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I
t is with deep gratitude that 
I reflect on our full-year col-
laboration with Lakhdeep 
Dhaliwal, vice-president of 
equity education for unlearn, 
and founder and facilita-
tor Abhi Ahluwalia. In the 

three-plus hours we spent unpacking their 
workshops in Wellington Catholic District 
School Board’s Grade 7, 8 and 10 classes, they 
described their work in terms of a vocation: 
words synonymous with service, gift and trans-
formation often arose.

In our time of reflection, we struggled 
to adequately describe the interactions with 
students on the myriad of topics possible 
when using unlearn’s Poster Packs 1 and 2 
that help to “stimulate social and emotional 
learning through critical thinking.”

The best way to describe the transforma-
tional aspect of their workshops for teach-
ers and students is to share insights from a 
selection of individual stories. Upon arriv-
ing early at a school, Dhaliwal overheard a 
conversation in the hallway. A student had 
looked at him, a Sikh man with a beard 
and turban, and commented to his friend 
that there was a terrorist in the building. 
Feeling hurt and “like my balloon had been 
popped” for a few moments, Dhaliwal won-
dered at how the presentation on equity that 
he was about to facilitate would proceed.

Then, as he says, only a moment later, 
something extraordinary happened. A stu-
dent “upstander” hearing this comment 
made it clear through his tone and word 
choice that this was unacceptable, telling 
the other student who made the offensive 
comment that kind of racist stereotyping 
was uncool. (Upstander is a term used by 
unlearn founder Ahluwalia to denote those 
who transcend passive bystanding into active 
advocacy.)

Serendipitously, these students turned 
up in the unlearn workshop only moments 
later where they had the opportunity to hear 
Dhaliwal share some of his personal stories 
where he had been the target of racism, and 
they were invited to view many of unlearn’s 
thought-provoking posters. Some examples 
of what they might have seen include:
• A caged brain with a small opening, just 

enough to indicate the potential of hope 
for a more inclusive future;

• Puzzle pieces that, when turned just a 
little, demonstrate the possibility for 
inclusion; and 
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A student takes a closer look at the unlearn 
“Me and my Shadow” poster design.
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empathy and learning. These key aspects 
intermingled and created lifelong learning 
for us and for our students.” 

At the end of our time together, 
I asked Ahluwalia and Dhaliwal to share 
one word to describe their year in all of 
the Wellington Catholic schools. Dhaliwal 
shared “language,” citing the potentially 
destructive previous example as one of his 
reasons. The power of language that day 
both nearly crushed then uplifted him, as 
one student came to his unsolicited defense.

Ahluwalia shared the word, “seva.” 
Coming from the Sikh tradition, seva is selfless 
service. Upon first glance, it is a gift to others 
through something akin to volunteering. A 
deeper second glance reveals that working in 
the pervasive way that he did was also a gift of 
learning – or, perhaps more aptly, unlearning. 

In summation, my own word is “humility.” 
As a program coordinator, I often lead profes-
sional learning. More importantly, sometimes, 
and particularly in the case of our collaboration 
with unlearn, the best advocacy is creating the 
entry point for others to speak through careful 
planning then getting out of the way to watch 
the transformation take place.  

Yvonne Runstedler is a program coordi-
nator for the Wellington Catholic District 
School Board with responsibilities in equity 
and inclusion. Her passion lies in the promo-
tion of social justice and, at the time of publi-
cation, is mid-way through a doctoral program 
at Wilfrid Laurier University in the area of 
equity and inclusion.

Brian Capovilla is currently Superintendent of 
Human Resources and Leadership Development 
with the Wellington Catholic District School 
Board. He has led a variety of portfolios including 
special education, student success, equity, mental 
health and well-being, technology enabled learning 
and human resources. 

they thought it might be like to enter every 
school in our board, citing examples of teachers 
and administrators who enthusiastically lived 
inclusion and equity through example. 

As a program co-ordinator with respon-
sibilities in Equity and Inclusion, initially I 
did not give a lot of thought to the impact 
these workshops would have on staff, as my 
focus was more on the student participants. 
As their presentations progressed throughout 
schools in our district, I received a steady 
stream of unsolicited messages from teachers 
who expressed gratitude for the deft facilita-
tion, inclusive nature and lived experiences of 
diversity shared by Ahluwalia and Dhaliwal.

When a teacher thanked me for what they 
said was a valuable professional development 
experience, I realized that the reverberations 
of this work transcended student develop-
ment to direct impact on school culture. In a 
sense, I unlearned my own notion of profes-
sional development, which before this would 
have been more greatly characterized by the 
workshop model. Having unlearn discuss 
experiences of identity with calm honesty and 
authentically share their lived experiences was 
informative for both staff and students.

“Abhi and Lakhdeep entered our rooms 
and opened our eyes to the hidden views peo-
ple have, sometimes not even realizing we had 
some of our own,” said Nicole Picanco and 
Kevin Kelly, Grade 7 teachers at Holy Trinity 
Catholic High School in Guelph, Ont.

“Within a short period of time, we were 
all drawn into their experiences, thought-
provoking ideas and spiraling questions, 
hooking us in through human connection. 
They encouraged our questioning and dia-
logue, and quickly we started unpacking 
all kinds of biases that can be difficult to 
discuss and analyze in such an open forum. 
The safe space they created allowed for truth 
to be heard, questioning without judgment, 

• Four student heads in front of a black-
board, each with a battery at a different 
charge, one almost on empty. 
In each of the 30 classrooms visited, 

teachers were asked to select one poster for 
every three students in their class, empower-
ing them to address issues and a localized 
concern through the thoughtful selection of 
images. If students in a particular class need-
ed time to discuss gender inclusion, there 
was a poster for that. If poverty was the most 
pressing need, there were posters for that, too.

Body image, globalization, privi-
lege, social media, education, access, cli-
mate change and more were all represent-
ed through images in the posters. In the 
workshops, the posters were placed on chart 
paper around the learning space.

As part of the presentation, Ahluwalia and 
Dhaliwal invited students to participate in a 
silent reflective conversation, spending time 
first with one poster, digesting it by simple 
observation, then making personal connections 
by writing their ideas on the chart paper. In a 
second round, students could respond to others’ 
thoughts by writing their ideas on other pieces 
of chart paper with different posters.

The result? Deep insight. Personal con-
nection to lived experience of marginaliza-
tion and oppression. Connections and rela-
tionships built between Wellington Catholic 
students, teachers, unlearn and more. 

In this exchange between the Wellington 
Catholic District School Board and unlearn, 
I had many of my own moments of unlearn-
ing. This collaborative effort as part of our 
Equity Action Plan was more than just about 
showing students thought-provoking posters. 
In the best form of educational experience, all 
present are in the process of unlearning.

It bears mentioning that the preceding story 
of racial profiling was a rarity. Both Dhaliwal 
and Ahluwalia shared that they unlearned what 


