
The Facts on Education Series is produced with a generous 
sponsorship from the Canadian School Boards Association  
and the Desjardins Foundation.

Copyright information: You are free to reproduce and 
distribute this material in any form provided that you 
reproduce the entire commentary and credit it to the  
EdCan Network and York University.

The Colour of Wellbeing: How do we 
ensure the wellbeing and success of 
BIPOC students and K-12 staff?

For online resources and references please visit: 
www.edcan.ca/facts-on-education

Authors, 
Dr. Vidya Shah

TM

BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour) K-12 students and staff experience lower levels of wellbeing. Yet, a growing focus 
on wellbeing approaches such as mindfulness, social-emotional learning, trauma-informed practices, and self-regulation can have 
harmful effects on racialized students and educators and may lead to cultural appropriation (i.e. adopting aspects of a culture 
that’s not your own). These approaches to wellbeing often don’t take into consideration the unique experiences and perspectives of 
BIPOC students and staff.

By not acknowledging the depth and breadth of systemic racism, we end up focusing on symptoms rather than the root causes of 
achievement and wellbeing, while expecting individual students and staff members to overcome the numerous structural barriers 
placed before them. When schools take a systemic approach, they instead identify and take action to change the ways in which 
student and staff wellbeing is impacted by anti-Black, anti-Indigenous, and other forms of racism. Every student and educator 
deserves to feel safe, valued, and know that they belong at school.

Here are 4 key tips to support the wellbeing of BIPOC students and staff:

There is no one-size-fits-all approach. Place identity – such as race, gender, sexuality, abilities, social class, and faith – at 
the center of approaches to student and staff wellbeing. 

Avoid taking individual approaches to wellbeing that place both the source and solution of wellbeing with individuals and 
instead take a more systemic approach. This includes identifying and disrupting structures and policies that have had 
disproportionate effects on access, opportunity, and outcomes for BIPOC students and staff. 

Connect with students, staff, families, and communities in meaningful ways to understand the experiences of institutional 
harm (e.g. residential schools).

Embed multiple understandings and approaches of wellbeing that value the physical, social, emotional, cognitive, and 
spiritual needs of students and staff.
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Wellbeing is systemic. When wellbeing is understood as one individual’s experience, it fails to account for the harmful effects of 
systemic racism, White supremacy, and colonialism that create unwelcoming, exclusionary, and unsafe environments for BIPOC 
students. This approach absolves systems from taking any responsibility in creating and perpetuating harm, which could look like: 

Overlooking the histories, experiences, and positive contributions of BIPOC people within the curriculum.
Disproportionate punishment, suspension, and expulsion of Black and Indigenous students. 
Disproportionately greater numbers of Black and Indigenous students, and students marginalized by poverty in lower academic 
streams and particular special education classes, and disproportionately greater numbers of White, middle-class, or wealthy 
families in gifted classes, French Immersion, and specialty programs.

Continuing to hire and promote White employees for leadership positions instead of BIPOC employees with strong 
understandings of anti-racism (i.e. actively identifying and eliminating racism by changing policies, practices, and attitudes 
that perpetuate racist ideas and actions).


