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Good evening and welcome.  

Tonight, I want to speak about something that lives beneath our policies and beyond our budgets. This 
evening, I want to speak about the environments we strive to create, maintain, and protect in Burnaby 
Schools, where students, staff and families feel a sense of belonging, dignity, and the fundamental safety of 
being oneself without fear of judgment, erasure, or reprisal. 

Earlier this month, I attended the City’s Social Planning Committee meeting. At that meeting, a delegation 
of Burnaby residents addressed the Committee, sharing about their encounters with anti-Palestinian racism 
in our community. The stories they recounted included some that took place within Burnaby Schools, which 
I found equally alarming and heartbreaking.  

As a public education system, we do not exist apart from the world. Schools are not sealed spaces. Global 
events do not stop at the doors of our schools. They enter our hallways, shape our conversations, and 
settle into the hearts and minds of the students we care for. Children and youth can feel the impacts of 
world events just as much as the adults around them, which is why I believe it’s so integral to recognize 
that we do not live in a vacuum and that we must acknowledge those feelings in a way that makes 
everyone feel heard, seen, and assured that their view of the world matters.  

That means that when global conflict, displacement, or discrimination fill the headlines, we must recognize 
that the emotional weight of those realities arrives in Burnaby classrooms. When communities fear being 
misunderstood or targeted for who they are, those worries come through the doors with them. Our 
responsibility, as Trustees, is not to erase or silence that reality, but to respond to it with care, with 
steadiness, and with a principled commitment to human rights. 

In Burnaby Schools, every member of our community, every student, every staff person, every family has 
the right to safety, belonging, and full personhood. No one is asked to minimize themselves to fit in. No one 
is asked to leave part of their identity at the door in order to feel accepted or to feel safe. This is a non-
negotiable commitment of this Board and the District as a whole. A ‘safe and caring community’ is not just 
an aspiration. It’s been entrenched as a core priority with the Burnaby Schools newly adopted 2025–2030 
Strategic Plan, which defines the vison and values that will guide our work for the next five years. Central to 
this priority is our shared goal to cultivate inclusion and respectful learning environments that break down 
barriers, making every student feel valued and seen. We must prioritize the well-being of students, staff, 
and families by fostering a culture of support, respect, and care. 

Burnaby students, staff, and families bring with them more than 120 languages, along with their histories, 
their cultures, traditions, faiths, and symbols of struggle, hope, and resilience. These multiple truths coexist 
in Burnaby classrooms every day and no single narrative takes precedence over another. In an increasingly 
polarized world, some might find it radical to say that difference is not a threat but is our strength. For 
some, it may feel uncomfortable to say that many truths can, and do, live alongside one another without 
needing to compete for legitimacy. 

And that includes the identities of students who see themselves reflected in global conflicts today: those 
who carry Palestinian identity markers, and those who carry Jewish identity markers. Whether it is a 
keffiyeh or a Star of David, a symbol of heritage, of faith, or simply of sign of solidarity, these expressions of 
identity are not provocations and they do not need to be hidden away. They are part of the fabric of who 
we are, and who we are allowed to be in Burnaby Schools. 
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Education is where society rehearses for the future. If we want a just and peaceful society, it begins in the 
classroom where human dignity and human rights are protected, not bargained. Where identity is not 
treated as something fragile or divisive, but as something worthy of respect, and hopefully compassion and 
understanding as well. Some might say that our role as a Board does not include taking sides in global 
geopolitics, but what I can say for certain is that it does include taking a clear and unwavering stance in 
favour of human rights, equity, and most certainly anti-racism.  

Again, this commitment is deeply woven into our new 2025–2030 Strategic Plan, which pledges to foster 
curiosity, confidence, and belonging; to champion equity and reconciliation; and to cultivate environments 
where every learner can thrive. That vision does not live on paper. It must live in practice. And its success 
depends on whether students, families, and staff feel safe enough to show up fully as themselves in 
Burnaby Schools. Our Strategic Plan cannot thrive in a community where members feel they must shrink to 
fit within it. 

Belonging is not a theme. It is a condition for learning. Psychological and cultural safety are not “extras” or 
political gestures. They are preconditions for developing confidence, curiosity, and success. A student who 
fears being targeted for their name, their language, their faith, or their family’s story cannot learn at their 
fullest potential. A staff member who feels they must hide who they are can’t fully support students. 

We are living in a complex time in history, but our responsibility is simple. We do not weigh whose identity 
is more deserving. We do not ask students to carry the burden of global politics on their backs. Instead, we 
choose equity. We choose dignity. We choose care. 

That is our work. That is our promise.  

Public education is one of the last truly shared institutions in our democracy. It’s a place where the youth 
who will one day go out into this world and lead it must learn how to live together with their differences, 
not in fear of them. Admittedly, this is not easy work, and it requires each of us to be courageous. It means 
that we all must stand firmly in our commitment to inclusion and extend empathy without erasing 
complexity. We must protect each other’s humanity, especially when the world outside feels divided. 

We know that racism and intolerance continue to cause harm in our society and within our institutions, 
including schools. The stories and experiences within our community remind us that our work toward 
equity and inclusion is far from over. But let me be clear: anti-Palestinian racism has no place in Burnaby 
Schools, just as there is no place for antisemitism, anti-Indigenous racism or any other forms of racism, 
discrimination or hate. Not now, not ever.  

As a Trustee, I want to reaffirm what lies at the heart of Burnaby Schools: That every learner, every staff 
member, every family belongs here. Your stories belong here. Your heritage, your languages, your symbols, 
your families’ journeys all belong here. Not tucked away or silenced like a cell phone until 3 pm. The 
fullness of who you are is not something to be managed but should serve as a gift that strengthens the 
entire Burnaby Schools community we are building together. 

We have real work ahead of us, but we also have a shared commitment to make it happen. Together, we 
can ensure that Burnaby Schools continue to be a place where curiosity and joy, belonging and inclusion, 
respect and collaboration are not just values we read about in a strategic plan, but the realities we live 
every day.  

Thank you. 
 
Kristin Schnider, Chair 
Burnaby Board of Education 
 


