January 21, 2024

SD8 Trustees board.education@sd8.bc.ca

Copy to: Carla Wilson, Nelson and District Teachers Association President, DPAC, Trish Smillie
SD8 Superintendent, Deanna Holitzki-Assistant Superintendent and Director, Aboriginal
Education, Chandra Singh Director of Human Resources SD8, Brittny Anderson, MLA and
Minister of State for Local Governments and Rural Communities

Dear SD8 Trustees,

We are writing to bring your attention and request action on the lack of a comprehensive action
plan and implementation of said plan in SD8 regarding racism.

Current and past BIPOC students experience racism while at school in SD8. Many of these
students and former students have come forward and courageously retold their experiences
and asked for racial justice within our school system. These racist incidents have been at the
hands of both peers and teachers/educators.

Many parents have had conversations with administrators and occasionally with trustees and
SD8 senior leadership, including but not limited to past and present SD8 Superintendents. The
outcome of those meetings is always similar: we are sorry, we will do better, and your kids need
to report racist incidents. As already marginalized students, current students do not wish to be
further targeted because they are going to the principal’s office frequently or reporting to
teachers within earshot of others, due to racist incidents. Some students have indicated that
they would have to visit the office daily if they were to report all incidents. The responsibility to
mete out racism is therefore on the marginalized students. The school district’s anonymous
reporting tool, while helpful, falls far short.

Racist incidents run the gamut from “jokes” to physical altercations. Frequently, almost daily,
students of colour are exposed to racist jokes and when they call them out, the response is
“what, you can’t take a joke”. These are typically done out of earshot of adults.

Examples of racist remarks have included:

e “You don’t smell bad for a brown girl”.

e “Heil Hitler” aimed at a Jewish student.

e “Do you work at 7-11? You must because you are Indian.”

e Where are you from?” To which kids respond “Canada” and then are asked where they
are really from.

e Arecentincident in a LVR Physical Education class whereby a guest speaker made a
racist comment to a student of colour while many in the class watched in horror. How
did this guest speaker come to be in front of a class without being vetted/educated
about expectations around anti-racism?



e Ateacher who used the N-word and not just in the context of reading a book which used
this language. It became a game in class for the students to count how many times the
teacher would use the N word in any given class.

While principals have in most cases done a decent job of talking to individual students when it
has been brought to their attention, there are no visible further attempts to actually change the
racist culture in the district, hence this culture persists. A recent exception to this is LVR Admin
meeting with inter-Cultural Kootenays to talk about doing some anti-racism work.

Why is it acceptable that students feel okay about making racist comments? Discussion of Code
of Conduct at student orientation on an annual basis is not enough. While some teachers
include content in electives that teach about other cultures, this does not equate to an anti-
racism strategy and approach. This falls far short of teaching all kids about other cultures, about
having students get to know the international students, about having opportunities for BIPOC
students to have peer support and to have leadership and mentorship opportunities.

There are experts who work in the field of anti-racism who should be employed to develop a
comprehensive plan, noting that a marginalized group is not responsible for figuring out how to
solve this systemic and individual racism within our SD8 culture. The recent province-wide
initiative of Indigenization of curriculum might serve as a template noting its measurable
success in improving attitudes and education about Indigenous cultures within Canada and
British Columbia. Why don’t we have curriculum that is developed with an anti-racist lens based
on the Indigenization model? We have been told by administration on more than one occasion
that training was going to happen. Why are we not all staff required to do an implicit bias test
and training?

SD8 has a newly revised Anti-racism and Cultural Safety policy (finalized June 2023) that is weak
and doesn’t go far enough. It does not specify what concrete action will be taken e.g. specific
mandatory training, rather it has lofty, difficult to measure goals. We fail to see any mandatory
training for all levels of SD8 employees, contractors and students that would move us in the
direction of culture change. While the associated document AP 4002 does lay out how to action
this policy, it also does not go far enough.

BIPOC students in the SD8 system frequently tell us they are the only kids of colour in their
classes or on teams. In a rural district like ours, kids of colour are a super-minority, and it is easy
for white kids and educators to simply not see or understand what BIPOC kids face on a
sometimes-daily basis. However, to profess ignorance that racism exists in our system is no
longer a tenable position. Yet, when each of us raise these issues with administrators, this is
typically the response. The district knows full well the racism exists, and they have not provided
a safe and inclusive education for BIPOC kids in this system in the past and at present.

Before the pandemic, the province was looking at ways to make mandatory a course of World
Cultures in the high school curriculum, but it has never happened. Without this there is little



hope of all students unlearning racism. If it is voluntary, then those who most need it will not be
reached.

Those teachers who bravely speak out against racism and want to make systemic change are too
often silenced instead of lauded, as was the case after Desmond Cole presented and led an SD8
professional development workshop a number of years ago. This type of atmosphere is the
antithesis of what a learning environment should be. Challenging the status quo on behalf of
racialized students should be welcomed. There is a seeming unwillingness of senior leadership
to be uncomfortable in our district. It is long past time this district leans into discomfort, both
from their ranks of white teachers who profess not to see any racism or turn away from racist
incidents because it is not their priority. Others haven’t been given the resources and tools to
effectively address it. Externally there is pressure from those loud minority of community
members who are ideologically opposed to diversity and inclusion. Let’s not succumb to their
pressure, that is clearly out of touch with provincial priorities and respect for human rights.

We request that this be discussed at a public meeting. SD8 seems to be very focused on
controlling the message and limiting the information that the trustees receive, in their attempt
to highlight successes. This is evidenced by the hiring of a Communications expert who expertly
controls the messages, by a lack of real public discussion about the challenges and by a lack of
transparency. One would think, from reading the minutes of the School Board’s open meetings
that there are no issues with racism in our district. While we are thrilled that there are many
successes to highlight, serving our students of colour is not one of them.

We request the following action:

1. That anti-racism be discussed at a public meeting of the school board.

2. That SD8 hire external Justice Equity, Diversity and Inclusion folks to do an audit and do
mandatory unconscious bias training for all students and staff.

3. That SD8 make an anti-racism/cultural awareness course mandatory for students similar
to First Peoples courses/education.

4. That SD8 have a system for diversity hiring of teachers, EA’s and those in leadership
positions.

5. That leadership and mentorship opportunities be provided for students of colour.

6. That the School district 8 Superintendent respond with a status update of each action
item listed in AP 4002: Anti-racism and cultural safety Administrative Procedures.

7. That AP4002 be strengthened to make many initiatives mandatory instead of
encouraged. This includes anti-racism training for all SD8 staff, especially those that are
in direct contact with students and those that are in leadership positions, it also includes
establishing mandatory anti-racism groups within each school, groups that are given
resources to be effective, not just assigned to a BIPOC teacher who is expected to do it
off the side of their desk



Sincerely,

Inter-Cultural Kootenays
Jane Byers

Amy Bohigian
Carlo Alcos
Laurie Carr
Marilyn Lee
Rayya Liebich
Shelina Musaji
Jenn Mayberry

J. Stewart

Sheri Walsh
Carol Wallace
Lara Ellenwood
Erin Rooney
Fiona Rooney-Frederick
Chris Mansbridge
Helen Peel

Leesa Dean

Kerry Pagdin
Daryl Jolly
Delyse Sylvester
Sandy Prentice



