
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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