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The faces of diversity at Mohawk
In this special issue, we celebrate the achievements of Black, Indigenous and People of Colour at the college

The stories of Black, Indigenous and People of Colour at Mohawk College are part of the school’s rich tapestry. This issue tells their stories 
in the hopes that we can see a true representation of equity, diversity and inclusion for students, staff, faculty, administrators and alumni.

We aren’t born with the feeling of be-
ing different. That feeling only comes 
when you recognize that the world isn’t 
fair. 

You watch movies, read books and lis-
ten to the news and see that those peo-
ple don’t represent 
you. It feels special 
when you see some-
one who looks you 
because the occur-
rence is so rare.

 If you couldn’t re-
late to my sentences 
above, it’s probably 
because you’re the 
majority. White people in media aren’t 
a shock or surprise. They are the stand-
ard. 

As People of Colour (POC) editors for 
this edition of Ignite, Clarissa and I offer 

a unique perspective, from growing up 
with immigrant parents to being wom-
en of colour, and we want to share that 
with you in our writing. The choice of 
journalism as a career path was a very 
personal one for both of us. We believe 
that everyone has a story and sharing 

them, no matter their back-
ground, is important. For 
hundreds of years, Black, 
Indigenous and People of 
Colour (BIPOC) have not 
had any opportunity to be 
fairly represented or heard 
from. It’s about time that 
changes. 

The following articles 
you are about to read are some of these 
stories. People of colour in our commu-
nity exist and should have the freedom 
to take up space. While it is always a 
celebration when white people are suc-

cessful, it should also be recognized 
that the path a POC may take will come 
with extra barriers. When we come to-
gether as people and acknowledge the 
privilege some of us have, we can make 
fairness and representation the stand-
ard in everything. What is important is 
that white people need to understand 
that simply taking away barriers is not 
enough to allow BIPOC a level playing 
field. Hands need to be out reached and 
changes must be actively put in place 
to diversify. 

 The perspectives in this article come 
from a special lens, because this spe-
cial edition of Ignite will shed light on 
the struggles that people of colour 
consistently face because of the rac-
ism and bias that controls the world’s 
opportunities. Our goal is to educate 
everyone and inspire people of colour 
to know that their goals are achievable.

Representation matters in our community
To dismantle systemic racism in our school, white people must face their own biases and fight for change  

S AVA N NA H  MOR R I S

Representation is important for 
young Black women like the author.

SAVANNAH MORRIS

COMPUTER STUDENT FINDS 
HIS PASSIONS IN CANADA

MUSIC PROFESSOR BRINGS 
NEW LIFE TO HIS PROGRAM

GRADUATE AIMS TO START A 
SHAMELESS CONVERSATION
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When Canadians think of racism, we 
usually think of our neighbours to the 
south. Racial discrimination and hatred 
are things we see too often in the news 
from our American neighbours, wheth-
er it be police brutality, racial profiling 
or any of the other terrible things that 
so often happen to Black, Indigenous 
and People of Colour (BIPOC) solely be-
cause of their appearance. But in Cana-
da, we’re no better. 

Here’s a brief look at racism in Cana-
da that we were never taught in school. 
Please note: this article barely scratch-
es the surface of all the racist incidents 
that have happened in Canada’s histo-
ry. If you’re interested in learning more 
about the history of racism in Canada, 
there are many resources available to-
day than can help you in that quest.

Slavery 
Many people assume because of the 

Underground Railroad, a network of se-
cret routes and safe houses to bring 
slaves to Canada, that we never had 
slaves. But did you know Canada only 
abolished slavery about 30 years be-
fore the United States did? 

Until the early 1830s, it was legal to 
own slaves in Canada and the British 
government only  abolished slave own-
ership in 1834.

Chinese Head Tax 
In 1885, the government of Canada 

implemented what is now known as the 
“Chinese Head Tax” to restrict Chinese 
immigration after the completion of the 
Canadian Pacific Railroad. It was part 
of the Chinese Immigration Act to re-
strict and regulate Chinese immigration 

into Canada.
This law required each person of Chi-

nese origin to pay a $50 “head tax” to 
enter the country. According to the CPI 
Inflation Calculator, $50 in 1885 would 
be worth about $1,342 today in 2021, 
making it difficult to afford to come to 
Canada.

By 1900, people of Chinese origin 
were required to pay $100 ($2,685 in 
2021 dollars) each to enter Canada. In 
1903, the government increased the fee 
again to $500 per person, or $13,426 in 
today’s dollars. 

By the early 1920s, the federal govern-
ment had decided that the $500 head 
tax was not enough to keep people 
of Chinese origin out of Canada. The 
government implemented the Chinese 
Immigration Act, 1923, now known as 
the Chinese Exclusion Act. Until 1947, 
this act only permitted four very spe-
cific groups of Chinese people into the 
country, including diplomats, children 
born in Canada who had left for educa-
tional purposes, merchants who were 
deemed necessary by the minister of 
immigration and colonization, and stu-
dents coming to attend university or 
college. 

The Komagata Maru 
In 1914, charter vessel Komagata 

Maru set sail from Hong Kong and Ja-
pan with 376 South Asian immigrants 
on board who hoped to settle in Cana-
da.  

When it arrived on the shores of Van-
couver, B.C., officials refused to allow 
passengers on the boat to disembark 
and, eventually, passengers on the ship 
were forced into physical altercations 

with Canadian police and the military. 
The ship was turned away because its 

passengers, primarily from India, had 
not adhered to the “Continuous Pas-
sage” regulation, meaning a person ar-
riving in Canada must have come from 
their country of birth or citizenship with-
out making any stops before arriving to 
the country’s shore. Because the ship 
had sailed from Hong Kong, the govern-
ment deemed the Indian passengers 
illegal. 

After a two-month-long standoff, the 
Canadian forces escorted the Komaga-
ta Maru back out to the sea to return 
to where it had come from. After arriv-
ing back in India, authorities discovered 
that 19 of the ship’s passengers were 
killed by gunfire and many others were 
thrown in jail. 

Residential Schools 
Possibly one of the most well-known 

but least understood examples of rac-
ism in Canada, residential schools first 
appeared in the 1870s and were in use 
until the mid-1990s. 

The Catholic and Anglican churches 
ran most of these schools in an effort 
to assimilate Indigenous youths across 
Canada into the British way of life.  “Stu-
dents” of these schools were forced to 
speak English, and many of the chil-
dren’s names were changed to sound 
less “native.”

It is estimated that more than 150,000 
students between the ages of four and 
16 passed through these schools in 
their 100+ years of existence. Those 
that did were left with lasting trauma. 

As much as we’d like to assume rac-
ism doesn’t happen in Canada, it is a 
huge part of our history - and still hap-
pens to this day. 

Don’t believe it still exists? Just look 
at carding as an example. The practice, 
when police officers stop, questions 
and document without an evidence 
they’ve been involved in an offence, still 
happens regularly. 

If you’re interested in learning more 
about the history of racism in Canada, 
start by visiting this timeline of racism 
in Canada here: https://bctf.ca/upload-
edFiles/Public/SocialJustice/Issues/
Antiracism/RacismTimeline.pdf. 

A brief look into our nation’s racist past
Canada is often seen as the “nicest” country in the world, but in reality, that wasn’t always so true

J E N NA  L E BL A NC

The Canadian Government put the “Chinese Head Tax” in place after workers completed the 
Canadian Pacific Railway, when many Chinese labourers come to Canada in search of work.

LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES CANADA 
ERNEST BROWN
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Mohawk takes steps towards racial equity
The college has made five strong commitments to improve diversity and inclusion both on and off campus

The world saw its fair share of chal-
lenges in 2020, from COVID-19 to the 
racial equality battle. And while the lat-
ter has been in an issue for many years, 
the deaths of George Floyd, Breonna 
Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery and Regis Ko-
rchinski-Paquet pushed these conver-
sations to the forefront. 

The good news is that with the rise of 
the anti-racism movement, many busi-
nesses and institutions are actively tak-
ing steps towards racial equality. Mo-
hawk College is no different. 

“Mohawk’s equity, diversity and inclu-
sion commitments build on what we 
have done to date in making our college 
an inclusive, welcoming and supportive 
environment for students, colleagues 
and visitors to campus,” Mohawk Presi-
dent Ron McKerlie wrote in a statement 
on the college website.

What does the college mean by equity, 
diversity and inclusion (EDI)? According 
to the school’s employee website, these 
terms have the following definitions:

Equity is about equality of outcomes 
and giving everyone what they need to 
meet those outcomes.

Diversity encompasses race, ethnicity, 
gender, sexual orientation, socio-eco-
nomic status, age, physical or mental 
abilities, religious and spiritual beliefs. 
It means embracing and actively mak-
ing the community more diverse.

Inclusion is about recognizing, wel-
coming and making space for everyone 
on the college’s three campuses. The 
diversity of thought, experiences, skills 
and talents that inclusion brings to the 
table can only make the college better.

In addition to this, college administra-
tors have made five commitments to 
improve EDI at Mohawk.

The first commitment is to bring in 
and keep talent that reflects the Mo-
hawk and Hamilton community. Hamil-
ton is known as a diverse city, and Mo-
hawk administrators want the school’s 
staff and faculty to reflect that. School 
officials are working to remove any 
barriers that may be in their human re-
sources policies to properly reflect that 
diversity. 

The second commitment by Mohawk 
is to make sure the workplace is inclu-
sive, safe and equitable to all. One of 
the ways they plan to do this is to offer 
mentorship programs for employees 
from underrepresented groups. 

 The third commitment is to strength-
en what are called “inclusive compe-
tencies.” That’s just another way of say-
ing they want to make sure employees 
have the skills they need to be more 
inclusive. To do this, Mohawk plans to 
provide employees with development 
opportunities so that they can build and 
advance their growth in cultural fluency.  

Creating and deploying a framework 

to help with equity and inclusion is the 
college’s fourth commitment. Mohawk 
administrators are doing this by ensur-
ing that all of their policies are kept up-
to-date and that they remove systemic 
barriers that may stand in the way of 
underrepresented groups advancing in 
their jobs. 

Finally, the fifth commitment is to use 
more universal design and accessible 
tools, as well as ensure that employees 
understand and have the ability to cre-
ate accessible spaces and documents 
so that everybody can use them. 

The school has already started work 
towards this, including offering addi-
tional training to all staff and faculty, 
including workshops, Zoom training 
and online courses. The department of 
Equity, Diversity and Inclusion, headed 
up by Maxine Carter, Mohawk’s Director 
and Special Advisor in this area, start-
ed offering these courses in the fall 
semester, and they continue on in the 
winter semester. 

In addition to this, Mohawk has added 
roughly 150 resources to its website re-
lating to anti-racism, Indigenous aware-
ness, white privilege and more. The 
resources include articles, podcasts, 
videos, movies and books. 

All of these resources are available to 
students, faculty, staff and anyone else 
who visits the page on Mohawk col-
lege’s website.

Many businesses and institutions are now taking a look at their equality and diversity policies to become more welcoming and inclusive.

LU C AS  JORG

PIXABAY
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Beginning an academic career in engineering seems to 
have little connection to transitioning into working as a stu-
dent success professional but for Pearl Mendonca, the con-
nection is closer thank you think.

Initially going to school for engineering, Mendonca quickly 
decided that it was not for her. She switched to pursue stud-
ies in social work allowing her to use her skills to eventually 
become the manager of the Career and Student Success ad-
vising at Mohawk College.

For almost six years, Mendonca has focused on helping 
students through their post-secondary careers.

“In an admin role, I might not have as much student con-
tact. However, I do work and support 
a team, both in career and in student 
success advising, who have direct con-
tact with students and ensure that our 
students are getting the best support 
we can offer,” Mendonca said. “I feel 
quite lucky to work with two teams of 
people who are student focused and 
are really thinking about students at 
the heart of the work they do.”

Since 2015, Mendonca has worked 
within Mohawk’s community in vari-
ous student service related jobs.

When Mendonca first arrived at Mo-
hawk, she worked mostly with contin-
uing education students while over-
seeing the Learning Support Centre 
at the college. Most recently, she has 
transitioned into her new role as the 
manager of the Career & Student Suc-
cess advising. 

With her own educational background in social work, Men-
donca knows how to provide students with the best support 

when going through their ac-
ademic careers. 

“Social work gives you a 
good foundation and basis 
for a lot of people type work,” 
Mendonca said. 

“It’s very equity focused 
and looks at systems of op-
pression which allows you 
to bring a different lens to 
some of your conversations 
that you’re having with stu-
dents who are seeking aca-
demic support and with staff 
who are providing it.”  

Mendonca has worked 
alongside a diverse range of 
students from all around the 

world studying at the college.
Despite a diverse student community, Mendonca believes 

that more diversity amongst the staff at Mohawk can be 
achieved through equity-based conversations.

“My general sense having been here for a couple of years 
is that there’s an opportunity to definitely create more oppor-
tunities in space for racialized staff and racialized faculty at 
Mohawk,” Mendonca said. 

“There’s often times a lot of people that get tapped for eq-
uity-based conversations. Some aspects of identity are not 
as visible. Race is one of those aspects that is visible. At a 
meeting that we had recently within our dean of students, 
we’re thinking about hiring practices, and how do you create 

opportunities that really reach out to 
communities of colour? What is the 
kind of outreach that can be done? 
What more should be done to be able 
to create those pathways?”

Aside from working alongside the 
career and student success teams, 
Mendonca has also had the oppor-
tunity to share her lived experience 
by facilitating groups of new student 
success professionals with the Ca-
nadian Association of University and 
College Student Services. There, she 
gives new employees an overview of 
how to provide students with the best 
support as a student services profes-
sional.

Mendonca continues to play an im-
portant role at Mohawk assisting both 
staff and students through their edu-
cational journeys while providing her 

own lived experience to help shape student success and 
make sure all students are included at the college.

Advisor brings equal opportunity to all 
Since 2015, Pearl Mendonca has been using her skills to help the students and staff at the Fennell Campus

For almost six years, Pearl Mendonca has worked 
in various Mohawk student services departments.

BR A DL E Y  L E W I S

Having switched roles, Pearl Mendonca has yet to step foot in her new office located at Fennell Campus.
MOHAWK COLLEGE

PEARL MENDONCA
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The things that happen to us when 
we’re children can impact us for the 
rest of our lives. That’s certainly true for 
Mohawk professor Krissy Doyle-Thom-
as. When she was just three years old, 
her sister was born prematurely – and it 
changed the course of Doyle-Thomas’ 
life. 

“She was born at seven months 
[gestation] and she was two pounds,” 
Doyle-Thomas said. “As she began to 
develop, she missed some pivotal mile-
stones, developmental milestones in 
her life.”

While Doyle-Thomas and her sister 
were born in Trinidad and Tobago, the 
family immigrated to Canada and they 
were nine and six. Upon their arrival in 
Canada, Doyle-Thomas says it was a 
struggle to get her sister the medical 
attention she needed to catch up to her 
peers developmentally.

Her family lived in Ontario and had a 
hard time finding the right professionals 
to help. Watching her sister struggle in-
spired Doyle-Thomas to become a doc-
tor so that she could help other families 
going through similar struggles. 

“From that age, I was really interested 
in getting answers medical answers for 
families who are going through things 
like psychological challenges, medical 
challenges,” Doyle-Thomas said. 

Doyle-Thomas went to the University 
of Calgary and got her master’s degree 
in the medical sciences, then came 
back to Ontario and got a PhD in medi-

cal neurosciences at McMaster Univer-
sity.

 “Being in university and falling in love 
with neuroscience, I saw it as an oppor-
tunity to do more research to kind of 
figure out what this is, so I could poten-
tially help families,” Doyle-Thomas said. 
“That’s really how I got started in med-
ical neurosciences and then stuck with 
it through my degrees.”

As a Black immigrant, Doyle-Thomas 
didn’t feel discriminated against be-
cause of her colour and felt accepted 
with her colleagues. 

“I never felt targeted or held back 
forever, for my colour,” Doyle-Thomas 
said. “For my culture, you know, for my 
ethnicity, I never felt that pressure.”

However, Doyle-Thomas did feel dif-
ferent in a profession where almost all 
her colleagues were white. 

“I did notice that I was one of a few or 
be the only one in the room, being the 
only black woman in the room, or one 
of a few black people within that area,” 
Doyle-Thomas said. “That stood out to 
me as being different.”

Doyle-Thomas worked in several hos-
pitals after getting her degrees. She 
also got a post-doctoral fellowship 
working in a centre that researches au-
tism spectrum disorders. Then, after 
years working in the neurosciences, 
she discovered a new love: teaching. 

Doyle-Thomas began her teaching 
career at the University of Toronto and 
Wilfrid Laurier as a guest lecturer. She 
is currently an adjunct clinical profes-
sor at McMaster and a Mohawk Col-
lege professor.  “My opportunity was to 
partner with students, who are bringing 
in their own experiences working with-
in the field, to see how we can apply all 
of this to help the community to help 
families to help people living with brain 
disorders, mental health conditions and 
disabilities,” Doyle-Thomas said. 

Doyle-Thomas is one of three profes-
sors who work in the Brain Disorders 
and Mental Health and Disability Man-
agement programs at Mohawk College. 

“Krissy allows students to appreciate 
the brain basis of a variety of human 
conditions across the lifespan,” pro-
fessor Anne-Marie DePape said. “This 

passion is shown with the infograph-
ic showcase she facilitates each year 
in the Collaboratory with her students, 
which is always well received by our 
community partners.”

Doyle-Thomas’ colleagues say she’s a 
smart and professional professor that 
brings her knowledge and experience 
to the college.  

“Krissy’s positive attitude and enthu-
siasm is appreciated by her colleagues 
and students,” associate dean Kim Ann 
Laush said. “Krissy brings broad knowl-
edge and expertise in both the Brain 
Disorders and Mental Health and Disa-
bility Management programs.” 

Doyle-Thomas said she believes that 
Mohawk College has done a good job 
with promoting and supporting diver-
sity at the college, although there’s al-
ways room for improvement. 

“In terms of my experience, at Mo-
hawk, I would love to see more people 
have who have diverse backgrounds in 
the hallways,” Doyle-Thomas said. “But 
I do see great diversity in the faculty, 
and I appreciate that.”

Doyle-Thomas’ one-on-one teaching 
style helps her make connections with 
her students, especially immigrants 
who can connect with her life experi-
ences.  

“Students see you, and they say okay, 
there’s someone who looks like me, 
there’s someone who has similar ex-
periences,” she said. “I’ve had those 
conversations with some of my stu-
dents who see me, and they are proba-
bly Caribbean descent, and they smile, 
and they talk to me about their families, 
and about their experiences. I hope that 
connection feeds into their academic 
experience in a positive way and poten-
tially shows them that if my teacher can 
do it, so can I.”

Professor  breaks barriers as a neuroscientist
Krissy Doyle-Thomas brings her extensive knowledge to Mohawk students in the classroom 

S A M S ON  M E H R A B Y

Krissy Doyle-Thomas became a doctor so 
that she could help other struggling families.

Krissy Doyle-Thomas’ one-on-one teaching 
style helps her connect with all her students.

KRISSY DOYLE-THOMAS

KRISSY DOYLE-THOMAS
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From being the first in her family to attend university and 
college to trying to create her footing in the world of journal-
ism, freelance writer Odina Gonzales is a force to be reck-
oned with.

Born and raised in Hamilton, Gonzales, who is Latin and 
Caribbean, proudly embraced both cultures growing up, al-
though this did come with criticism from others.  

"I remember, my dad would always say, as much as it pains 
me to say this, 'remember, people aren't necessarily, always 
going to like the way you look,'" Gonzales said. "There were 
moments where it was very clear and very hurtful. But as I 
grew older, it stopped affecting me as much."  

In high school, Gonzales was very academically driven but, 
more often than not, found herself trying to prove that she 
was good enough.

"I always made sure people understood that I was smart, or 
that I, loved to read or that I studied. I wasn't like other girls. 
I always made it a point to be different," Gonzales said. "Be-
cause I didn't want to be a stereotype."

After graduating high school, she took her love of reading 
and writing and attended McMaster University. She majored 
in English and Cultural studies.

From there, Gonzales dove into the world of postcolonial 
literature and began to immerse herself in how colonialism 
is interwoven into society. 

"Whether its popular culture, mainstream media, education 
or health, Western society has created such a stereotype in 
order to be able to control the narrative on race, politics and 
how to control a society," Gonzales said. "You're not going to 
get a lot of people trying to challenge it, because that's what 
they consider normal."

After graduating, a very passionate and determined Gon-
zales found an interest in journalism to tell other people's 
stories.  Gonzales applied to Mohawk, got in and only after a 
month of being in the journalism program her heart was set 
on this career path and continued to persist. 

"Odina is fearless. She's not afraid of a challenge or do try 
something new," Mohawk professor France Fontana-Hart. 

"She just goes and does it. I love that about her, and that 
quality will take her far."

Although she loved journalism, she noticed a lack of rep-
resentation in both the industry and her program immedi-
ately upon arrival. There were only three people who were 
visible minorities in her class, and the rest were white.  She 
often felt that she was one of the only people to speak out 
against racially charged issues because of this. She didn't 
like this. 

While representation is essential in any field, Gonzales 
feels that it holds a critical role in media. 

"Being represented in media definitely matters. And we've 
seen it affect people very positively, like little black boys and 
girls seeing Chadwick Boseman as Black Panther, for exam-
ple. It's affected them to such a degree that they believe in 
themselves," Gonzales said. 

She feels that if a young person of colour interested in jour-
nalism watched 
the news and saw 
someone that 
looked like them, 
instead of a white 
man presenting 
the news, things 
would change. 

She has always 
advocated for ra-
cial equality and 
firmly believes in 
standing up for 
yourself. Gonzales 
does not remain si-
lent on the topic of racial equality in the workplace, but she 
says it's hard to sway people on the topic of things like white 
privilege. 

"It's so hard trying to convince people that systematic rac-
ism exists. Because in order to convince people that exists, 
you have to show them tangible experiences," Gonzales said. 
"But if that's not something they view as problematic or rac-
ist, they're not going to believe in it."

Gonzales, now determined as ever, hopes that the media's 
future isn't just more inclusive but more informed on why 
change needs to happen. "We're at a point where we need 
to change things foundationally," Gonzales said. "And that 
doesn't happen unless you're willing to look inside yourself 
and start to ask some serious questions."

Over the course of the last year, Gonzales has been writing 
freelance from home and is loving it. She has been contin-
ued to persist, even with COVID being the most considerable 
setback for her at this moment. 

Gonzales hopes that when COVID is over that, she will land 
a writing job where her workspace is inclusive.

"I want others, as well as myself to feel accepted," Gonza-
les said. "I want to find employers who are more than willing 
to listen to what I have to say."

Journalist pushes for equity, one article at a time 
Mohawk alumnus and social justice activist Odina Gonzales uses her freelance work to change the world   

OL I V IA  PE T T I NATO

Growing up, Mohawk alumnus Odina Gonzales says she has always 
been very academically driven and strove for greatness at all costs.

ODINA  GONZALES

ODINA  GONZALES
Odina Gonzales is half Latin and Caribbean.



Tien “Sam” Mai-Theiu never saw snow 
until he was 21.

While most people who grew up in 
Canada are familiar with its winters, 
Mai-Theiu was born and raised in Viet-
nam. Seeing his first snow in 2018 was 
a bit of a culture shock for the now-
24-year-old, as he arrived in Canada to 
study computer engineering at Mohawk 
College. 

“Canada is very different from Vi-
etnam,” Mai-Theiu, now 24, said. 
“Everything is so different. Eating, hous-
es, school and weather.” 

Unlike Canadian students, Mai-Theiu 
had an extra set of challenges to over-
come when he started at the college. 

“I moved here all by myself,” he said. 
“I had to bring all my belongings and it 
was hard to get from Toronto to Ham-
ilton.” Mai-Theiu had to pay more than 
$200 to take an Uber from Pearson air-
port to his new home in Hamilton. Car-
rying two large suitcases and a guitar, 
Mai-Theiu says he struggled in an al-
ready foreign environment.

Now in his final year at Mohawk, he 
hasn’t decided on a career path in com-
puter engineering. That’s because he 
has other passions that inspire him to 
travel down different avenues in life. 

Just before he moved to Canada, Mai-
Theiu started teaching himself how to 
play the guitar using only YouTube vid-
eos and online tutorials. He began to 
master his craft when he got to Hamil-
ton and now, he plays daily. 

In 2019, Mai-Theiu 
then joined a band 
with three other mu-
sicians. Although 
their band has no 
name yet, they’ve 
been practicing to-
gether since 2019 – 
at least until the pan-
demic hit, derailing 
some of Mai-Theiu’s 
plans for the future.

“The thing that actually caught me off 
guard was that he taught himself how 
to play, which was pretty impressive for 
his skill level,” band member Kyle Ham-
mond said.

And while the band doesn’t have a 
name, they do have a signature sound. 
“We play metal music,” Mai-Theiu said. 
“We all enjoy the skill it takes to play 
and it sounds so unique.”

Mai-Theiu has lived in the same stu-
dent house ever since he arrived in 
Hamilton. Located just down the street 
from Mohawk, he lives with six other 

Mohawk students. 
Binh-Khuyen is one of Mai-Theiu’s 

roommates. Khuyen says they bonded 
over their shared background.

“We met because we both speak Viet-
namese at school and knew each other 

through that,” Khuyen 
said. “He asked me to 
move with him into this 
house.”

Mai-Theiu under-
stands the importance 
of his culture and 
knows that racism ex-
ists everywhere.

“Luckily, I’ve never 
been hated for how I 
look,” he said. “Many 

people may not like how Vietnamese 
live, but we are interesting culture.”

Mai-Theiu dreams about travelling 
throughout America performing mu-
sic and visiting his Vietnamese family 
members who reside in different states. 
Although those are his long-term goals, 
Mai-Theiu is comfortable living in Can-
ada and hopes to spend the majority of 
his working life here. 

“I love Canada,” he said. “It’s my new 
home and I hope I can someday bring 
my parents over here so they can expe-
rience this life.”

International student strums his way to success
Studying computer science and playing in a band are a few ways Tien Mai-Theiu is making a home in Hamilton
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Tien “Sam” Mai-Theiu’s love for music is larger than life. As soon as he arrived in Hamilton, he says he knew that his dreams could come true.

Tien Mai-Theiu’s main passions are 
teaching himself guitar and travelling.

TIEN  MAI-THEIU

TIEN  MAI-THEIU
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Helping children is all in a day’s work 
Child and Youth Care program grad Kendra Agbonkpolor uses positivity to get through her daily challenges

Like many people, Kendra Agbonk-
polor job changed during the COVID-19 
pandemic. But unlike a lot of us, those 
changes mean Agbonkpolor is dealing 
with working conditions she never ex-
pected to face.  

Agbonkpolor is a 25-year-old graduate 
of the Child and Youth Care program 
at Mohawk College. She graduated in 
2018 and currently she works at both 
the Lynwood Charlton Centre and as an 
Educational Assistant with the Hamil-
ton-Wentworth District School Board 
(HWDSB). As an educational assis-
tant working with children with special 
needs, her job is already challenging. 
Add in the pandemic and it becomes 
almost impossible. The priority has 
changed to keeping the children social 
distanced and making sure they wear 
their masks. They no longer can hug 
and share toys and food. It’s changed 
her job completely. 

When choosing a college, Mohawk 
was an easy choice for her. She went 
in with a goals to get hired on at the 
HWDSB.  

BR A N D ON  R IC E “I chose Mohawk because it was 
close to home and the program that I 
chose to go into had great reviews from 
this specific college,” Agbonk-
polor said. “Because I worked 
hard, I was able to (achieve 
my goals) in the end.” 

As a woman of colour, she 
takes pride in her ethnicity and 
wants to help others grow.  

“One positive I have had be-
ing a female of colour is that I 
can advocate for other black 
females as well,” Agbonkpolor said. “I 
feel now that I am getting older, I am 
getting more confident to speak about 
what I believe in. I find that working in 
an inner-city school has given me cour-
age as well.” 

It can be tough for her to express her-
self, but she has learned how to do it 
in the way that she feels gets her point 
across assertively. 

“I feel like I always have to watch what 
I say, as it can be labelled as ‘aggres-
sive,’” she said. “It is hard sometimes 
as you feel people may not always be 
on your side due to your skin colour. 

Even though sometimes I feel my opin-
ion is not heard, I continue to advocate 
for myself through my work ethic and 

my understanding 
of constructive 
criticism.” 

A g b o n k p o l o r 
says she’s doesn’t 
let the trials and 
tribulations of be-
ing a Person of 
Colour (POC) de-
termine her out-

look on the world. Despite negative ex-
periences in the past, she chooses to 
live day-by-day with a positive outlook 
on the world.

“My advice is to anyone, not only 
POC, is to make your voice heard,” Ag-
bonkpolor said. “Not by yelling, but by 
fighting for what you believe in. Go to 
your weekly union meetings. Reach 
out to other people POC as well, to get 
their stories and what they have been 
through. Uniting yourself with others is 
so important. Morals and values are all 
different and it is important we learn to 
respect them.”

Kendra Agbonkpolor loves her job.

Mohawk’s internal auditor finds success in a new country
Rose Zhang immigrated from China to Canada in 2001 to pursue a degree at McMaster University

S A M S ON  M E H R A B Y
It’s hard to imagine that Mohawk’s 

internal auditor – a member of the col-
lege’s executive group – thought she 
didn’t have enough confi-
dence. But Rose Zhang says 
she chose the university 
program that led her to her 
current role because, as an 
international student, she 
didn’t feel confident taking 
another field of study.  

Zhang was born in China 
and got her bachelor’s de-
gree there in accounting. She immigrat-
ed to Canada in 2001 to pursue a Mas-
ter of Business Administration (MBA) 
degree at McMaster University. There, 
she could choose a field of study like fi-
nance, accounting, human resources or 
marketing. But as an immigrant, Zhang 
says she didn’t feel confident enough to 

take marketing or human resources, so 
she chose to take accounting. “I am not 
in my original home and did not have 
sufficient experience with local culture,” 

she said. “Finance and ac-
counting would probably be 
the only two options for inter-
national students, students 
like myself at that time, be-
cause human resources and 
marketing definitely require 
individuals to have very good 
information about Canadian 
culture.” 

When Zhang was in her second year 
at McMaster, she became an Interna-
tional Student Ambassador supporting 
first year international students. Then, 
she was one of the first international 
students to get hired at KPMG office in 
Hamilton. “I was their first internation-
al student hiring for that entire office,” 

Zhang said. “I’m talking back in 2003 
and at that time, there was a lack of di-
versity from a workforce perspective.” 

After working at KPMG, she worked at 
PepsiCo and the City of Hamilton for a 
few years before Mohawk hired her as 
an internal auditor in 2012. 

Zhang has seen beneficial changes 
to leadership at Mohawk College over 
the years and believes the college is 
well positioned to tackle issues such as 
diversity. “During 2020, a lot of things 
happened, which made this topic a 
high priority for many institutions and 
individuals and we have a director and 
special advisor giving oversight on that 
topic,” Zhang said. “Under their leader-
ship, a lot of action plans have been put 
together to exactly address what has 
been raised to further improve the envi-
ronment for both students and employ-
ees at Mohawk College.”

Rose Zhang arrived in 
Canada to get an MBA.
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If you ask a rapper about the last show 
they played live, you probably don’t ex-
pect to hear about a six-story parking 
garage in downtown Hamilton with 
around 100 people sitting in their seats. 
But in a world dealing with a pandemic, 
that’s the last show rapper LTtheMonk 
played – and it’s his favourite show of 
his short rap career. 

“On stage, we were saying, hey, this is 
weird, but don’t be shy. Just treat it like 
you’re just watching a regular perfor-
mance, dance let the energy come out,” 
LT said. 

Liam Tyndall, better known by his 
stage name LTtheMonk, is a U.K./Cana-
dian rapper based out of Hamilton. He 
moved from England in 2017 when he 
was 22 to attend Mohawk College’s mu-
sic program. 

LT says he moved here because his 
favourite artists were from North Amer-
ica.“All my favourite rappers were either 
from New York, Detroit, Chicago, or L.A.,” 
he said. “I always had this idea that for 
the music I made, I would have to come 
over to North America. But then I saw 

that Canada was a nice place to go and 
move to. [It is] still very connected with 
the scene and building their scene as 
well.”

LT graduated from Mohawk in 2020. 
He had already put out two albums 
while living in the U.K., but he didn’t con-
sider them his best work. He refers to 
them more like growing experiences. 

“I always wanted to see songs as full 
pieces rather than just, ‘I’m going to tell 

you how I how I’m doing over an en-
tire body of work,’” LT said. “You could 
spend 15 songs saying, my name is this, 
I like this, I do this. I don’t like this, and it 
can be very simple. But then you’ll have 
songs which are full pieces where you’ll 
say, and this is the concept. I’m going 
to explore it fully. I always try to do that, 
and I think my most growth has come 
in the ability to do that.”

While he was in the Mohawk music 
program, he met his friend and now-pro-
ducer, Lucas Hibbs. Hibbs, who took 
the music program to pursue his love 
of jazz drumming, says he and LT got 
some friends together and started play-
ing some of LT’s music. Once LT began 
rapping on his tracks live, the group said 
it was up to professional standards. 

“The kid’s got a pretty strong vision, 
and he’s one of the hardest working 
people I know, that’s for sure,” Hibbs 
said. “He has the mindset he’s going 
to be one of the greats one day, so I 
want to work with someone confident 
in themselves.”

When they had downtime between 
classes and homework, LT and Hibbs 
started finding places to perform live 
shows. For LT’s latest record release, 
he and his bandmates organized a con-
cert at Hamilton’s Mills Hardware and 
filled the venue. It got the attention of 
the venue’s ownership, Sonic Unyon Re-
cords, and the director of operations, 
Lisa La Rocca. 

“Someone had said to me that Mills 

Hardware had been booked and that I 
should go check it out,” La Rocca said. 
“I’m a hip-hop fan, and I was impressed 
with that show. He filled the room, 
which is hard for an artist to do on his 
own. It was full, and people were just 
absolutely loving him, and the music 
was amazing.” 

La Rocca and LT met a few times be-
fore signing him to a deal. La Rocca 
says LT’s drive was a critical factor in 
the label signing him.

“He had all his plans, knew precise-
ly where he wanted to go and what he 
wanted to do, and everything is so well 
thought out, so well worked through on 
his side, that it was an obvious choice 
for us,” La Rocca said.

LT’s newest album is due out this year, 
and it continues to look to inspirations 
both new and old. As a Black artist, he 
says many of his idols like Jay Z and A 
Tribe Called Quest have inspired some 
of the unreleased album’s tracks. With 
Black History Month in February, many 
racial issues these artists talk about 
are still relevant.

“It doesn’t just have to be one month,” 
he said. “I want it to be that in your 
school curriculum, your university cur-
riculum, your education.”

LTtheMonk’s latest album, Kinks, 
Drinks & Hip-hop, is available on Apple 
Music and Spotify. 

Look out for LT’s newest album com-
ing out this year, and check out his lat-
est single, “BuddahMonk.”

Rapper LTtheMonk was born in the U.K. but moved to Canada because of the hip hop scene.

LTtheMonk’s album Kinks, Drinks & Hip-hop, 
is available on both Apple Music and Spotify.

Rapper flies across the pond into the Hammer 
U.K. born musician and Mohawk grad LTtheMonk had a dream and chose Hamilton as the perfect starting point

K Y L E  HO OPE R

STEPHANIE MONTANI

STEPHANIE MONTANI
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MSA VP looks  at life through a different lens
Pameer Sethi’s went from running businesses in India to being on the student association’s board of directors

Pameer Sethi’s father had a dream 
his son would take over his business 
one day. While that dream came true, it 
wasn’t the end of Sethi’s story.

In 1978, his father started a ready-
made garment and manufacturing busi-
ness in Sethi’s home country of India. 
He always expected his son to join the 
family business.

But that dream wasn’t Sethi’s dream.
“There was always a drive within me 

to do something that I was passionate 
about,” Sethi said. “Our Indian cultural 
families are about finishing education 
and joining the business, and I was 
completely against it.”

Sethi wanted to make his own desti-
ny, so at a young age, he set out on a 
journey to try as many new things as he 
could. By grade 10, Sethi had created 
his own event management business 
and would build his business while 
studying at different schools in differ-
ent countries.

In his business, Sethi would travel all 
over India and Europe and look for acts 
to bring back to his country. 

He would tour India with the artists 
and DJs, bringing them to clubs around 
the country. 

But after a few years of travelling, Sethi 
decided to take a pause from school. 
He said he owed it to his father to go 
back and work with at the family busi-
ness. They worked together until his fa-

ther passed away nine months later.
Sethi took over the family business 

and learned how to run both that and 
his own business at the same time.

Five years later, Sethi’s life took anoth-
er turn. 

He got married, and he and his wife 
decided to move to Canada. His wife ar-
rived first as a student, but while Sethi 
was in the process 
of getting a spousal 
visa, the pair split 
up. Sethi was left 
in Toronto, con-
templating his next 
steps. That step? 
Become a student 
again.

While working at a 
bar in Toronto, Sethi 
would see ads for 
Mohawk College. 
With the help of a 
relative, he enrolled 
in the Global Busi-
ness Management 
program and found 
a home in Hamilton, 
starting the next chapter of his life.

Despite his busy schedule, Sethi still 
found time to get involved on campus. 
While volunteering with Student Life, he 
would often travel all over campus and 
to learn the ins and outs of the school. 
One day, while exploring, he came 
across a booth giving out free stuff. 

That was his first introduction to the 
Mohawk Students’ Association (MSA).

He began attending events and 
learned about the upcoming student 
elections for the MSA board of direc-
tors. He decided to run for vice presi-
dent of External Advocacy and won.

Being from a different country means 
he has heard unwelcome comments 

about his appear-
ance from people in 
the community. He 
says he’s learned 
not let these com-
ments get to him.

“One thing I have 
learned in life is, 
if you’re going to 
waste your energy 
with this negativity, 
you will not have 
energy for some-
thing better in life,” 
he said. 

“Move on, be-
cause when peo-
ple are rude around 
you, they teach you 

more.” 
Sethi’s journey has taken him to many 

places, and he’s not done yet. He doesn’t 
know what the future holds, but he says 
he’s looking forward to it. 

“Everyday live your life 100 per cent,” 
he said. “We can rest once we’re dead. 
Let’s live ‘til we die.”

Mohawk’s Pameer Sethi says he tries to see the world in a different way than others, and that includes not wasting his energy on negativity. 

T Y L E R  J.  HA R N I SH

After a strong campaign, an excited Sethi 
got to work on the MSA’s board of directors.

PAMEER SETHI

PAMEER SETHI
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If I told you there was a professor 
working at Mohawk College who has 
industry experience working with such 
media giants as Marvel, NBC, Disney 
and Netflix to name a few, would you 
believe me? 

You should, because Atul Rao is that 
professor. Rao has been a professor in 
the Broadcasting-Television and Com-
munications Media program at Mo-
hawk for the past nine years, even as 
he continues to consult in the industry 
to bring that experience to his teaching.

Born in 1964 in Detroit, Mich., and of 
Indian descent, Rao is a writer, produc-
er and performer for theatre, television 
and feature film. He has worked in plac-
es such as Toronto, Los Angeles and 
India.

In 1986, after graduating from McMas-
ter University with a bachelor’s degree in 
psychology, he worked as a staff writer 
at Canadian animation studio Nelvana. 
He wrote for hit shows such as Babar, 
Care Bears, Beetlejuice and The Adven-
tures of Tintin. He then worked for four 
years as writer, producer and on-air per-
former for YTV, co-hosting THE ZONE 
as the voice of SNIT, a wacky machine. 
He even produced Wolverine & the 
X-Men for Marvel Animation. If you’ve 
watched any sort of children’s animat-
ed program in the last 30 years, you’ve 
likely seen something he’s worked on. 

Rao’s career took an unexpected turn 
in 2010 when he started sharing his 
love of television with a new generation 
of broadcasters.

 “I began teaching at Humber part 
time to see if I would like it,” Rao said. 
“It turned out to be an amazing experi-
ence. Teaching is a highly fulfilling cre-
ative experience in which a lifetime of 
hard work can be distilled into princi-
ples, techniques and insights that help 
launch young careers. When the oppor-
tunity came up at Mohawk, I applied 
and was hired full time. Nine years later 
I’m still here and loving it.”

His drive for growth and need to help 
students learn is what makes him a 
great professor.

“Atul’s biggest strength as a professor 
is his experience in the industry,” Miki 
Kokanovic, a former student said. “You 
could tell he knew exactly what he was 
teaching us and as a student I really 
appreciated that. He’s really down to 
earth and a super-cool nerd and loved 
to talked comics and old-school films 
with us.”

Marvel at this animated TV professor
One of his former students, Michael 

Cruz, says his favourite assignment 
was writing a script for a short film.

“It was great to have someone look 
over what we wrote and see what 
worked and what we could change,” 
Cruz said.

Rao says there are many disadvantag-
es to being a person of colour in the tel-
evision industry, but he is seeing growth 
and hope for the future. 

“I was once told by an executive, whom 
I’d worked for, that I’m more suited for 
the Indian market,” Rao said. “I had to 
remind him that I grew up here, not In-
dia.  In recent years, with the push for 
diverse staffing and content, the playing 
field has become more even. While the 
commercialized industry doesn’t have 
any specific type of ‘affirmative action’ 
there is now more awareness that di-
versity, not only in terms of ethnicity, 
but culture, lifestyle and experience is 
now more embraced than ever before.”

He has some great advice for people 
of colour entering the industry. 

“Use your differences as an advan-
tage,” Rao said. “You are the master 
and expert of your own experience and 
bringing this to the table can prove to be 
helpful for any project or company you 
work for. Your perspective matters.”

Currently, Rao looks forward to the 
release of a new Netflix series called 
Deepa & Anoop, a 34-episode animated 
show that he co-developed for Mattel 
Inc. The show is about a 7-year-old girl 
and her best friend, a baby elephant, 
who help her family run a quirky inn as 
she tries to solve everyone’s problems 
through her wildly imaginative ideas.

Despite any challenges he might 
have faced in the industry, Rao says he 
wouldn’t change his career for anything. 

“My career has felt like a great adven-
ture, in which I’m engaged in every way,” 
Rao said. “With no guarantees in a com-
petitive field, I’ve found there are always 
options, and the world is both bigger 
than we imagine, and smaller than we 
think. I’m happy to say that the adven-
ture continues. My career is my great-
est possession, that can’t be bought, 
sold, stolen or imitated in any way.”

BR A N D ON  R IC E

Television professor Atul Rao is an accomplished writer, producer and has done voice acting 
including for YTV’s THE ZONE. Atul specializes in children’s animation and wacky characters.

Atul Rao uses his experience with Marvel, 
Disney and Netflix to help teach his students.

Atul Rao brings his experiences writing for media giants like NBC, Disney and Netflix to Mohawk

ATUL RAO

ATUL RAO
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Not many people can say they revamped one of Canada’s 
top newscasts after its iconic news anchor retired, but Har-
binder Singh can. 

Singh, a producer and Mohawk College professor, was part 
of the executive production team on CBC’s flagship news-
cast, The National. After anchor Peter 
Mansbridge retired in 2017, Singh was 
part of the team who worked on their 
new set and implemented new graph-
ic features. 

Singh graduated from Ryerson Uni-
versity in 2004 with a Bachelor of Arts 
in Radio and Television. After that, he 
worked in customer service and as a 
videographer for four years. 

It wasn’t until 2008 when Singh 
gained major exposure in the media 
industry with a job as a camera opera-
tor with the CBC. 

From there, Singh has spent the past 
10 years working as a freelance producer and director.

In his work, Singh collaborates with media giants in sports 
and entertainment, including CBC (who he has worked for 
over the last 13 years in different capacities), TSN and CTV. 
He’s produced a number of shows, including ETalk, The So-
cial, Entertainment Tonight Canada and SportsCentre. 

Singh came to Mohawk in January 2016 to teach in the 
Photography - Still and Motion program. 

For Singh, teaching at Mohawk is all about giving back.
“I chose to work at Mohawk College because I like to give 

back to the students and share my experiences throughout 
my television career,” Singh said. 

“I like to give back to Mohawk College because there was 
a lot of potential with the students, and I really connected to 
the way they were getting their experience. I felt like they can 
bring a lot to the school.”

For program coordinator Scott Ken-
ney, Singh is both a leader and a role 
model for his students.

“First of all, [with] his experience, he’s 
a leader in his field. He’s incredibly tal-
ented,” Kenney said. 

“He inspires all our students with not 
only his work, but with all the assign-
ments that he creates. And he really 
mentors them throughout the two se-
mesters that our students have them 
in second year.”

In addition to his teaching duties, Sin-
gh is currently directing Family Feud 
Canada for the CBC.

As a person of colour both at Mohawk and in the media 
industry, Singh knows about the importance of diversity and 
overcoming systemic racism. 

For him, it’s all about respect.
“We have to understand that everyone is from a different 

background,” Singh said. 
“And ultimately, we have to respect everyone’s religion, val-

ues and, you know, work together.”
Whatever the future holds, Singh will tackle tasks with his 

model of success – hard-work, commitment and dedication.

Mohawk professor Harbinder Singh has had a 
lengthy broadcasting career in several positions.

Mohawk professor Harbinder Singh was part of a team to revamp CBC’s news show, The National. Singh produces shows for the network.

Producer is a respected force in the Canadian media
Mohawk College professor Harbinder Singh is making a difference inside the school and the television studio

M IC HA E L  H .  W I L LO U G H B Y

HARBINDER SINGH

PIXABAY
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Music  prof marches to his own drummer
Mohawk College program coordinator Jamshed Turel  is teaching and helping the next generation of musicians

You could say that Jamshed Turel, a 
Mohawk College professor and pro-
gram coordinator of the Applied Music 
program, lives life in “allegro.”  Like the 
musical term that means fast, Turel’s 
life is fast-paced as he continues to 
take on new challenges with a passion 
for his jobs and, most importantly, his 
students. After all, it’s not everyone who 
earns the nickname “Mohawk’s hidden 
secret.” 

Turel was born in India and moved to 
Dubai in his early years. When he was 
six, a local violinist started offering les-
sons and Turel signed up to be his very 
first student. He took to the violin right 
way, and by the time he was eight, he 
was performing in orchestras. 

Turel kept playing during his childhood 
and adolescence, but although he loved 
music, his parents weren’t sure it was 
a viable career path. It wasn’t until a 
prominent musician from England con-
tacted Turel’s teacher and said, “you’ve 
got to get this guy to England to study,” 
that his parents changed their minds. 

“I think that kind of made them think, 
‘he really does have a shot at making 
this a career,’” Turel said. 

Turel, a teenager, took the chance and 
enrolled at a musical boarding school 
in Manchester, England, where he was 
surrounded by music 24/7. 

“When you walk the hallways, you're 
singing in four-part harmony with oth-
ers,” Turel said. 

After his time in Manchester, a 
world-renowned teacher, Mauricio 
Fuks, asked Turel to join him in the Unit-
ed States at Indiana University. There, 
Turel studied music theory and com-
puter science. 

“If I didn't have that level of musician-
ship around me, it wouldn't have in-
spired me as much or maybe wouldn’t 
have pushed me as much,” Turel said. 
“I've always been a huge proponent of 
being in a supportive environment. 

After graduating, Turel spent time in 
different orchestras. He was the lead   
violinist and one of his jobs was to 
make sure all the string instruments 
are were uniform, so that the sound is 

coherent. He toured the world as the 
concertmaster in places like New York, 
Chicago, Toronto and more. 

But there’s more to Turel than just mu-
sic. With a double-major in music and 
computer science, he didn’t forget his 
interest in computers. He started help-
ing musicians, such as his friend Marc 
Giannetti, set up their studios as the in-
dustry moved toward digital recording. 

In his mid-20s, he moved to Montreal 
to further his studies and teach at McGill 
University. Working with Giannetti, he 
worked on scores  for Disney, Cartoon 
Network and National Geographic, to 
name a few. But Turel was never one to 
live life in “adagio” (or slowly) and kept 
looking for something new. He felt like 
he had no life in Montreal because he 
spent 200-250 days of the year on the 
road away from home. He wondered if 
it was time to do something else. 

Mohawk offered him a chance to help 
build the college’s music technology 
department, while still having time for 
other music he loves. 

“In my mind thought, I'm going to do 
this for three to five years … then I'm go-
ing to go back to my music work,” Turel 
said. 

Those were famous last words. Turel 

is still at Mohawk College teaching and 
helping build the music industry with 
his students. He is invested in the pro-
gram wants to make sure it is growing.  

“He goes out of his way to help his stu-
dents be successful,” Carol Fleck, a Mo-
hawk College professor and Turel’s col-
league said. “You can see that through 
him helping them prepare for concerts 
and giving them that self-confidence to 
perform.”

Still, Turel’s journey has had its mo-
ments of racism. He’s had people make 
overtly racist comments to him. Others 
have questioned why he, as an Indian, 
should play Western classical music. 
Turel’s success has proven them all 
wrong. 

Turel says he’s happy that the world 
is breaking barriers around people of 
colour in music and teaching. He thinks 
with how creative the music industry is, 
they can break barriers for various bias-
es and systemic discrimination. As for 
his work today and in the future, Turel 
says he’s excited to be responsible for 
shaping students with the hope they 
will perform on big stages. 

“It's such a beautiful thing to see how 
the students become the next land-
scape of the music scene.”

LU C AS  R E ST I VO

JAMSHED TUREL

Mohawk College professor Jamshed Turel started playing violin when he was six years old. 
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Patience is something more of us 
wish we had, and many jobs require a 
lot of it. Think of the times at your job 
or in school where you just needed a 
break because you ran out of it. This 
isn’t an option for child youth workers, 
so Jessica Cheatters refuses to back 
down from helping any child.

“Being an educational assistant, that’s 
a very hands-on job, and to be hands-
on, you need to be there, physically 
there and mentally there. You need to 
be there for your student,” Cheatters 
said.

Cheatters graduated in 2015 from Mo-
hawk’s Child and Youth Worker (CYW) 
program. She always wanted to help 
kids who needed a little extra push, and 
a lot of those feelings come from her 
childhood. 

She grew up in a white neighbourhood 
and, as a mixed Indigenous woman, 
she dealt with adversity because of her 
race. 

“From my child-
hood, I remember 
going to the park, 
having a bunch of 
white kids come 
up and throw sand 
and their cigarette 
butts on me,” Che-
atters said.

“It was a really 
bad neighbour-
hood to begin with, 
lots of poverty, lots 
of drug use. So, I 
was often either 
ostracised or beat 
up because I was 
brown.”

People would comment negatively on 
her looks even in high school, but Che-
atters always enjoyed learning about 
her family’s background. 

“Interestingly enough, my uncle is 
Scottish and English, but he had fallen 
in love with the Native culture, so he 
would bring my sister and me to pow-
wows,” Cheatters said. 

Her cousin, Ashley Moore, says she 
and Jessica became close in high 

school and continue to be best friends 
today because of their common inter-
ests and the fact Moore said they were 
both a bit strange. 

“I always felt we were very similar, and 
we were really weird, and people gener-
ally didn’t always understand us,” Moore 

said. “She will 
probably crack a 
joke that makes 
you feel a little 
bit uncomforta-
ble. Yea, that’s 
Jessica.”

Cheatters got 
her first job be-
cause of her pro-
gram placement 
at Lynwood 
Charlton Centre, 
helping under-
privileged and at-
risk youth in the 
Hamilton area. It 
wasn’t always a 

comfortable placement for Cheatters, 
who said she almost quit because of 
how difficult it was. 

“I remember having a tough time in 
my second placement. I needed to drop 
it, and I remember making a Facebook 
post just saying I don’t think I can do 
this anymore,” Cheatters said.

“Marco Felvus, who was a professor in 
the CYW program, said, ‘this is not the 
Jessica that I know. The Jessica that I 

know would get up, she would fight, and 
she would try as hard as she can.’ He 
said, ‘I promise you that once you get 
through this, you will be a better person 
for it.’ I never forgot those words, and I 
never forgot his kindness.”

Jessica now works at the Hamil-
ton-Wentworth Catholic District School 
Board, where she helps many different 
kids learn and develop social skills. 
Sheena Winger, a 17-year CYW and 
co-worker of Cheatters, says the way 
Jessica works with the kids is fantastic.

“She’s patient with the children. Some-
times, there are difficult situations, and 
for her being so new at the job, she 
doesn’t panic, she just gets in there and 
knows what to do,” Winger said. 

If any other Indigenous people are 
going through the same thing Jessica 
went through, she wants you to know 
one thing.

“You have that decision. If you decide 
to be a good person, then a lot of good 
things will happen. If you choose to 
keep that mentality that everyone is out 
to get you and everyone hates you, then 
you’re not going to have a good time, 
and you’re not going to find your pas-
sion,” she said. 

“To truly grow, you have to go through 
the pain, and you have to get through 
the other side. Sometimes it’s hard, but 
the only way you can do that is to just 
go through it and find things that you 
love along the way.”

EA lends a helping hand with a big smile 
One Hamilton woman is taking her childhood problems and turning them  into help for those who need a push

Learning online is difficult for many kids, but those with extra needs can struggle even more.

K Y L E  HO OPE R

JESSICA CHEATTERS

MOHAMED HASSAN

Jessica Cheatters says she always has a smile 
around the students she works with in school.



Although Connor Do grew up in a 
Catholic household and school system, 
he never forgets his Vietnamese roots. 

“My dad is from Vietnam and my mom 
is white,” Do said. 

“My dad didn’t live with us as I was 
growing up, but 
every time I went 
to his place, 
I saw how he 
cherished the old 
country through 
paintings and rel-
ics.”

Even though Do 
didn’t live with 
his father, he was 
still able to learn 
about his cultur-
al background.

“I have two 
sisters and we 
all lived with my 
mom,” Do said. “I 
have Vietnamese cousins as well who 
lived relatively close to our childhood 
home.”

Do is a graduate of Mohawk College’s 
renovation technician program. 

“As someone who is a visible minor-
ity and only half Vietnamese, it’s kind 

of weird fitting into a certain group,” Do 
said. “I found that the college itself was 
a great place for inclusivity though, with 
all the groups and such.”

When Do wasn’t hanging out with his 
sisters, cousins or visiting his father, he 
was hanging out with his friends or par-

ticipating in sports.
“I’ve played sports 

my whole life,” Do 
said. “My favourite 
sport in my teenage 
years was rugby. I 
played in high school 
and for the Brantford 
Harlequins. I also 
ended up playing rug-
by in college as well.”

While rugby was his 
favourite sport, Do 
also played football 
in high school as well 
as ball hockey. Pat-
rick Oliver is not just 
Do’s lifelong friend, 

he’s also his cousin on his mother’s 
side. 

“He’s always the first person to call 
you to congratulate you and the first 
person to call when he knows you’re go-
ing through a tough time,” Oliver said. 
“He’s one of those dudes that gives you 

tough love and that’s what being a good 
friend is all about.”

Do and Oliver were part of a group of 
friends who, during high school, loved 
to adventure and explore every corner 
of Brantford. 

Whether it was late nights riding bikes 
downtown or going for the weekly Wal-
mart trip, Do is appreciative of his youth.

“My friends are who shaped me into 
who I am today,” Do said. 

When it comes to racism in Canada, 
Do is clear on his opinions.

“I’ve never actually been targeted my-
self,” Do said. “However, racism total-
ly exists right now. I think, personally, 
Canada is a very welcoming and ac-
cepting group, but it doesn’t change the 
fact that racism is floating around our 
society.”

These days, Do works as a renovation 
technician for a small company out in 
Nova Scotia. 

Do has big dreams for the future, in-
cluding travelling around the world and 
experiencing different cultures. 

“Ever since I was 13, I’ve wanted to go 
to New Zealand,” Do said. “I’ve always 
been intrigued by their culture, especial-
ly when learning about it through rugby. 
My plan is to get a tattoo from every-
where I visit.” 
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Mohawk graduate goes from Ontario to the East Coast
Eastern in more ways than one, Connor Do’s confidence in his heritage helps him succeed in life

Mohawk graduate Connor Do says he enjoys the simplicity and beauty of coastal life in Nova Scotia in a contrast to his busy life in Ontario.
CONNOR DO

BR A N D ON  A N DE R S ON

Mohawk graduate Connor Do has travelled 
all around Canada and loves his new home.

CONNOR DO
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Some people wouldn’t trade the per-
fect climate in Jamaica for the cold 
winters of Canada, but Cebert Adam-
son isn’t one of them.

Adamson, Mohawk’s Vice President 
Students, International and Alumni, 
spent years of working as an adminis-
trator at several educational agencies 
and serving in the council of colleges in 
his native Jamaica before joining Mo-
hawk in 2014. 

He said he chose to work at the col-
lege partly because of its inclusive 
community.

“They were in touch with the com-
munity,” he said. “They were providing 
high-level quality training and education 
for students, not only for students com-
ing from high school but for everybody. 
Everybody had a place at Mohawk, and 
it was a welcoming environment.”

Mohawk College Chief Operating Of-
ficer Paul Armstrong says Adamson is 
known for his leadership style and tak-
ing initiative for the students’ good.

“Cebert is extremely collaborative. He 
is very respectful of everyone’s opinions 
and ideas. He does an excellent job of 
listening and then taking all of the ide-
as to develop really strong plans,” Arm-
strong said. “Everything that Cebert 
does is always focused on ensuring 
that we are doing the very best for the 
students or doing the very best to sup-
port the faculty around programs. His 
intentions always focused on the right 
things.”

Maxine Carter, Mohawk’s Director & 
Special Advisor for Equity and Inclu-
sion, says what makes Adamson a 
respected person at the college is his 

understanding of the international stu-
dent community. 

“It’s a plus as a college that he has 
that general overview because then he 
also has a good understanding of what 
international students might be expe-
riencing and their needs,” Carter said, 
“and how you know the types of initia-
tives and supports they might need to 
be successful in a college setting.” 

Adamson began his career at the col-
lege as a Quality Assurance Manager. 
In 2016, Adamson became Director 
of Academic and Program Quality. In 
2017, Mohawk College shut down for 
five weeks due to a faculty strike. The 
stoppage’s aftermath proved to be Ad-
amson’s time to implement his leader-
ship, which drew interest from the col-
lege’s top brass. 

“I provided some strong leadership 
opportunities and had the courage to 
navigate a lot of challenges,” Adamson 

said. “And I’ve seen the building of the 
quality portfolio for the last six plus 
years, that quality I have seen permeat-
ed the DNA and quality of the college. 
When I started, it was just a department 
focusing on quality.” 

Today, the quality of education at Mo-
hawk is better because of the work Ad-
amson and his team have done. 

In June 2018, Adamson was promot-
ed to Dean of Continuing Education.  

According to Armstrong, one of the 
defining moments in Adamson’s tenure 
at Mohawk was also that year. 

Several Mohawk students and staff 
went to Jamaica to distribute laptops 
and screen projectors to the Bowden 
Hill Academy north of Kingston. Adam-
son was credited for the initiative, as he 
secured funding for the equipment and 
trip through the Ontario Career Ready 
Fund.

In December 2020, Mohawk promoted 
Adamson to the role of Vice-President, 
Students, International and Alumni. 

Adamson’s promotion came during 
a time of high tension of racism in the 
city. 

Adamson says Mohawk has a signifi-
cant role to play in combatting racism.

“Mohawk has a major role in helping 
particularly the greater Hamilton area, 
develop those principles. We can do 
that through training and collaboration,” 
Adamson said. 

“But mostly, we need to live in it so 
that when people look at the college, 
they are seeing it.”

The future looks bright with Adamson 
at the helm and he wants to assure Mo-
hawk students that the college is on the 
best path forward.

Mohawk’s Cebert Adamson has studied 
abroad, earning both diplomas and masters’ 
degrees from the U.K., the U.S.  and Canada.

M IC HA E L  H .  W I L LO U G H B Y

Mohawk’s Vice-President – Students, International and Alumni Cebert Adamson believes Mohawk can play a major role combating racism.

New VP leads and inspires by example
Cebert Adamson left his native Jamaica to rise through the ranks and become an executive at the college

CEBERT ADAMSON

PIXABAY
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It wasn’t until she started working 
with vulnerable communities in Ham-
ilton that Donna Boyce found her life’s 
calling.

Boyce earned a Bachelor of Arts de-
gree from the University of Waterloo, 
where she took a mix of classes in so-
ciology, gerontology and more. After 
taking classes in sociology, she found 
herself working at various agencies 
that assist people with disabilities and 
realized she was meant to help people 
who needed her.

 “I came from a blended family and 
my grandmother lived with us. She had 
advanced arthritis and she was very 
dependent on others for personal care 
and support. It impacted her mobility 
significantly,” Boyce said. “I was accus-
tomed to supporting seniors, so I left 
university with that intention to work 
with seniors. But I eventually found my-
self initially working with people with 
developmental disabilities and then lat-
er moved into working with people with 
physical disabilities.”

Since 2015, Boyce has worked in Mo-
hawk’s Accessible Learning Services as 
an Accessibility Support Officer at Mo-
hawk. In this role, Boyce works closely 
alongside both students and staff to 
help students who need accommoda-
tions be academically successful. 

Boyce helps set up accommodations 
for students that include assistive tech-
nology, including laptops and screen 

readers for people with vision loss. Ac-
commodations also include things like 
extensions on assignments and tests, 
the opportunity to write tests in alter-
nate locations, translation software and 
presentation accommodations.

“Accessible Learning Services exists 
at every provincial and post-second-
ary institution. It 
is legislated under 
the Ontario Human 
Rights Code that 
individuals with 
disabilities have an 
equalized oppor-
tunity to pursue a 
college training or 
university,” Boyce 
said. “I know that 
for some students, 
they would not 
have an opportuni-
ty to advance their 
knowledge in order 
to be competitive 
in the world and job market without an 
education.”

Boyce works in a team environment 
where she supports her colleagues.

“Donna has a really calm and reassur-
ing presence on our team for both staff 
and students. She coordinates our peer 
support assistance program, which is 
a big job,” Mohawk Accessibility Coun-
sellor Andrea Zians said. “Donna is the 
type of person that when you connect 
with her, you’re in good hands.”

Throughout her years at Mohawk, she 
has been able to use her skills to help 
students and make changes at the col-
lege that affect and benefit the entire 
Mohawk community.

Donna helped produce a 3-D tactile 
map project for students with vision 
loss. 

She worked alongside the Additive 
Manufacturing Centre at the college 
to build the map so that students and 
guests entering the college with vision 
loss could become familiar with the 
campus layout. But in her previous ex-
periences, Boyce said she has seen a 
few instances of systemic racism that 
have affected many of her colleagues 
and herself as a professional. 

“Before arriving at Mohawk, I had 
some experiences where a client has 
referred to me with a racist remark,” 
she said. “Also growing up, I had expe-
rienced being ostracized or isolated be-
cause of the colour of my skin.” 

And while she hasn’t experienced it 
herself at Mohawk, 
she has heard of 
a few instances 
of racism at the 
school.

“I’m not aware of 
any discrimination 
based on my per-
sonal identity at 
Mohawk,” she said. 
“However, I know 
of a couple of fac-
ulty members who 
were approached 
and have been mis-
treated them at the 
college through mi-

cro-aggressions because of the colour 
of their skin.” 

Still, she sees a lot of hope for the fu-
ture when it comes to eliminating rac-
ism.

“I think through the Black Lives Matter 
advocacy, people are able to discuss 
their experiences in a more safe and 
comfortable setting,” she said.

Students and staff who work with 
Boyce will attest, that a safe and com-
fortable setting is anywhere she is.

Support officer offers a helping hand
Since 2015, Donna Boyce has been working to help give Mohawk students the tools they need to succeed

BR A DL E Y  L E W I S

DONNA BOYCE

MOHAWK COLLEGE
Donna Boyce works with students as one of 
the college’s Accessibility Support Officers.

Accessibility Support Officer Donna Boyce has set up her own “at home” office where she 
handles all of the accessibility work. Donna has not returned to the college’s Fennell Campus.
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Mohawk student Gabriel (right) and his brother Paulo (left)  Leon enjoy their very close sibling and working bond they have with each other. 

Some families like music. Some even love music. But for 
the Leon family, music is more than that. Music is at the 
heart of the family. That’s why, when Mohawk College stu-
dent Gabriel Leon is with family, the living room becomes a 
mini-concert hall.  

Leon comes from a Chilean family who loves to sing, play 
instruments and enjoy life with family and friends. His fam-
ily is full of musicians and music is an integral part of their 
family life. As a result, Leon fell in love with music. It wasn’t 
just his culture's music but also The Beatles, The Doors, Led 
Zeppelin, ‘80s bands and rappers such as NWA, Snoop Dogg 
and Dr. Dre. Today, he’s taking that love of music and turning 
it into a rap career with his brother Paulo. 

The brothers created a record label @ANDTHENYOUDIE 
that supports musicians of colour. Leon, who works on the 
publicity side of the label doing branding and development, 
enrolled in the Public Relations graduate certificate program 
at Mohawk to improve his skills to promote the label. 

 “Ultimately right now it’s an independent label and art col-
lective for people of colour,” Leon said. 

The Leon brothers founded the label because they say 
Hamilton doesn’t give enough of a platform to musicians of 
colour. In their experience, Hamilton’s blue-collar city is more 
interested in artists who are white people doing art. 

“It’s that kind of cliché of the record label being held by 
those older people who don't really necessarily see the true 
side of Hamilton and what Hamilton is truly made of,” Paulo 
said.

The pair see their label as an opportunity to showcase the 
work of up-and-coming musicians who don’t fit into Hamil-
ton’s traditional arts scene. 

The label currently has two artists signed. One Is Paulo 
Leon. Paulo released an album called Partly Stabilized, Part-
ly Curious and is also the creative chief officer of the label. 

Musician makes waves in Hamilton’s scene 
Mohawk College PR student Gabriel Leon wants his inclusive record label to change the music industry 

Leon says he and his brother want their label to be part 
of a paradigm shift where artists are in control and have a 
positive relationship with people who care about their mu-
sic. They want to have clear communication with the artist. 

“The industry is kind of exploiting [people] …. especially 
people of colour,” Leon said.  “It doesn’t give them the own-
ership and the right that are entitled to them.”

Leon said there are too many cases where artists sign con-
tracts a label that only serves the label. He says they don’t 
truly care for the artist or the product. 

“We want to change the system of popular music,” Leon 
said. 

It’s Leon’s desire to change the way record labels work that 
brought him to Mohawk. He was already familiar with the 
college before he became a student there when he worked 
for Mohawk’s summer camp as a counsellor. He liked the en-
vironment at Mohawk and the interior design. He also thinks 
Mohawk reaches out to all of its students. 

“I always felt that Mohawk was pushing forward in the right 
direction,” Leon said, “in terms of its education and its inno-
vative programs.” 

Leon has a never-say-no mentality. He likes to challenge 
himself and his brand. He has performed at different venues 
in the GTA and can light up the room with his electric person-
ality and courage. 

“He gets everyone's attention for the right reasons,” Leon’s 
friend and co-worker James Price, said. “He's incredibly en-
tertaining and incredibly knowledgeable.”  

As for the future, Leon’s thinking short-term. He says he 
can’t wait to start jamming out with friends and extended 
family again after the pandemic is over. 

He also misses performing in front of audiences alongside 
his brother. “It’s the moments when you're connecting with 
other people through music,” he said. 

“It's a rush that is pretty beautiful.”

LU C AS  R E ST I VO

GABRIEL LEON



SIOBHA N  M AC D ON N E L L
Even as she travelled across the Atlantic Ocean to begin a 

new life in Canada, Cynthia Boyede knew she’d return to her 
birthplace one day to help others.

Born in Nigeria, Boyede moved to Canada when she was 
16. She watched her parents, both entrepreneurs, demon-
strate that you don’t need to work a nine-to-five job to be 
successful. 

Boyede enrolled in Mohawk College’s Journalism program 
to advance her skills as a writer so that 
she could share people’s stories. Along the 
way, she realized that her true passion for 
writing would lie in public relations.

“I want to be a little bit biased in how I 
write stories,” Boyede said. “I want to be 
able to position people. I wasn’t planning 
on going to the Mohawk PR program, but 
I knew PR was going to be my end goal. I 
was going to become the next Oprah and 
have my own talk shows. Then I would go back to Nigeria 
and help people with their businesses.”

Since graduating from Mohawk’s Public Relations certifi-
cate program, Boyede has worked both in her field and on a 
few independent projects. 

She focuses on body liberation training and building her 

media presence with her latest project 
called “shameless conversations.” 

Shameless Convos is a platform for 
people to share and connect through 
personal experiences and stories of any 
aspect of their lives. 

“My media presence is very me,” 
Boyede said. “And I got into it, thinking I 
want to be authentically me. My brand-
ing is very socially aware and mental 
health focused. It really was just for me 
to live authentically so that people can 
feel empowered to live their fullest lives 
without shame.”

With herself as her inspiration, she now 
has an engagement rate of 14 per cent 
on Instagram, which is 11 per cent high-
er than Kim Kardashian’s. She hopes to 
engage even more followers to join the 
conversation.

“It gives people a platform to talk 
about whatever they think, in their life, or 
just in general needs too,” she said. “We 
need to stop having shame or stigma 
surrounding certain things. And I always 
start with sharing my own part of it.”

Boyede says she works on her person-
al branding in hopes of creating a safer 
space for her community. Alongside her 

media platforms, she also is looking to grow and reach a 
wider audience with body liberation training.

“We’re looking at providing workshops for the public,” 
Boyede said. “And also creating an eLearning platform so 
that corporations that maybe can’t afford to pay for the inter-
active parts can still get the information.”

Boyede works on her social media in a community-building 
way. She doesn’t want people to think that she is a perfect 
Instagram influencer who posts every day and loves it all the 

time because that’s not realistic. 
As for her plans to work in Nigeria, 

Boyede is currently helping from afar 
as she spreads information about SARS 
and educates her followers on how they 
can help make a difference in Nigeria 
from here in Canada. 

While she would like to go back to Ni-
geria to help tell people’s stories and 
assist with local businesses using her 

knowledge in public relations in the future, Boyede is cur-
rently working on making Shameless Convos a much big-
ger platform and helping to improve the current community 
around her. 

To connect to Boyede and her Shameless Convos commu-
nity, visit her Instagram @Cynthia_boyede. 

To participate in Shameless Convos, Mohawk graduate Cynthia Boyede’s platform, visit
@cynthia_boyede on Instagram. Boyede focuses her page on mental health and inclusivity.

CYNTHIA BOYEDE

CYNTHIA BOYEDE
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Influencer starts a ‘shameless’ conversation
Mohawk graduate Cynthia Boyede works to create a more inclusive community both on and off social media

Cynthia Boyede’s work is about inclusivity.
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International student travels the world to help others 
Mohawk Students’ Association vice president Ashik Ashik aims to become a permanent resident of Canada

T Y L E R  J.  HA R N I SH

After running a successful election campaign Ashik Ashik, has spent the last year                         
working  as the Vice President of Internal Advocacy for the Mohawk Students’ Association.

From working at a job where he did the 
same thing every day to trying some-
thing in a whole new country, Ashik 
Ashik’s story is one .

Born and raised in India, Ashik studied 
business administration in his home 
country. After he graduated, he got a 
job at Amazon as a lead associate for 
Alexa.

But after working there for a year, 
Ashik, realized he wanted more.

“I really was doing the same thing      
[at my] job I got bored. I decided to get 
a different experience from what I was 
doing,” Ashik said. “Canada seemed like 
the perfect place for me at that time, to 
get a different exposure and experience 
something new.”

While there are a few ways for peo-
ple to come to Canada, Ashik chose 
to become an international student. 
For international students to become           
permanent residents of Canada, they 
must achieve a certain score that is  de-
termined by things like, school grades 
and work experience.

Ashik says he’s working hard to get 
the required number of points to be 
able to stay, and make the most of his 
experience here.

When he first 
got to Canada, he 
certainly encoun-
tered change. 
Some things in 
Canada are the 
opposite of  India, 
like the way traffic 
travels.

“I would always 
go to the opposite 
side [of the road] 
so it was really 
hard for the first 
couple of months,” 
he said.

That wasn’t the only thing that Ashik 
realized was different. 

During his time at Mohawk, he saw a 
lot of changes – some of them good, 
and some bad.

“I’ve had sometimes where people 
came up to me and they were like, I don’t 

understand what you’re saying, I’m  sor-
ry,” Ashik said. “So that was weird to 
me, but I would say 90-95 per cent of 
the time I didn’t feel any difference,  no-
body treated me bad.”

At school, though, 
Ashik found that 
schedules and ex-
pectations were dif-
ferent than in India. 
Most importantly, 
he found that he 
had to start sticking 
to deadlines. “When 
we do projects 
and assignments 
everything is com-
pletely different,” he 
said. “We don’t have 
a time limit [in India], 
in Canada that’s dif-
ferent.” 

He says the professors are stricter in 
Canada, but he grew to enjoy deadlines 
as they allowed him to discover the    
importance of time management.

Even with his workload, Ashik got         
involved at the college. He was a stu-
dent president back at his college in              

India, so he figured Mohawk would have 
one as well.

He was right. He started volunteering 
all over campus to find a way into the 
Mohawk Students’ Association (MSA). 
While attending MSA week, he met         
an MSA employee who was in charge of 
the upcoming elections – that was his 
opening to get involved with the MSA.

He put his nomination forward for the 
position of Vice President of Internal 
Advocacy. 

After running a successful election 
campaign, Ashik became a part of the 
MSA board of directors.

“I just want to help students, in what-
ever possible way I can because we all 
live in such a small world,” Ashik said. 
“Helping each other is really important 
for me. As an international student, 
I   believe that coming from another   
country and running for the elections 
lets others know that you can do this 
no matter where you come from.”

Having achieved the goal he set of 
getting involved with the MSA, Ashik 
plans to continue his studies and get-
ting  enough points to become a perma-
nent resident of Canada.

When Ashik Ashik is not studying or doing 
his work, he likes to explore new interests.

ASHIK ASHIK

ASHIK ASHIK



Connecting two worlds is a course Katie Maracle created for OntarioLearn where students examine the importance and significance of Land, 
Identity, Education and Health to Indigenous people. Maracle shares her knowledge of Indigenous studies outside of the classroom as well..
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Tackling COVID-19 obstacles from the car
Indigenous educator Katie Maracle’s passion for teaching and community-building knows no boundaries

Imagine an educator driving to a local 
school just to sit in the parking lot all 
day long. It sounds crazy, but for Katie 
Maracle, it’s how she works most days 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Born on the Six Nations Reserve, Mar-
acle is Mohawk nation, turtle clan. 

While Maracle is working on her doc-
torate in education, currently on leave, 
she began her post-secondary educa-
tion at Mohawk College, in a program 
her mother taught.

“She was the coordinator of a pro-
gram,” Maracle said. “It was called Na-
tive Community Care, Counselling and 
Development. It’s a social work two-
year program. [My mother] said, ‘you’re 
coming to my program and I don’t want 
to hear anything about it.’ So I went.”

While Maracle decided it wasn’t the 
career path for her, she discovered a 
love of educating through Indigenous 
Studies.

She began teaching the “Connecting 
two worlds” course through Ontari-
oLearn where participants have the op-
portunity to learn from Indigenous peo-
ple to break down stereotypes, myths 
and explore representations of Indige-
nous peoples of Canada.

Maracle doesn’t stop Indigenous edu-
cation in the classroom either.

“I like to educate as many people as I 
can outside of the classroom too,” Ma-

racle said. “And Connecting two worlds 
is another Indigenous Studies course 
where I’m able to do that. I’m an open 
book for people that have an open 
mind.” 

Maracle is also the manager of the 
lifelong learning unit at the Six Nations 
Polytechnic. The Polytechnic is an in-
stitute that partners with colleges and 
universities, including Mohawk, to allow 
students to continue to develop their 
education on all levels.

She focuses on work that will better 
her community on Six Nations through 
cultural awareness and education. This 
is an important message Maracle in-
stils in her family, including her son and 
nephews.

“Instead of complaining about where 
you live, why don’t you do something to 
try and help to make it better?”

Maracle said. “My nephew asks me, 
‘well, what do we need in our communi-
ty? What can I do?’ And I said, we need 
language teachers. So he has a real 
knack for that. And he’s thinking about 
working towards that.”

Maracle welcomes anyone who 
shows interest in learning more about 
life on the reserve to join her for week-
end activities. She’s extended invita-
tions to former students of her Indig-
enous studies courses who had spent 
their time studying this culture, yet had 
never stepped foot on their land.

“I’ll let them know that we’re going to 
pick and braid corn and you’re welcome 
to come,” Maracle said. “I’ll make us 
some corn soup too.”

Maracle is just one of many people 
on Six Nations Reserve that struggle 
to work from home in compliance with 
COVID-19 guidelines. That’s because 
parts of the Reserve are dead zones for 
internet access. However, her passion 
for working in the educational field has 
not deterred her and she plans on work-
ing at the Polytechnic long-term. 

 “I live in an absolute dead zone for 
internet, maybe a quarter of the time it 
works,” Maracle said. “And that’s very 
challenging when I’m supposed to be in 
meetings most of the day. I spend a lot 
of my days sitting in my car at our local 
school, because all the schools have 
community internet. But it’s worth it.”

Indigenous educator and Mohawk grad Katie 
Maracle is passionate about teaching others.

WALMA

KATIE MARACLE
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There’s an old saying when you work in retail that “the cus-
tomer is always right.” But for many visible minorities, this 
couldn’t be further from the truth. 

Radhika Sharma was working at a popular jewellery store 
showing a customer pieces out of the display when the cus-
tomer said “I’m surprised you work here. Aren’t all Indians 
cheap?” 

It’s not the first time Sharma has faced microaggressions 
from white people, and it won’t be the last. It’s comments 
and treatment like this that have pushed the 26-year-old to 
become unapologetically outspoken. 

Sharma, who is originally from Punjab, India, came to Can-
ada in 2017 after completing an honours degree in English 
literature back home. After taking a gap year to decide what 
she wanted to do, Sharma realized she loved writing, me-
dia and fashion. She wanted to combine those passions by 
working as a fashion journalist. 

After applying at various other colleges in the province, 
Sharma chose the journalism advanced diploma program at 
Mohawk College. 

“I decided to pursue [it] because Mohawk was providing 
me with a three-year journalism program,” Sharma said. That 
was more appealing than other colleges, which only offered 
two-year programs. 

Sharma also chose Mohawk’s program because she want-
ed to experience new things. 

“I wanted to drag it out long as possible,” she said, “and 
experience more things.” The Mohawk program offered her 
a chance to gain experience in all fields related to media, 

including writing, television and working behind-the-scenes. 
Being an international student, however, the cost of school-

ing was much higher than for domestic students. Sharma 
managed to pay her way through college by working various 
odd jobs. 

“It’s more costly for me as an international student, but I 
said, I just want to do it. I don’t know why but it’s like my 
basic instinct telling me that I should go for it,” Sharma said. 

Though Mohawk College prides itself on its diversity, Shar-
ma says that she has experienced discrimination at the col-
lege.

In her first-year communications class, Sharma said her 
professor, who was also a visible minority, told her that to 
get a job at a Canadian news organization, she needed to 
lose her accent. 

“Twenty-three years of my life living with this accent and 
you want me to change it all of a sudden, like a 360-degree 
flip?” Sharma said. “This is not going to happen. This is my 
identity.” 

But not all her experiences with professors at the college 
have been bad. Louie Rosella, a journalism professor who 
taught her in a few different courses recalls that Sharma was 
always outspoken and ready to let her passion be known. 

“I sometimes wish I could take her confidence and place it 
in some of the more timid students,” Rosella said. 

Rosella also said that though she was very vocal about her 
opinions, she had an 
open mind and was 
willing to listen to 
different viewpoints. 

Sharma attributes 
her outspokenness 
to her mother. 

“I will give the 
credit to my mom,” 
Sharma said. “She 
always said, ‘if you 
don’t stand for your-
self, nobody’s going 
to stand for you.’ If 
you see something wrong happening, do not turn a blind eye 
and pretend like nothing happened. Because if you’re not 
speaking for yourself, when you need somebody to speak 
for you, nobody’s going to do that.” 

Sharma hopes to return home to India sometime soon, but 
travel restrictions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic make 
it difficult. 

“The reasons that are stopping me from going to India are 
from here, and not from back home,” she said. “If I come 
back, it’s going to be someone from Canada stopping me 
from entering Canada.”

Instead, Sharma’s willing to wait while she works towards 
her goal of becoming a fashion journalist. Having only gradu-
ated in 2020, she’s patient enough to keep working at achiev-
ing her goal. And nothing is going to get in her way.

Outspoken grad isn’t afraid to stand up for justice
From India to Canada and anywhere between, aspiring fashion journalist, Radhika Sharma is leaving her mark

RADHIKA SHARMA

J E N NA  L E BL A NC

Mohawk graduate Radhika Sharma, 26, is popular on her Instagram 
account, @_theradblog, where she has more than 5,000 followers. 

Mohawk grad Radhika Sharma (far right) 
last saw her parents and her sister when 
they travelled to visit her in Canada in 2018. 

RADHIKA SHARMA



E q u i t y ,  n o t  e q u a l i t y

EQUITY DIVERSITY INCLUSION OPINION

E q u i t y ,  n o t  e q u a l i t yE q u i t y ,  n o t  e q u a l i t y

White privilege has become a sensi-
tive topic over the last few years, but 
that is precisely why we need to talk 
about it. It can often be uncomforta-
ble because no one wants to be on the 
wrong side of history.

As a white woman who has never 
faced discrimination based on my skin 
colour, I do not and will not ever know 
what people of colour go through on a 
daily basis. I don’t know what it means 
to be a minority, or what it feels like. But 
I’m learning how minorities feel – and 
we can’t change the world if we don’t 
listen to them.

That is why I would like white people 
like me to educate themselves. And the 
first thing you need to know is this: hav-
ing white privilege doesn't mean you 
have a comfortable life.

The term white privilege is often mis-
understood. It’s almost always met with 
counterarguments like, "I grew up poor" 
or "I had an awful childhood. I was not 
privileged."

If you are white and find yourself say-
ing this, ask yourself, "did I encounter 
those hardships because I was white?" 
I can answer that for you right now. 

No, you didn’t. You encountered hard-
ships for lots of reasons, but being white 
wasn’t one of them. But for Black, Indig-
enous and People Colour (BIPOC), they 
do encounter hardships just because of 
the colour of their skin. It can be tough 

to admit that you were born with the up-
per hand, especially if you believe you 
worked for everything you earn.

Take applying to a job for an example. 
Let’s say you prepared all night, aced all 
the practice questions, killed the inter-
view and still didn’t get the job. Frustrat-
ing right? Well, what if it wasn’t because 
you were unqualified, but because your 
skin was a different colour than the hir-
ing manager’s? 

According to Statistics Canada, South 
Asian, Arab and Black Canadians had 
the highest unemployment rates in July 
2020. This isn’t a coincidence.

Minorities have been known to actu-
ally ‘whiten’ their resumes, leaving out 
ethnic details in the hopes their colour 
won’t sway an employer away from hir-
ing them.

“Twenty-five per cent of black can-
didates received callbacks from their 
whitened resumes, while only 10 per 
cent got calls when they left ethnic de-
tails intact,” writer Dina Gerdeman said 
in “Minorities Who ‘Whiten’ Job Re-
sumes Get More Interviews.”

Gerdeman says employers often use 
the terms like “equal opportunity em-
ployer,” which gives many minority ap-
plicants the false impression that it’s 
okay to reveal their race, only to be re-
jected in the early stages of the applica-
tion process.

I didn’t realize how guilty I was of not 
recognizing my privilege until I was 16. 

My friend Hilary and I went out 
for lunch. 

We were broke high school 
students who decided it would 
be best to buy cheap junk at 
the nearest convenience store.

We were just about done and 
ready to check out when the 
clerk looked at Hilary and told 
her to empty her pockets. 

Without hesitation, I said, 
“we’re not doing anything 
wrong.” Hilary shot a look at 
me and said just to leave it. 

She did as she was instruct-
ed. I was confused and an-
gry. We had been together the 
whole time. We clearly didn’t 
steal anything. 

Hilary explained that it happened to 
her all the time, and her parents always 
told her to comply, no matter what. 
Then I realized he never asked me to 
empty my pockets. 

I’m white. Hilary is Black. It was a 
lightbulb moment.

It can be hard to understand your priv-
ilege when you have never faced op-
pression. 

The fact of the matter is, you can’t 
say there isn’t a difference in treatment 
when you aren’t living their lives. In-
stead, you need to listen to their stories 
and understand their perspective.

No, you can’t eliminate racism in a day 
but there are multiple ways to combat 
it or help the visible minorities in your 
community.

Go to a protest. Stand with BIPOC. 
Donate to a charity or buy from a small 
business run by a person of colour. 
Spread your newfound knowledge to 
your friends and family. Let them know 
change is possible.

Being ignorant is just as bad as being racist  
Understanding and recognizing white privilege isn’t easy, but it’s an important first step toward equity

OL I V IA  PE T T I NATO

Ignorance to white privilege is the problem.

JON TYSON

JON TYSON

Recognizing and understanding our white privilege is the first of many steps to stopping discrimination.
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Conversation and education is the first step to equity
I was a child when I realized I was treated differently but I was an adult when I realized it was not okay

When I was three, my parents made 
the brave decision to immigrate from 
the Philippines to Canada to, in my 
parents’ words, “create a better life for 
us.” I always commended my parents 
on their bravery and perseverance, and 
while my life here in Canada as a whole 
is a great life, it hasn’t been without its 
difficulties. 

Many of those difficulties were due 
to the colour of my skin. Sadly, I know 
I am not the only person of colour that 
goes through these experiences. I’m 
sure many of the Black, Indigenous, 
and People of Colour (BIPOC) individu-
als written about in this issue have had 
their fair share of difficult experiences 
due to the colour of their skin. 

It’s important for white people to ac-
knowledge and learn about the difficul-
ties of a BIPOC face. Acknowledging 
it is the first step to learning about the 
things we have to deal with and start 
the change that needs to happen. 

While working on this issue, I have 
time to reflect on my own experiences 
while learning about the experiences of 
others. While I was thinking and learn-
ing, there was one thing that crossed 
my mind every time I heard a new story, 
this is not okay. 

Growing up, I always knew I was dif-
ferent. It was not only because I looked 
different, but the way I was treated was 
different. Some white students liked to 
point it out. They would ask me ques-
tions like “aren’t you supposed to be 
smart?” or “are you eating rice again?” I 
didn’t realize how much it affected me 

until I grew up and realized why I didn’t 
like to participate in class and why I 
never ate in front of people. 

As I learned more about these mi-
cro-aggressions, I started to see them 
everywhere. I saw it at work when peo-
ple thought I didn’t speak any English 
or when white people would use the 
phrase “you people” to describe me.  

I also started to see it with other BI-
POC. Most recently, my co-editor for 
this issue, Savannah Morris, talked to 
me about her experiences. As expect-
ed, we had similar experiences as BI-
POC individuals, and I learned about the 
micro-aggressions and racist opinions 
she faces on a day-to-day basis. Some 
of them were similar to what I’ve en-
countered, and some were different.

Savannah says people ask intrusive 
questions about her hair, ask to touch 
it or ask if it is even real. Worse, people 
ask questions or make comments per-
petuating black stereotypes, like if she 
can sing well or loves to eat fried chick-
en. (And no, she’s vegan. She doesn’t 
eat fried chicken!) 

Whenever I was faced with these mi-
cro-aggressions in the past, I always 
thought to myself maybe they don’t 
know any better. 

Today, when I face them, I ask: why 
don’t they know any better? Recently, 
I was able to learn about the history 
of Indigenous people in Canada and, 
again, I thought to myself why was I not 
informed of this? Why didn’t I know?

I now realize that this is all part of sys-
temic racism. We see systemic racism 
in the health care industry and in the 

justice system, but I have come to re-
alize that it also presents itself in the 
school system. Students are not being 
taught about the dark parts of Canada’s 
history, and this is why “they don’t know 
any better.”

The lack of education can contrib-
ute to lack of understanding. People 
need to learn about the dark parts of 
Canada’s history and learn about the 
micro-aggressions they may not even 
know they are doing. And it’s not up 
to BIPOC to do the teaching. It’s up to 
each person to start actively learning 
about racism and understanding what 
other people – people who are different 
from them – are going through. 

My hope for the future is that people 
become educated and more under-
standing as we move towards change. 
I see changes happening all around me, 
many of them for the better, but there 
are still things we need to work on. 

We should continue to work and strive 
to be the change we wish to see in the 
world. Listening and learning are things, 
I believe, that are necessary to grow to-
wards equality. 

We have to understand both the past 
and present struggles of BIPOC, and my 
hope is that this issue of Ignite News 
will help ignite the way forward towards 
the change that needs to happen.

C L A R I S S A  DE L A  F U E N T E

My twin sister and I were about three years old when my family of six immigrated to Canada. 
We don’t remember much about our life in the Philippines but we both know it is still home.

CLARISSA DELA FUENTE


