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Ideas, Issues, Insights 

RUTH BONNEVILLE, WINNIPEG FREE PRESS FILES

The statue of Louis Riel at the Manitoba legislature marks the halfway point on a walking tour of the grounds’ monuments.

Monuments offer learning opportunities

W
HEN I read the Winnipeg Free Press
article Idols no more (July 7) about the 
statues (or lack thereof) at the legislative 

grounds, I recalled meaningful field trips that my 
students and I have experienced over the years at 
key locations around Winnipeg. 

For the past decade, several groups of approxi-
mately 20 English-as-a-second-language (ESL) 
students and I have gone on field trips twice each 
term. We visited the Manitoba Legislative Build-
ing grounds in the fall and the Manitoba Museum 
in the spring; the Winnipeg Millennial Library has 
been a constant, regardless of the season.

The rationale behind these locations was mani-
fold, including awareness of Canadian history, 
appreciation for Indigenous culture and famil-
iarity with various services in Winnipeg. These 
educational outings have been well planned and 
properly aligned with our program of studies. 

At the legislative building, we began our walk-
ing tours with the first monument listed in the 
self-guided walking tour guide and proceeded ac-
cordingly until the very last one. Part of our rou-
tine included the identification of passive voice 
and various verb-tense grammatical structures 
embedded in the description of each of the 40 
monuments on the list of our self-guided tour. 

Each monument was paramount to our under-
standing of where we have been as a society, even 
the ones that brought back traumatic memories, 
such as the ones related to the Holodomer famine 
and the 1995 Polytechnique event, to name a few. 

In a multicultural class, it was not uncommon to 
have students who had been personally affected 
by some of the stories depicted by the various 
statues and memorials.

In those instances, we paused for a longer 
period of time for storytelling and, at times, even 
for tears. As a learning community, we were in a 
safe place. We felt comfortable revisiting events 
from our past as we learned about each other’s 
historical backgrounds. 

During our visit to the various monuments 
depicted in each of the passages, we engaged in 
experiential learning. Since we used the numeri-
cal sequence of a guide, we were usually ready 
for a break by the time we reached the Louis Riel 
statue and plaque (south grounds, river walkway). 
We often stopped to enjoy the view, rest and in-
teract, have a snack and, to my enjoyment, share 
our knowledge of Louis Riel (a topic of one of our 
group projects earlier in the term) and continue 
our meaningful discussions on language applica-
tion and culture acquisition. 

These educational moments would not have 
been possible if these monuments had not been 
there — each one of them. The learning would 
have been more meaningful, however, if it had 
included more idols — statues and memorials — 
associated with Indigenous peoples. Although 
every term there was discussion about some 
of the historical injustices toward Indigenous 
peoples (resulting from our module on Indigenous 
culture), the revisiting of their history at the 
grounds would have helped solidify what we had 
learned and discussed in class. 

In order to ground our assertions on the litera-
ture, students both in the fall and in the spring 
had the privilege of an in-person guided tour of 
the Winnipeg Millennium Library. The students 
who were newcomers to Canada would obtain a 
library card and become familiar with the ser-
vices. As an instructor, one of my main goals was 
to instill in each member of our learning com-
munity an appreciation for group projects that 
were research-based and evidenced by more than 
one perspective to help stimulate discussion and 
critical thinking. 

Unsurprisingly, these groups of approximately 
20 ESL students spanning a decade often sur-
passed their initial goals. As a group, we became 
more aware of what happened in the past, how 
we can make informed decisions as we move for-
ward, and why it matters to view historical events 
through different lenses. We learned that even 
thought it can seem unattainable at first, change 
can happen.

We have also learned to embrace our differ-
ences — proof of what we can accomplish when 
we have enough time and space to decompress, 
learn and engage with one another. As we con-
tinue to have discussion from various viewpoints 
(the Famous Five and their beliefs, for instance), 
we may wish to include (rather than exclude) a 
diversity of historic symbols to help tell stories 
which, as the Free Press story notes, “have not 
yet been told.” 

Rita Zuba Prokopetz has been teaching English as a second language 
in Winnipeg for more than a decade.

New stories needed to advance reconciliation

INDIGENOUS leaders have advised Canadians to 
brace themselves for fi ndings of more unmarked 
graves of children on the sites of former Indian 
Residential Schools.

Speaking of the residential school legacies, Mur-
ray Sinclair, former chair of the Truth and Recon-
ciliation Commission, has said: “Education got us 
into this mess and education will get us out.”

To move forward in a positive way requires Ca-
nadians to acknowledge how schooling Indigenous 
people and settlers has advanced colonization. 
The problem is, too often, a refusal to know. Any 
honest historical examination of contemporary 
relations will challenge many Canadians’ cher-
ished myths about our country, including the 
belief that Canada is a meritocracy with improv-
ing Indigenous-settler and race relations.

It also challenges the idea that all or most of 
those representing Canadians in government 
have the desire, power and commitment to solve 
inequities.

As a scholar concerned with how teachers’ own 
education shapes what happens in classrooms 
and how curriculum in Alberta schools can help 
students to be ethically engaged treaty partners, 
I can offer two concepts that may be helpful: 
considering learning in schools as a process of 
encounter and thinking about people’s relation-
ships to stories about the past.

The possibilities of what students learn at 
school are shaped by how teachers understand 
what they are doing. Whether teachers learn to 
deliver curriculum as just a body of facts, at-
titudes and skills or whether they see themselves 
providing students opportunities to encounter 
new possibilities matters enormously.

For teachers, approaching curriculum as an 
encounter means looking at the ways in which 
students at any age have already learned much 
about making sense of life, their country and 
themselves in relation to others. What they take 
for granted as common sense is itself a historical 
legacy that requires explicit study.

To recognize is to “re-cognize”: to bring into 
consciousness so as to know again. Understanding 
teaching an encounter asks educators to not only 
engage their students to “re-cognize” what they 
have been formally taught — but also what they 
have informally learned.

For example, students have been subject to 
imagined but powerful social ideas related to 
ideal or acceptable forms of sexuality, gender 
and racialization. We need look no further than 
examples of hateful slurs on bathroom stall walls 
or uttered in schoolyards to know that these pow-
erful and dehumanizing ideas persist and require 
explicit attention. 

In teacher education, classrooms and beyond, 
what is needed is a cultural shift to valuing being 
“unsettled” by the unpleasant facts both of our 
historical and on-going relationships. Educational 
institutions need to find ways to support students 
in understanding how we might forge our person-
al and collective identities ethically, responsive to 
all those with whom we are in treaty relations. 

The German scholar Jorn Rüsen argues that 
the ability to perceive moral obligations in the 
present is related to how we position ourselves 
in relationship to inherited stories from or about 
the past. He says our capacities to change our 
current moral course of action hinges on this and 
he speaks of “narrative competence.” I take this 
to mean the extent to which a person can learn 
useful lessons from a variety of stories about the 

past to think creatively about present and possible 
futures.

But the big stories about “our” origins as mem-
bers of nation-states — what the theorist Jean-
François Lyotard called “grand narratives” — 
work against narrative competence. These grand 
narratives are easily digestible stories around 
which an imaginary “we” can unite through the 
exclusion of others “not us.”

Two problems grand narratives present is that 
they oversimplify the complexity of the past 
and present, and contribute to narrow national 
identifications about who has and has not contrib-
uted to the building of the country. As a power-
ful cultural story template and meme, Canada’s 
grand narratives get retold in textbooks, heritage 
minutes and movies with an occasional addition 
of women, Indigenous and racialized people, im-
migrants or workers being added for flavour.

Canadians now need to acknowledge the power 
of stories to shape how people relate to each other, 
our non-human relatives, to the past, the nation 
and the world. And we need to ask whether we 
have the right stories to thrive well together in the 
face of present and future collective challenges.

The histories we tell each other must start with 
questions about justice and who we wish to col-
lectively become. We need education that engages 
with our stereotypes and educated apprehensions 
so as to “re-story” a future better than that we 
have inherited.

If you are an Indian Residential School survivor, or have been affected 
by the residential school system and need help, you can contact the 
24-hour Indian Residential Schools Crisis Line: 1-866-925-4419.
Kent den Heyer is a professor of secondary education in the faculty of 
education at the University of Alberta.
This article has been edited for length; the full version can be seen at 
winnipegfreepress.com or theconversation.com/ca.

When trustees 
disappear, who 
will notice?
MERE weeks after being elected in 2003, 
Winnipeg and River East Transcona school 
trustees suddenly awarded themselves salary 
increases of more than 30 per cent. Mani-
tobans, who probably couldn’t have named a 
single trustee, were outraged.

Indignant trustees on the province’s two 
largest boards argued that they hadn’t had a 
raise in like totally forever, but nary a syllable 
had any of them uttered during the election 
about boosted pay. Today, we’d call those 
trustees tone-deaf.

Under the terms of its Education Moderniza-
tion Act (Bill 64), the Pallister government aims 
to eliminate school trustees on July 1, 2022.

Most Manitobans have no idea who trustees 
are, nor do they have much of a clue what 
their school boards do. People hear about 
school boards and school trustees when they 
get in trouble, as in 2003. Otherwise, business 
as usual is not newsworthy, with all but one 
school board having long ago decided deliber-
ately to operate virtually anonymously.

Would the Tories like to get rid of Winni-
peg School Division board, which has always 
existed on a different planet and usually has 
an NDP/Liberal left majority? In a heart-
beat. The other 36 boards, however, include 
very few radicals, but a considerable number 
of conservatives, and lots of Conservatives.

Their extinction has been coming for years, 
and only now do they beseech public support.

The Manitoba School Boards Association 
drills into trustees that they’re not elected pol-
iticians; they’re stewards, members of a board 
of directors — and only the chair speaks for 
the board, only the board chair talks to the 
media. Even then, most board chairs have 
deferred to their superintendents, letting the 
likes of Terry Borys, Gail Bagnall or Brian 
O’Leary talk for them. Pretty darned bright, 
all of them, but not a one of them was elected.

Running education governance this way 
has been a splendid success in such places as 
Pembina Trails, Seven Oaks, Hanover ... but 
name one trustee. No Googling. Just one.

The slightest sniff of controversy is enough 
to send boards scurrying behind closed doors 
— personnel issues, property discussions, 
discipline, bargaining — the regulations’ 
definitions for in-camera discussion can be 
stretched almost infinitely to avoid debating 
openly and making decisions publicly.

There are exceptional school trustees who 
should be household names — Sandy Nemeth, 
Mark Sefton and Yolande Dupuis come to 
mind — who have devoted decades to public 
education, but the system dictates that you 
don’t know them.

Wendy Bloomfield has been board chair 
in Seine River for an astounding 31 straight 
years, but she has rejected all interview re-
quests, because the system says it’s not about 
her. Now that Education Minister Cliff Cullen 
is ending Bloomfield’s run, who will rally to 
save her, when people don’t know her?

Derek Dabee declared he’d be different if 
elected to Seven Oaks school board: he’d talk 
to the media, he’d be publicly outspoken in 
the interests of his constituents. Alas, the pod 
people got him.

School boards argue that they play a vital 
role in making local decisions; that’s true, but 
rarely do you know how the area trustee voted 
privately, or possibly reasoned against the 
majority, before a decision got show-of-hands 
support publicly.

Ask for school boards to comment on gov-
ernment policy, you’re likely to get a canned 
quote written to go out over the signature of 
the MSBA president.

Not everyone may want to make WSD board 
a shining light in the darkness, but for all the 
adventures created by the late Mike Babinsky 
or Betty Granger, there were often spirited de-
bates and open discourse that led to education 
achievements in a division that had one out of 
every six public school children in Manitoba.

There was the landmark human-rights 
achievement of an anti-homophobia education 
plan. This was the board that created a year 
of pre-kindergarten nursery, that gave the 
city Niji Mahkwa School and Children of the 
Earth High School, introduced Indigenous 
languages into the curriculum, fed impover-
ished children breakfast, and hired ethnocul-
turally diverse community liaisons to work 
with newcomer families. We knew what WSD 
was doing, because trustees did it publicly.

There are practical questions yet unan-
swered about what happens to school division 
assets, to headquarters buildings and bus 
barns, to employees. Of MSBA itself, there is a 
building on Provencher Boulevard, a learned 
staff, and decades of institutional knowledge.

Has anyone in the education system been more 
valuable to children’s safety — school buses, field 
trips, lab and gym activities, fire prevention — 
than the MSBA’s risk manager — for decades 
Keith Thomas, now his son Darren Thomas?

Alas, their names, and so many more names 
of people who have worked for Winnipeg’s 
kids, rarely enter the public realm.

All 311 trustees will disappear in a year, 
replaced by a new faceless provincial bureau-
cracy. Will you even notice? 

Nick Martin is a former Free Press education reporter.
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