
 
 
November 25, 2025 
 
Good evening and welcome.  

Over the past number of weeks, I have had the tremendous privilege of witnessing student agency and 
advocacy in action. The examples I’ll be sharing speak not only to the level of engagement and 
compassion within the Burnaby School District, but also to the remarkable leadership demonstrated 
by students here. It is often said that schools exist to teach students, yet these recent experiences 
have reminded me powerfully that students, in so many ways, are the ones teaching us. Their 
initiative, empathy, and determination reveal what is possible when young people are given the space 
- or when they simply create the space - to lead with purpose. 

The first example I want to highlight is one that has emerged from a difficult reality. As we know, the 
loss of the Grade 7 elementary band program in this year’s 2025-26 operating budget has been 
devastating for many: for students who anticipated the joy of beginning their musical journey in Grade 
7, for families who value arts education, for educators who champion the power of music, and for the 
wider community that feels these impacts collectively. And yet, in the face of this loss, something 
profoundly hopeful has been unfolding in the absence of grade 7 band this year. 

At Byrne Creek Community School, the student-led Small Ensemble has stepped into a leadership 
role that no one assigned to them; they simply saw a need and responded. Over the last several 
weeks, these students, including both current and former Byrne Creek students, have taken it upon 
themselves to reach out to catchment elementary schools to provide what they have called 
“instrument zoos” for Grades 6 and 7 students. They brought their own instruments, their own stories, 
and their own enthusiasm for music to younger students who might otherwise lose early exposure to 
band programs entirely. 

Working closely with the elementary music education specialist, they have coordinated visits to 
several schools across the District, allowing the elementary students to try out their instruments and 
see what band is all about. The photos they’ve shared on their social media account speak volumes 
about their success thus far: younger students trying instruments for the first time, older students 
kneeling beside them, demonstrating sounds and techniques, sharing encouragement, and sparking 
excitement for the opportunities awaiting them in secondary school. These images capture something 
very special: the intergenerational connection that the arts create, and the way music invites 
mentorship, belonging, and joy. 

From my own perspective, this initiative is deeply appreciated. The value of music education is 
significant, not only for artistic development but for confidence, community-building, and the 
cultivation of lifelong skills. The loss of the Grade 7 band program is significant, and its effects will 
continue to be felt by students, families, and the broader community. In stepping forward the way they 
have, the students involved in the Small Ensemble are helping to fill a gap created by circumstance. 
More than that, they are modelling what leadership looks like when it is powered by passion and care. 
Their work deserves sincere thanks. 

The second example I want to share is one that many may recall from a previous Superintendent’s 
Report last year, and one that has continued into this year with renewed energy. This story is rooted in 
compassion, advocacy, and a deep commitment to community, qualities embodied by Burnaby 
student Keanna Lai, who is now in Grade 8 at Cariboo Hill. As you may recall, Keanna’s work began 
long before this year or even last year. Since the age of seven, Keanna have been dedicated to 
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supporting individuals experiencing homelessness in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside (DTES). What 
began with lemonade stands and small donations grew into participation with the “Plenty of Plates” 
program with A Better Life Foundation. This program provides meaningful, dignified meals for DTES 
residents, served in a welcoming environment. 

Last year, as you may recall, Keanna Lai and her peers launched “The Promise Project” at Armstrong 
Elementary, rallying peers to raise over $4,000 for the Plenty of Plates program. This year, Keanna and 
fellow Burnaby students launched the student group K.A.R.E. (standing for Kindness, Acceptance, 
Respect, and Empathy). Together, they continued their efforts with remarkable dedication. Joined by 
Principal Jen Griffin from Armstrong Elementary, a group of 11 students from multiple schools once 
again took on fundraising over the last several months. And, this year, the group invited me to 
participate in fundraising alongside them as well. Fundraising activities included plant and garage 
sales this summer, dog sitting, freezie and bake sales at schools, a bubble tea stand on Keanna’s 
driveway, students even requesting donations in lieu of birthday gifts, not to mention direct donation 
asks (thank you to my fellow trustees who donated). Together, we raised nearly $4,700 for this year’s 
Plenty of Plates dinner, which took place last Friday, November 21.  

On Friday, we gathered at Save On Meats in the DTES, with students clutching their jars of money they 
had collected and their faces eager with anticipation. I was told by Executive Director Ash MacLeod of 
A Better Life Foundation that this group is by far the youngest group to take part in these incredibly 
important meals for the DTES and the only one that brings cash and coins to the event to count out on 
the bar countertop before the cooking begins. Once we had our group total, we got to work cooking 
over 80 meals that night, starting from scratch and complete with an appetizer, a main and dessert 
served to each guest. Together, along with Save On Meats staff and volunteers, we cooked, served, 
and connect with DTES residents.  

That evening was powerful one, one that I have never experienced before and one that I won’t soon 
forget. Start to finish, it was an exhausting service, but in the best possible way. Guests left with full 
bellies and the K.A.R.E. team left with full hearts. 

The impact of this initiative extends far beyond the financial contributions. Yes, significant funds were 
raised. But more importantly, what I witnessed was students fostering dignity, connection, and a 
sense of shared humanity for those who attended the dinner. The students of K.A.R.E are not simply 
“helping the homeless.” They are challenging stigma, breaking bias, building bridges, and 
demonstrating what compassionate action looks like when grounded in a belief in justice and 
community well-being. Their leadership has deepened my understanding of the power of empathy, 
and of what becomes possible when young people act on their convictions. 

In both of these examples I’ve shared, through music outreach and through community care, Burnaby 
students are demonstrating something profound. They are not waiting for adults to create roadmaps, 
solutions, or structures. They are not deferring action until they have credentials, job titles, or formal 
authority. They are moving forward with clarity and purpose, guided by values that prioritize 
connection, equity, and collective responsibility. 

These students are not the leaders of tomorrow. They are the leaders of today. And from my position 
as a trustee, as Board Chair, and as someone privileged to witness and participate in at least in one of 
these efforts, the lessons they offer are powerful. Leadership in this moment requires courage during 
uncertainty. It requires compassion in the face of inequity. It requires creativity when resources are 
limited. And above all, it requires a commitment to community. 

As the District navigates the challenges ahead, whether in budget, policy, or the ongoing work of 
strengthening systems and supports, there is much to learn from the actions of these students. Even 
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in difficult times, generosity is possible. Even with limited resources, connection can be strengthened. 
And even when systems fall short, individuals - especially youth - can forge paths grounded in 
empathy, justice, and hope. 

To the students involved in the Small Ensemble initiative at Byrne Creek Community School, and to 
Keanna Lai and the rest of the K.A.R.E team: thank you. Thank you for your leadership, your 
compassion, your initiative, and your example. Your actions are shaping this School District and the 
wider community in meaningful and lasting ways. You are showing all of us what is possible when 
people lead with heart, and when the goal is not personal reward but collective well-being. 

Thank you. 
 
Kristin Schnider, Chair 
Burnaby Board of Education 
 


