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March 11, 2008

PRSS House Front Learning Feast Speech

Prince Rupert Secondary School is comprised of students and staff from many different ethnic backgrounds, with more than 50% of our student population being of Aboriginal descent.  Acknowledging traditional Ts’msyen territory and our cultural diversity, Art teacher Tasha Parker had a vision 15 years ago to create a large, three dimensional piece of art and display it in the entranceway of PRSS to reflect this reality.  She hoped the project, lead by a Ts’msyen artist and alumni, would encourage significant involvement by staff and students.

After a few false starts, the project re-ignited in the fall of 2006 with strong support from Debbie Leighton-Stephens, SD 52’s District Principal of Aboriginal Education. The project committee talked about possible lead artists and soon approached Russell Mather, an alumnus of PRSS. At this point, my initial hope of having a PRSS Grad as the principal artist came to life.  It felt right to have a grad lead by example and mentor our students. After a few conversations to set the groundwork, and in the spirit of mutual respect and trust, Russell and I shook hands to seal our agreement to work together.

On Feb 8, 2007 cedar for the project was blessed and cleansed. A re-birth occurred.  While Russell worked on the concept for the project, Howard Linn, our woodshop teacher, began guiding his students through the process of preparing the cedar.  During the next few months, Mr. Linn and Russell spent many hours working together - Russell conveying his ideas and thoughts and Mr. Linn explaining options and suggesting methods.  As their relationship grew, the project itself also strengthened.

The planning committee met monthly to brainstorm ideas for a celebration.  We kept coming back to “learning,” “educating,” and working with all students” as our main points of focus.  We were on a roll. As the design and scope of the project transformed, I became uneasy. Debbie Leighton-Stephens told me to relax and sent me a piece of advice in an email. She said, “I learn about patience after the frustration has settled down.” 
September 2007 was soon upon us. We started looking forward to the new school year and the events that would unfold.  A date for the celebration was finally agreed to, March 11, 2008. The planning committee sprang into action and our Sm’algyax teachers, Theresa Lowther and Darlene Wilson, volunteered to lead the Learning Feast.  They worked closely with Tasha Parker and other staff to involve students in all aspects of the preparations.  Aboriginal Elders were invited to PRSS to help us share traditions and learn about protocol. Mr. Leach, the vice principal, worked closely with Russell on both the process and the print created to memorialize the event.  The strength of their relationship moved us along.

Students helped set up for the feast. They cut vegetables and meat, baked biscuits, set tables, decorated the gym and moved the Ts’msyen House front into place for the Learning Feast.

In the end, to have so many students and staff work together on this house front evokes a sense of pride and accurately reflects the title of the work, Inner Strength. It truly represents Prince Rupert Secondary School. 
It is an honor to work with the students and staff at PRSS. Thank you.
