinx, 
etc. Identifying people by name or nation is 
best, e.g. Nigerian, Trinidadian, Cree etc.

BIRACIAL/MIXED RACE 
Biracial is used when Black people iden-
tify with another ethnicity. Some prefer 
mutiracial, multiethnic and mixed race to 
include their diverse identities. Mixed is not 
always accepted, as it neutralizes identity. Do 
not use mulatto as it’s rooted in disparaging 
Spanish language origins.

COMMUNITIES/PEOPLE OF COLOUR 
are acceptable terms to corral all people who 
would identify as nonwhite, but it is passive. 
It lacks effort to properly recognize people by 
their preferred ethnic identity. It also creates 
a hybrid of all other ethnicities, which de-
faults to making people feel like outsiders.

AVOID
APE/MONKEY    
Words associated with apes and 

other animals discriminate against Black 
people as they are extremely dehumanizing 
and demeaning.

AUNT JEMIMA is but one example of a 
brand that is offensive because it reflects 
oppressive and subservient stereotypes.

BOY is a pejorative word that discriminates 
against Black men as inferior.

COLOURED is both unsettling and com-
plicated. It minimizes the qualities of Black 
people. The term was self-assigned by 
Black people to separate themselves from 
the N-word that slave owners used. It was 
replaced by “Black” and evolved to the prefix 
“African” as the community sought less dis-
paraging titles. The National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 
formed as a civil rights group in 1909, and 
it has remained acceptable to use the term 
coloured in this context.

CODED WORDS refers to everyday lan-
guage with racial undertones. Examples are 
blacklist (to be unwelcome or banned), hood 
and ghetto (impoverished or low quality), 
white knight (a saviour of others), and col-
our descriptors such as chocolate or cocoa 
skin, which exoticize ethnic features.

EXOTIC is a racially camouflaged term to 
characterize Black people, especially women, 
as uncommon. It draws specific attention to 
physical features that are considered rare and 
unique in Western culture. Unwanted atten-
tion toward textured hair and dark features 
demeans one’s identity by reducing them to 
being alien or mysterious. It reinforces that 
being white is the acceptable default culture. 

NEGRO should be considered an antiquated 
term to identify Black people in the English 
language. In the 20th century, the term 
evolved from the indignity of the N-word 
that slave masters used. Negro replaced the 
term coloured and was preferred by Amer-
icans when spelled with a capital “N”. In the 
1960s it fell out of favour and was replaced 
by the term Black. When used today, Negro 
is an expression of a colour bias that upholds 
racial hegemony and stereotypes. This in-
cludes being viewed as chattel or property, 
or as a threat.

THE N-WORD is the paramount of racial 
slurs. It is not a name, direct object or casual 
reference to a race. These six letters repre-
sent a total disregard for human life due to 
the barbaric and murderous conditions that 
Black people suffered from the cradle to the 
grave for centuries. The N-word continues to 
be associated with a belief that Black people 
are intrinsically inferior to others and that 
this inferiority continues to be inherited. In 
an anti-racism world, the N-word is only of 
value to Black people. The N-word or any 
variations of it should not be said, sung 
or written by people outside of the Black 
community.

VISIBLE MINORITY is an outdated term 
of Canadian origins. First used in 1975, it 
separates noncaucasions from white people 
socially and in federal legislation. It is racially 
divisive because it emphasizes that collect-
ively people of colour belong in spaces that 
are not white. This term also applies to mixed 
race people. Indigenous people in Canada are 
not considered visible minorities. ATA

Additional resources:
www.rsdb.org/full
www.racialequitytools.org/glossary
www.diversitystyleguide.com/
www.aclrc.com/glossary (Alberta Civil Liberties 
Research Centre)
www.crrf-fcrr.ca/en/resources/glossary-a-terms-en-gb-1

Words that may have  
been politically correct 
in the past can evolve 
to be viewed as 
microaggressions, 
epithets or slurs.
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It’s complicated

Sarah Adomako-Ansah

Educator in Residence,  
Canadian Museum of Human 
Rights, WinnipegHAIR

Hair. The relationship I have with mine is ... complicated. 
Beginning in elementary school, I would look at my friends, 
whose hair was different shades of blonde, brunette and red; 
wavy or straight; streaked or crimped. I felt pangs of jealousy.
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I had ... box braids (a protective style 
often done by Black women without 
heat). I didn’t want box braids. I wanted 
to be Beyoncé (honestly, I still do). I hated 
having to sit for so long for the neat rows 
and plaits to be completed. It hurt. Why 
didn’t my hair lay flat? Out of braids, my 
hair was an afro, which I despised. Why 
did I need an afro pick? Why couldn’t I 
use a round brush or straight comb?

How is Black hair 
different?
The makeup of Black hair is incredibly 
different from that of the hair of other 
cultures. Also referred to as kinky or 
Afro-textured, each strand of this hair 
type grows in a helix shape. For this 
reason, it is dense. Despite its density, 
it varies in oils, due to the tightness of 
the curls. For Black people, knowing the 
specific characteristics of their hair helps 
them determine how to maintain, style 
and care for it.

Respect
Being able to appreciate another person’s 
genetic makeup is fundamental to human 
decency and understanding others, but 
asking me to touch my hair is not a com-
pliment. Quite the contrary; it makes me 
feel othered. It makes me feel different. 
It puts me in a separate category from my 
friends and colleagues. 

My hair texture should not be a con-
cern. I often wonder, when someone asks 
to touch my hair, if that question is posed 
to a woman of any other colour. It hurts to 
think that my validity is centered around 
whether someone can touch my hair. 
My validity should be based on my work 
ethic, my spirit and the way I treat others, 
not follicles that grow out of my head. 

Identity
In precolonial societies, hair signified 
where people lived, the tribe that their 
family was from and the wealth that their 
family obtained. In recent times, hair has 
become a part of Black people’s personal 
signature. Black men take the time to 
style with different cuts and waves, while 
women take the time to curl, moisturize, 
decorate and colour their hair. It has 
become a statement piece. 

One thing I want to note: people are 
not defined by their hair. I have spoken to 
Black women who have had to make myr-
iad changes to their hair to be accepted 
by their peers, in-laws and colleagues. 
Teachers in my network have completely 
chopped their hair, taken on uncomfort-
able styles or turned to wigs. In order to  
fit in, identity is thrown aside and it 
becomes lost.

Discrimination against 
Black hair
Over the last few centuries, the social 
roles of Black hair have shifted. Hair is 
often looked at through the Eurocentric 
lens that beauty and worth are deter-
mined by how straight or light hair is. 
The idea that Black hair is not easy to 
maintain, “savage” and “ghetto” are 
stereotypes from slavery, suggesting that 
Black people and Black hair are inferior. 
Unfortunately, many of those stereotypes 
and feelings have trickled into the  
present day. 

"Black women's beauty was de-
picted as a negative, and we can see that 
from the time of enslavement in North 
America forward," said Tracy Owens 
Patton, a professor of communication and 
African-American diaspora studies at the 
University of Wyoming, who has spent 
time tracing how Eurocentric beauty 

standards have shaped the psychology 
of Black women today. As a result, Black 
women have spent much time trying 
out Eurocentric styles and maintenance 
techniques that simply do not work on 
Afro-textured hair. This causes damage, 
breakage and shrinkage of the curl pat-
terns that are characteristic of Black hair. 

Self love
Presently, I am a 31-year-old Black 
woman. I spent nearly 20 of those 31 years 
fighting with my hair and stressing over 
its struggles. In hating my hair, I failed to 
see its beauty. Gradually, by surround-
ing myself with people who have shown 
me how to care for Black hair, following 
social media accounts that promote it, 
and learning more about my hair and its 
history, I have come to love the texture of 
my hair. I love the inventive styles created 
to protect it. I love the bounce it has and 
the shape it takes. It’s soft and textured. I 
love the depth in its colour and shine. As I 
begin to embrace my hair, I recognize the 
privilege that I now have.

The students in my classroom, from 
our first day of instruction, learn about 
both representation and identity. It is my 
firm belief that students should know 
where they come from and have a sense of 
pride and belonging in their cultural com-
munity. One of the joys of my job is that 
I am able to teach and influence my stu-
dents to love themselves exactly as they 
are. The students in my class know that 
they will always be celebrated. Their hair 
makes no difference to me in the grand 
scheme of who they are as a student. My 
hope is that people in all industries will 
think this way, eventually. 

Black hair is not an enemy; it has 
so much depth and beauty. My hair is a 
reflection of my ancestry, my soul and  
my melanin. 

ATA Magazine  FALL 2021THE ALBERTA TEACHERS’ ASSOCIATION40 41



1

3

4

52ALLIED  
TEACHER’S  
CHECKLIST
Gail-Ann Wilson

Feature Guest Editor,  
Diversity Education Consultant,  
Edmonton Public Schools

ANTI-RACIST TEACHERS GENUINELY WISH to be  
part of the solution in dismantling systemic racism. This work 
requires teachers to deeply evaluate their own biases and 
assumptions of race-based differences. A transition toward 
allyship will require a decentering of privileges that create a 
conscious or unconscious advantage over racialized people. 
Teachers who are authentic allies for diversity and inclusion  
can be very effective at interrupting the power imbalance  
associated with racism. 

WHAT SHOULD A TEACHER 
OR SCHOOL LEADER DO IF 
THEY WITNESS RACISM OR 
EXPERIENCE IT THEMSELVES? 
IF A TEACHER WITNESSES RACISM they need 
to call it out. Speak to the individual to see if they are 
aware of what they are doing and why, and help them 
understand why the action or comment is unacceptable. 

If you experience racism yourself, tell the person to 
stop the behaviour and tell them why you will not accept 
that kind of behaviour directed at you. Calling out  
behaviour sends a message that it will not be tolerated.

If the behaviour continues after you’ve spoken with 
the individual, inform them of your intention to raise 
your concern with proper officials. ATA

Build an infrastructure 

Subscribe to lifelong listening 
and learning

Be personally and  
culturally conscious

Decenter your role as an 
antiracist teacher

Be a responder not a reactor

ACTION

ACTIONACTION

ACTION

ACTION

EXPRESSION

EXPRESSION

EXPRESSION

EXPRESSIONEXPRESSION

 Establish the characteristics of an antiracist  
ally and seek out like-minded allies. 

 Create antiracism or social justice groups to  
build community based on common interests  
to increase collective action. 

 Create a Black community safe space for  
listening, not for providing unsolicited solutions  
or judgments.

 Network with antiracism educators, consultants 
and specialists to compile resources.

 Listen with humility to others with lived  
experiences of racism.
• Seek faculty and community members that  

you can ask meaningful questions to, to support 
your role as an ally.

 Learn:
• Understand the history of Black people as it 

relates to your subject area to add dimension 
to what you teach.

• Reject sensationalized stories, controversies 
and current events that reinforce negative 
stereotypes of Black people. 

 Be responsible to educate yourself about racism:
• Black people are not responsible to teach  

you about racism. 
• Challenge long-held beliefs with discourse  

and critical thought.

 This is a racism renaissance; remember that 
you’re playing catch up:
• This situation is centuries old, yet many people 

are only now being enlightened about the history 
of racism.

• Racism is not a contemporary issue; it has 
affected generations of people. 

 Avoid portraying yourself as a saviour based  
on your antiracism actions.

 Honour narratives with humility:
• Historic and contemporary stories should  

not be sensationalized.
• Don’t use racist stories to overgeneralize  

life lessons.

 Avoid setting an agenda for the racism to end: 
• Group initiatives shouldn’t be based on a  

feel-good outcome; racism will still exist.

 Recognize that there are no rules about racism: 
• Occurrences of racism are dynamic  

and ubiquitous.

 Respond by:
• Sustaining your efforts over a long period of 

time. Don’t wait for an act of discrimination  
to have to prove that you oppose racism.

• Calling out racism when you see it.
• Focusing on progress in the fight against 

racism and not redirecting attention to assign 
blame.

• Modelling behaviour that is antiracist by  
demonstrating diversity, equity and inclusion  
in all areas of teaching and learning. 

 Avoid reacting by:
• Denying when racism is happening;  

macroaggressions, unconscious bias and  
gaslighting make it difficult for Black people  
to express when they are experiencing racism.

• Internalizing the racist offense; no matter how 
disturbing the acts of racism are, this is not 
about you.

• Saying racist acts were unintended, accidental 
or a joke.

• Offering hugs and comfort words as a solution 
to Black people.

• Competing with stories of your own experiences 
with racism.

• Viewing cultural and ethnic festivals  
as solutions to racism. ATA

 Assess your own bias before demanding changes 
to others or institutions.

 Be prepared to acknowledge your emotions,  
such as guilt, resistance, denial, judgment,  
discomfort and uncertainty.

 Consider whether you benefit from unearned  
advantages because you are not a person  
of colour.

 Address your resources: 
• Critically assess why you are considering  

resources that present the N-word. 
• Remove resources that contain racial bias 

(even subtle forms); unflattering imagery; 
race-related humour; exaggerations of charac-
ter, physical traits and oppressive archetypes.

• Present prominent representations of  
Black scientists, mathematicians, literary  
artists, historians, musicians, athletes and 
cultural icons.

 Establish credibility of a narrative:
• Investigate resources to ensure the voice  

and perspective is that of a Black person.
• Be conscious of sensationalized portrayals  

of Black people to exaggerate negative  
cultural experiences.

 Assess and dismantle unchallenged norms  
and biases in your classroom:
• Be conscious of the stereotype that Black  

students are more disruptive in your classroom.
• Don’t assume that Black students are foreign 

born or newcomers.
• Challenge beliefs that Black students  

perform lower academically or are less  
suited for STEM programs.

 Acknowledge individual and multigenerational 
trauma:
• Recognize that Black people experience forms  

of trauma that you may not easily recognize.
• Consider that Black people may be vulnerable  

to multigenerational trauma perpetuated by  
a 24-hour news cycle and media images of  
unjust killings, protests and incarcerations.

5 ways to be a good ally

Maxine Hackett

Foods Teacher,  
Jasper Place High School, 
Edmonton
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ANDREW PARKER
Feature Guest Editor

The last two years of my life have taught 
me the importance of family. Namisango 

(Kendra), Quincy and Zuri … David, Stephen and 
Mama (Dr. Claudia Parker). And of course my 

new family: the Black Teachers Association of Alberta (BTA). 
Throughout my path toward social justice, my family taught me many 

things. My immediate family taught me humility, grace and patience. The 
family I was born into taught me about the importance of history, justice 
and reflection. And my new family, the BTA, taught me how to become a 
leader by steering me in the direction that our community needed during 
this current global civil rights movement. 

This issue of the ATA Magazine is a glimpse into the life of my family … 
all of us, how we think, feel, learn, teach, hurt and heal. My heart and soul 
belong to my family. Thank you for giving me the courage to walk this 
path. And thank you for walking with me.

JENNIFER KELLY    
p. 23

Dr. Jennifer Kelly is a 
professor emeritus in 

the faculty of education at  
the University of Alberta. 

Her scholarly work encompasses race, 
racialization and social formation of African-
Canadian communities in Alberta. She is the 
author of books, book chapters, journal articles 
and a digital exhibition on Black Alberta. Her 
academic expertise also informed her role as 
researcher and co-producer of the play West 
Indian Diary, which highlighted the story of 
immigrants from the Caribbean who came to 
Alberta in the 1960s. 

ROSALIND SMITH    
p. 26

Rosalind (Ros) Smith is 
an educational 

consultant with more than  
35 years of experience as a 

teacher, principal and central services leader. 
Known as a strategist practitioner, she helps 
teachers develop action plans to be responsive 
to the needs of high-needs students. Through 
mentoring the skills and practices of modern-day 
educational leaders, Ros has influenced the 
thinking around moral leadership, equity in 
schools and antiracism education. Ros has 
spoken at provincial, national and international 
education conferences.

Feature contributors

GAIL-ANN WILSON
Feature Guest Editor

I am honoured to be a contributor along- 
side my courageous Black colleagues to 

address what it feels like to be a Black teacher.
Racism has defined many moments of my 

teaching career. I am often asked to talk about this so others can under-
stand what a racial experience feels like. Some people need to be 
persuaded that racism exists through stories detailing what happened.  
I share these with caution. Shocking folks with the extreme examples  
of racism are what I call “campfire stories.” 

Such stories focus on what happened, which isn’t an effective approach. 
As antiracist educators, we need to understand people before we can find 
solutions. If you truly seek to grow in your understanding of racism, I invite 
you to ask a Black person, “How were you treated?”

I’m grateful to the ATA for having candid conversations about racism with 
this feature’s contributors. My love and gratitude to my greatest teachers 
and the village behind me: Ken and Marie, Rachel, Livi, Sophie and Derrell.

STEFAN LEGACY    
Cover, pp. 20-22, 
26-29, 35 and 40

Stefan Legacy is an 
Edmonton-based 

photographer who originally 
hails from the Caribbean island of Trinidad. 
Relocating to Canada in 2010, he found 
photography to be an art form that enables  
him to express himself through images that  
tell stories. 

KYLE SMITH  
pp. 32-34, 36-37

Born in the north and 
raised under the 

Caribbean sun, Kyle has 
been drawing since he was 

four years old. What started with attempts at 
recreating Sunday comics and cars, drawing has 
always been a part of his life. 

Having worked predominantly in advertising for 
nearly two decades, Kyle started InkFable Media, 
a company focused on freelance illustrative 
design and digital illustration. You can find 
him at various comic convention artist alleys in 
North America, selling art prints while putting 
the finishing touches on his original comic 
Children of Rebel Gods. He’s also the illustrator 
of an ongoing one-page comic called Dating 
While Black, which is published in a magazine 
representing Afrocentric culture in Canada.

SARAH ADOMAKO-
ANSAH  |  p. 40

Sarah Adomako-Ansah 
received her bachelor 

of education from the 
University of Alberta in 2013; 

since then, she has taught grades 3 through 6 at 
St. Pius X Catholic Elementary School in 
Edmonton. This year, she is also educator in 
residence at the Canadian Museum of Human 
Rights, in Winnipeg—teaching remotely. 

Sarah is passionate about diversity, leadership, 
representation and technology. She is the 
cofounder of the Black Teachers Association of 
Alberta and strives to amplify all voices in schools.  

MAXINE HACKETT    
pp. 30 and 42

Maxine Hackett has 
been a foods teacher 

at Edmonton’s Jasper Place 
High School for the past 

eight years. Along with her colleague Angela 
Johny, she has started an antiracism committee 
at her school. The committee focuses on 
teaching staff how to integrate antiracist work 
into their lives and therefore their classrooms.

She is passionate about teaching her students 
the skill of cooking, how to give back to the 
community and how to get involved with social 
justice initiatives. She recently had her first baby 
and is enjoying maternity leave with her son  
and partner. 

Our feature on anti-Black racism was made possible by the hard work 
and brave contributions of our two guest editors, Gail-Ann Wilson 
and Andrew Parker, as well as numerous other teachers and creative 
professionals who shared their stories and creative talents.
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apega.ca/science-olympics

For more information, contact us at outreach@apega.ca. 

Follow us on social media

Teachers are learners, too!
We want to help you reach your continuous-learning goals. 
Sign up for free professional development webinars:

 For grades 7 to 12 teachers
 Session dates: Nov 18, Nov 26, and Dec 7
 Register for one or multiple sessions 

We also offer personalized professional development 
opportunities for all educators. 

Take learning beyond the classroom— 
in person or virtually!  

Students in grades 1 to 12 will explore 
engineering and geoscience through 
various hands-on challenges, exercise 
their creative thinking and problem-solving 
skills, and compete alongside other teams 
in their division. 

The Science Olympics is back!
EDMONTON:  
March 19, 2022 
University of Alberta, Pavilion (Butterdome)
 Register by Nov. 17, 2021

CALGARY:  
May 14, 2022 
University of Calgary’s Olympic Oval
 Register by Feb. 4, 2022

Can’t attend an in-person event? 
You can still compete in the  virtual  
Science Olympics. 
 Register by Feb. 4, 2022
 Submissions due May 19, 2022


