Queen’s Plate Drive Protest,

TDSB, June 23, 2010.

Give us back our neighbourhood school

Hibo Hagi-Nur


Thank you all so much for coming. 


It means a lot to the parents and community on Queen’s Plate Drive to have your support today. 


We’ve often felt so alone in our struggle to give our children a good experience in school. And let me tell you that struggle has not been an easy for one for us, especially over these last 10 years.  


10 years ago our children were forced out of their neighbourhood school – Humberwood Downs – to make room for children from wealthier families. And no matter how much we complained to authorities, the decision was firm. 


They told us our children would have to go to Elmbank – a school, which was much further away and across very dangerous roads. Elmbank was a much poorer school than Humberwood. It had much fewer resources and many more black children, especially Somali children. 


We knew at the time, and we know it now even more – now that we understand the school system a little better – that what our children experienced 10 years ago was out-and-out segregation. It was clear racist restructuring of school boundaries. 


But the way things worked in the school system, nobody would look at that. They just pretended it wasn’t there. 


Board officials still don’t want to look at it. They talk like this is a just a technical problem that can’t be worked out.  They tell us that things somehow can’t be arranged for our kids to return to their neighbourhood school. There’s not enough room, they say, portables can’t be arranged, other institutions using the school building won’t lend us space, etc. They shake their heads sadly. What can we do? they ask, with their hands upturned.  Finally, they tell us there’s nothing to be done.   


But we’ve been in Canada long enough that our community speaks a little better English now and we’ve learned how things work in our adopted country. We’re Canadians now, and we are going to insist that they do look at it. And look hard at it. 


Because something can be done. 


It’s called restructuring school boundaries fairly. 


That’s not a hard thing to understand. 


 This is a clear human rights issue. It's our neighbourhood school, which was taken from us because we were black and we were poor and didn’t have the resources to fight back at the time.  


We’ve been forced to take the Board to the Human Rights Commission, through the African Canadian Legal Clinic.   


We think we are going to win this case, but we don’t want to wait for the lawyers and the Board continuing to drag its heels with all the legal resources they have available to them. 


Why don’t we want to wait? That’s also really clear. 


 Because our kids are getting badly hurt with this segregation. Make no mistake about that.


Over the last ten years:  


They’ve lost most of their after school activities. After school tutoring, recreation, cultural programs have increasingly slipped away from our children. 


If somewhat older students do try to stay and walk home – there are no busses provided after 3:30 – the streets are very dangerous and there are a lot of opportunities for bullying. 


Our children can’t get home for lunch and are often roaming unprotected in dangerous circumstances during this period. They are facing a lot of criminal and gang activities. That’s how things are. We need to be there for them. 


It’s much tougher for parents – without easy transportation -- to reach the school to talk to teachers on their children’s behalf. This is crucial for us. Many of our children are two to three years behind in literacy and math when they leave Elmbank. They are being routinely bottom streamed and are looking at the future with little hope for a decent job or for respect as citizens in this society. 


We have to turn this situation around and work closely with our teachers to do it. We can't do that at Elmbank – not because the teachers don’t care or aren’t committed to their work – but because we can’t reach them on a regular basis. They are simply too far away.


When we think about how a school system should work, we think a mix of races and social classes is a good thing. Segregating social classes and races is a bad thing. In their own way, the people who do research on our schools tell us the same thing – that our kids do much better with such a mix – with more resources available to them and more hope for the future in such schools -- while the kids from richer families, with European backgrounds, don’t get held back. And they all learn to live with each other and become better citizens. Everybody wins. Why doesn't the Board get that? 


Let me say, finally, that we aren’t going to drop this issue. 


We’ll come back to this Board again and again until it is resolved. We think it matters not just to us, but to children and communities like ours right across the city. 


We know our problem at Humberwood Downs only touches 90 children, but the way we have been treated in losing our neighbourhood school – with contempt and with uncaring bureaucratic manoeuvring and lack of transparency – is the way so many poor parents and children of colour are treated throughout our school system. 


We know if we were rich, we wouldn’t have this problem. 


It's no surprise that so many of you today who are facing neighbourhood school closings are from poorer districts.


It is also no surprise that it is not only Somali children, from poor families, who are being bottom streamed in our schools, with their futures destroyed. It’s happening across the system in all our poor and racialized communities. 


So when we come back to the Board with our issue of an unjust and racist restructuring of our school boundaries, we are also going to raise the larger question of what is happening to our children in school – to all our children – and we hope that we will all be together on this. 


And when we win, we will keep coming back on this larger question. 


We need strong neighbourhood schools for all our communities. That way we can insure that what’s happening in their schools is good for our kids. 


And we need schools that treat all our communities – all our children, all our parents – with care and respect and with commitment to a future we can all be proud of. 


Thank you.  
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