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I was born in 1982 in Brantford, Ontario, and started school in 1987. I was in the elementary school system until 1996. I will start this paper by declaring my experiences as a minority student in a small Ontarian city as an anomaly. It will more than likely end as one as well, for I cannot fathom how the circumstances that could be derived as a consequence to my race, religion, and personality did not bestow unto me a more difficult childhood experience. My elementary experience was filled with positives. I excelled beyond my peers, received school-wide recognition, and unconditional support from most of my teachers.  Students that looked like me, and more so acted and asserted themselves like I did, depending on which side of the city they lived, did not have the experiences I had growing up among the Caucasian-majority of Brantford, Ontario, Canada. 
The Rana Immigrant Narrative (Norquay, 1998)


My parents are self- made individuals who came to Canada with the right qualifications, documents, and English speaking abilities that enabled them to reap any opportunity. My father came to Canada from Pakistan in 1970, sponsored by his brother who had moved to Toronto in 1967. What my father was bringing into the country was himself and a Masters in Pharmaceutical Science. Returning to Pakistan in 1974, he married my mother, also a graduate of pharmacy from the University of Punjab, and both moved to Canada permanently in 1974. Following the pharmacy recertification process that both my parents successfully completed, and the birth of my brother in 1975, my parents decided to move to Brantford, Ontario in 1978. Both working as relief pharmacists in the small city of Brantford, they at times were situated in high-crime areas of the city. In addition, they were at-risk of antagonism from front-store staff and co-workers, and disgruntle customers since immigrants were not warmly welcomed at that period in time. However, not only were they accepted, they were revered for their hard work, and well liked by the customers. They were better known as the "hard working Indian guy/ lady” (depending which hard working "Indian" they were talking about). Within months of their part-time relief work, both parents were approached with separate franchisee opportunities for Super X Drugs. With outstanding profit margins and two successful businesses, my parents individually made shrewd business decisions, and purchased many affordable retail and residential properties in Brantford, Burlington, and Downtown Toronto. My brother and I entered into the elementary school system with a roof over our heads, money to spare, and literary artifacts all over our house (Willms & Corbett, 2003). We came from a middle-high income earning household, and had a working mother in a respected profession, so the expectations our parents had of us were high. This would not seem uncommon for what were our circumstances. According to Davis-Ken (2005), moderate to high-income households with mothers that acquired a higher education have higher than normal expectations of their children, regardless of race. My brother and I came into the school system with similar privileges and parental expectations, however our experiences would prove to be far different. 

Grades 3-5: Taking Risks with Teacher Support


When I was in grade three, my brother was in grade ten. He saw heroes and role models in those who historically were seen as the underdogs, and martyrs to their cause to end injustice. While I do not remember any racial incidents inflicted on me, my brother recollects often being called a nigger far more than being called a paki, growing up. This was an indication of the sheer stupidity of those who demoralized and ostracized minorities in Brantford at the time. My brother saw a hero in Malcolm X, and being the younger brother who admired everything he did, I followed in his steps. Whatever books and magazines I could find in his bedroom, I read and looked at pictures, internalizing whatever I could. Something both my brother and I admired with Malcolm X along with his convictions and perseverance was that he was a Western Muslim, something we both identified with. The admiration my brother had for Malcolm X soon became my own. I allowed my fascination for Malcolm X and the Black American Civil Rights Movement (for what I could understand of it) permeate in everything I did in the third grade. This climaxed when I did my third grade speech about the life, legacy, and assassination of Malcolm X. Throughout the entire process, my teacher did not sway me from writing or speaking about Malcolm X as an icon. I was indubitably supported throughout the entire process, no matter how inappropriate some may have seen the topic for an eight year old. According to Niyozov and Pluims article on Teacher’s Perspectives on the Education of Muslim Students (2009), various Islamic advocacy groups state the public school systems fail to mention Islamic historical and contemporary contributions, and teachers often have low expectations of their Muslim students (p. 641). The opposite was shown in my experience (and subsequently questioned in the study). Though I may have taken it on myself to mention the impact of a historical Muslim figure on North American history, what was clearly not true for my situation was the idea of my teacher having low expectations. No matter what her true feelings may have been, I was not denigrated for my choice, and nor was I coerced to do a more elementary speech topic by her request. 


The support did not end in the primary division. Inspired by a grade four TVOntario video unit called “Read All About It”, a mystery show about a child-run newspaper press, I decided to do the same, and in grade five, created my own newspaper for kids. Written, produced, and delivered monthly by me first on my Hewlett Packard typewriter, and then my IBM computer and dot-matrix printer. I did this for the entire fifth grade. In it I honed my literary skills/ abilities, and stood out among my peers as an entrepreneur, for my newspaper was being sold at $.25 cents an issue from grades three to six across my school, outselling even our own school newspaper. In the midst of it, the school principal had met with me in her office to put an end to the newspaper because I was using the school grounds for what she declared was my own commercial gain. I was no longer permitted to produce my newspaper. I defiantly did not adhere to the rule. It was then, with a quiet bat of an eye, and a quick turn of the face, my fifth grade teacher quietly supported me as I continued to create, and sell my newspaper on school grounds. There was silent support from all junior-level teachers; all defiant of our school principal for they did not agree with her decision to stifle the creativity of a student. I never spoke about it with my teacher, which is what I think she intended, but I fondly remember her always looking away when she saw a copy of the paper in the hands of students. My teachers advocated for me, even if it were in quiet defiance of the school administrator. What also came of this was that my fifth grade teacher saw me as gifted, and did whatever she could to enroll me in full-time enrichment programs. When I was finally tested, I recollect doing a test that had me identify odd shapes, and connect words in association to sentences. The entire process was boring and monotonous. I consistently fell below the mark of being gifted in numerous categories of the test. Nevertheless, I was scheduled to take the test a second time, under the guidance of the same proctor. Near the end of my second attempt, the proctor told me that it’s very clear that I am gifted, and this test is obviously boring me to no end. Therefore, just select (he points to four answers on the page) and we will be finished. Months later, the test was “assessed”, and I was labeled gifted. In an article about the underrepresentation of gifted minority students, Sarouphin (2004) declares the standardized assessments that test for gifted lack the inclusiveness of tests such as the DISCOVER
 or a test that focuses more on Gardiner’s Multiple Intelligences. It is the failure to enact these assessments as the baseline for gifted testing that omits so many minorities from receiving a gifted designation. On the contrary, not only was I saved from being omitted, but also ironically the irrelevance of the test being used to assess my abilities was openly acknowledged. The support and anecdotal evidence that usually is ignored in the gifted process was what pushed to have my exceptional learning designation.

Grade 6-8: Leaving the Eurocentric out of the Ontario Curriculum


I was aware that global citizenship and social justice had some presence at my school in the early 1990’s. Our pizza day profits went to help build a school in Zanzibar, Tanzania. The teacher responsible for that initiative was my grade six teacher. She took what could have been a reproduced language arts curriculum from previous years, and made it relevant to our world. She taught us about racial injustice through a study of the biographical film of Steven Biko and Daniel Woods, “Cry Freedom”. We were instructed how to be informed consumers who questioned the endorsement of restaurants that purchased their beef from Brazilian cattle farms, responsible for tearing down thousands of acres in the Amazon rainforest. In art, we studied the design and unique qualities of Native Art, and then created our own in-line with Native cultural beliefs. Granted, I didn’t see myself (South-east Asian, Muslim) in any of these lessons; I took solace in the fact that it wasn’t (for lack of better words) primarily European/ Canadian. As long as it wasn’t “white”, it applied to me. I felt a membership to the concepts of race, and felt I had a deeper knowledge of global events more so than anyone else in the class (G. Bailey, personal communication, June 11, 2011). In it I felt importance, and knowledge to share with the class that not many others had. In line with Peggy McIntosh’s revered article, White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack (1988), I can identify with the many conditions she states in her article. Yet, I also can say that the memorable components of my childhood education are not highlighted by those deficits I may have felt at the time. I may have not known it in grade six, but those deep lessons on inequality, consumer intelligence, and human/ animal rights allowed the following statement from Koontz (2004) (as cited in de Leeuw, 2009), to ring true for me, “children have agency, that they effect change in their surroundings, that they influence as well as reflect their environments” (pg. 136). I took this truth into my own teaching practice, as I at times had moral conflicts with the subject matter I taught students in grades five to seven. I knew that whatever I do decide to teach them, I would do it in a way to expand their horizons and see themselves as agents of change. 


I can’t help but ask myself, what was so unique about these teachers? In a conversation about my teachers with the kindergarten teacher who taught at my elementary school during the years of 1988 to 2008, her statements negate the acknowledgement of “otherness” (Schick, 2000).  In the years I attended school, many of the teachers, as she puts it, subscribed to the notion that a student’s needs or strengths were never attested to their race or culture. As much as the popular culture was going to exist in the classroom, others were also going to be incorporated classroom lessons and its environment as well. The teachers wanted to know about the other students and their lives. The only thing that could have disenfranchised a student in that school environment was a negative personality – nothing else. Their support from was in response to my perseverance, creativity, and determined personality. (H. Jackson, personal communication, June 17, 2011). 
My Brother and I – Two Very Different Experiences


The following quote is taken from an interview my brother gave in 2008 for Hip-HopCanada.com about his life growing up in Brantford. 

“It was a horribly racist city. Racism colored my childhood. I hate that city, even though it has become better now – and many of the people there are very nice and kind – I owe my politicization and anti-racist framework to my experiences there and to the racists who made growing up there miserable…(Hip-Hop) I could identify with and utilize as a rejection of the dominant culture and environment that kept subjecting me to racism. I was somewhat of a loner aside from the few other racialized kids and Muslim kids in the city. We all ended up banding together at one point. I read the Autobiography of Malcolm X in grade eight and it changed my life, contextualizing my identity as a Muslim in the West and gave me the courage to confront, what I believed at the time, was an inherently corrupt system designed to see me fail.”
(S. Rana, 2008)


If it’s unclear as to why this paper is titled, “Why (Not) Me?” it is in homage to my own brother’s struggle in life during his elementary school years, living in what was a very harsh, racist city during the 1980’s and 1990’s. I ask myself “why not me” in many instances. Why was I granted supportive teachers, an outlet to express myself, protection from racially charged bullying and harassment? Why did both of my parents and I not endure the racist experiences my brother did? Why did my brother hold it in and not turn to his teachers for help? Regardless if it didn’t occur in his education, it definitely permeated in his school environment, so it directly effected his education. We both attended the same schools, and had many of the same teachers. With seven years being the only thing between us, I reiterate that I see my experiences, in comparison to his and so many others that went to that school and endured similar treatment, as an anomaly. It compels me to conclude that I was privileged. 



As an educator, all I can do is make good on the positive experiences I have had. I will take the struggles of my brother, and continue to persevere in calling for change to teacher practices, unsafe schools, and curriculum reform in Ontario schools. I can only view my circumstances as a bystander to the horrific experience of my brother as a call to do something, and become an agent of change on behalf of the struggles that were endured by the one I have looked up to all my life. 
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� - DISCOVER (Discovering Intellectual Strengths and Capabilities through Observation while allowing for Varied Ethnic Responses) Test.
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