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Andrew Parker speaks at an anti-racism rally June 5 at the Alberta legislature in Edmonton.

Living

'With This Hope We Can Do Beautiful Things'
Grad Andrew Parker talks about demonstrations and conversations in a time of change

By Stephanie Bailey, ’10 BA(Hons)

June 19, 2020 • 8 minute read

If you happen to overhear students at M.E. LaZerte High School in north Edmonton talking about Wakanda,
they’re probably not talking about the fictional African country in the Marvel Cinematic Universe. It’s the
nickname they gave to the classroom of Andrew Parker, ’08 BA, ’14 BEd, their charismatic social studies
teacher and basketball coach. (He’s also a former Golden Bear.) One of two Black teachers in a school where
around 40 per cent of the student body is Black, Parker takes his position as a role model seriously. 

“I want to make sure all my kids have the means, if necessary, to protect themselves, to protect others and to
make sure that we live in a safe and welcoming society,” Parker says. He was named one of Avenue Edmonton
magazine’s Top 40 Under 40 in 2017 for his work empowering youth and building community pride. 

http://www.andrewgparker.com/Biography.php
https://www.avenueedmonton.com/city-life/top-40-under-40/2017/andrew-parker/
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For Parker, this all starts with devoting weeks of class time to Black history, animating it with archival footage
and recordings of figures like Malcolm X. “I tell them to reflect, think about it. Don’t just turn it into an
answer to a question on a pop quiz. Make it so it stays with you, something you can bring back to the greater
community,” says Parker, who serves as the teacher sponsor for the school’s Black Lives Matter student
group. 

You can’t teach Black history without teaching the history of protests, Parker says. So, he starts each semester
with a full week committed to the topic. He covers everything from Martin Luther King’s Selma-to-
Mongomery March of 1965 through to the demonstrations held after Colten Boushie was shot to death on a
farm in Saskatchewan in 2016. All of this before they even crack the textbook on the French revolution.
Parker knows he’s up against distracting social media like TikTok and IGTV for his students’ attention, so he
tends to work from current affairs backward through history, pointing out connections along the way. 

“It’s important that my students know how to deconstruct society, to think critically,” says Parker. “Because
critical thinking — for some people, it will save their life.” 

Andrew Parker Cooper and O'Hara

Given Parker’s teaching philosophy, it’s probably unsurprising to learn that some former students — now U of
A and MacEwan students — are active in the local Black Lives Matter movement. And equally unsurprising

https://www.britannica.com/event/Selma-March
https://globalnews.ca/news/4018547/colten-boushie-protests-canada-acquittal-of-gerald-stanley/
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that they asked him to speak at a rally at the Alberta legislature June 5 in the wake of the killing of George
Floyd in Minneapolis. New Trail got in touch with him to discuss the experience.

Describe the day of the rally. What was it like getting on that stage, in front of a crowd of
15,000? 

I know that some people may have been afraid to get on that stage. We live in an era of mass shootings. What
if one of those guys was there at the protest and said, “Well, who is this Black guy talking? He doesn’t deserve
to talk.” I knew some of these things going into it and I made the decision anyway, because you know, at the
end of the day, it’s about the world. The world changed my life that day and I just want to be a part of that
team. And I want the team to know that I love them. 

I don't remember giving the speech — it just went by that fast. And when it was done, this woman came up to
me and said, “I’ve lived in this country for 70 years. I’ve seen so much, gone through so much. And I want you
brothers to know that we are fighting with you. And we are by your side.” I kneeled down, and started to cry.
“Get up,” she said, and I kissed her on her cheek and then we hugged. And I will never forget that woman,
from now ’til the end of my life. The brothers around me were crying too. I never even got her name, but she
came to me and she embraced me like a son. I felt like a bridge between generations.

That was a powerful moment. What do you think it meant for your former students to see you
on stage? 

For them, having me speak, it’s like, “Well, now I know that Mr. Parker wasn’t putting on a show in the
classroom.” But these kids need this. My culture needs this. I need this. My mom needs this. Our city needs
this to grow and build. And these kids, they sent messages after, saying, “Thank you for being a positive
influence.”

My students know what to expect in my classroom. I’ll talk about Islam. I’ll talk about homophobia. I’ll talk
about racism, stereotypes. These are difficult conversations. But because I’m Black, because I’m aware of
Black Lives Matter, I’m aware of the senseless violence in the United States and across the world, the carding,
the racial profiling. I’ve experienced it myself. Some people are uncomfortable with these conversations. I
don’t have the privilege of ignoring what’s happening to my community because I know it could happen to
me. These conversations are important, but if we don’t have them in the classroom, the kids might not get
that. 

People are starting to listen. And my whole entire life, I’ve never seen this many people at one point in time
listening to each other, and I can feel the change. I can feel the change. It’s on its way and not just for me, or
for my older generation. We’re resigned to the fact that some of our grievances may not be heard. But I think
for the next generation, they got a clean shot. They got a clean shot at loving each other. Black, white, First
Nations, gay, straight, we’ve got a clear shot to love each other.

So what makes you optimistic about this moment?

Well, first and foremost, the University of Alberta’s president coming out and saying Black lives matter is
something that I never thought I would see in my life. It made me more proud to be a Golden Bears alumnus
than anything I ever did on a basketball court. And I’ve been lucky enough to do some really cool things on a
basketball court! But when he said that Black lives matter — and he’s a Caucasian man in a high position, in
the school, academia and society — I said, “This is hope,” I said, “this is hope.” And with this hope we can do
beautiful things. 

https://twitter.com/andrewparkerAGP/status/1269635010266447872
https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/minneapolis-after-george-floyd-death-1.5597735
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=au0dLzXA6Es&feature=youtu.be
https://blog.ualberta.ca/statement-u-of-a-stands-in-solidarity-against-racism-2fdb2e77ee45
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I’ve had conversations with colleagues; they’ve called me up and said, what can I do? How can I help across
the school district? We just started the Black Teacher’s Association a week ago. We have all these teachers
coming to speak and to be heard. With organizations like this, and with social media making it easier for us to
connect with people in different provinces and cities, change is on its way. 

What are practical steps we can all take to continue building on this momentum of raising
awareness and taking action? 

Be honest. Be honest in your conversations. Be honest about whether you’ve benefited from white privilege.
You have a chance to right the wrongs of previous generations, previous leaders, previous family members.
And it all starts with honest conversations. We’ve got a chance to say, “OK, well they did it this way. I’m going
to do what I have to do to see the other side. I’m going to listen and see how they’re feeling before I make my
decision.” So share our stories, U of A, share our stories MacEwan, share our stories Edmonton Public
Schools, share our stories Edmonton Catholic Schools, share our stories Government of Alberta. Once you
hear our voices, you’ll find out that we’re not that different. And if that’s the case, then equality shouldn’t even
be a question. It should be a right. 

What has life been like since the protest? 

My life now can never be the same again. It’s been an overwhelming response — on social media and with
people reaching out. I’ve gotten dozens of emails from people in the community, not just Black people, but
white people trying to get answers, trying to share things, trying to grow. Trying to heal. And in the last three
weeks I’ve literally done nothing but healing. It’s been exhausting! But it’s been so worthwhile. And I don’t
care, however long it takes. I’m here to help anyone heal. Hopefully they’re here to help us heal, too. 
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