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April 20, 2020 
 
Dear Richmond Colleagues, 
 
I’m writing with several purposes.  Firstly, to again express gratitude for your work.  Secondly, I want to 
give you a heads up about the next phase of our journey together.  Finally, I need to once again request 
your help.  But first, I’d like to share some anecdotes that have left me thinking about how our world 
and my personal priorities have shifted over the past while. 
 
As I was cycling home from a workout in the park yesterday, I passed by two young males who were 
about to skateboard together in a parking lot.  They looked to be about 12 or 13 years old, both with 
scruffy hair and skater clothes.  It’s a common enough scene in Vancouver, and prior to the pandemic, I 
would have said there was nothing exceptional or noteworthy about this.  What struck me as I rode by, 
however, is what one of them said and what the other then did.  The first attempted to reach for the 
other’s skateboard.  The second paused, looked at him and said “Dude, sanitizer”.  The other then 
opened his pack, pulled out a bottle of Purell and shared it with his friend.  Remember, these were 
young teenage males – who may not always be viewed as bastions of cleanliness, hygiene or sanitary 
practices.   
 
Later in the day, I went to buy groceries for the week.  I dutifully lined up, being careful to maintain the 
appropriate degree of physical distancing.  I lined up.  To get into a grocery store.  Once I was inside, I 
immediately headed for the toilet paper section as I typically do these days, and was astonished to see 
that a fresh shipment of Charmin was being unloaded and packed onto the shelves.  Again, I lined up 
and was thrilled to receive my limit-of-one four pack of three-ply.  Feeling like I’d won the lottery, I 
headed directly to the cashier before anyone could snatch it out of my hands, paid for my treasure, and 
left the store with a triumphant grin on my face.  I couldn’t wait to text my partner to share the good 
news.  I had found toilet paper, and not just no-name brand! 
 
Finally, at the end of my day, just before 7:00 pm, I opened a drawer, took out a pot and a large metal 
spoon, went out onto my balcony and started banging them together.  It wasn’t New Year’s Eve.  I 
wasn’t trying to scare away the seagulls.   And yet this ritual where we thank health care workers has 
become part of my daily routine along with millions of other people around the world.  We now do this 
every night without even thinking about it.   
 
I was struck by these interactions for several reasons.  The first is obvious – you just don’t see young 
males sharing hand sanitizer very often.  Secondly, I was beyond excited to purchase quality toilet paper.  
And thirdly, every evening, I now join hundreds of thousands of people who I don’t know as we come 
together to thank a group of people I’ve never met as part of a global display of gratitude.  All three of 
these things have become routine in the world we now live in.  In the space of a couple months, many of 
us have completely changed what matters to us on so many levels.    
 
I feel that the volume on a lot of the ‘noise’ that used to inhabit my world has been turned down.  
Different things matter more to me.  Basic needs.  Relationships with the people I am close to.  The 
health and well-being of the human race.  And, the importance of the work I do as a member of the 
public school system.  Our work matters even more than it ever has, on a fundamental level.   
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In ‘usual’ times, our students and their families need us, to varying degrees and in different ways.  In 
today’s circumstances, we are a critical part of the health and recovery of our society.  Without us, many 
essential services workers cannot work.  Without us, our students and their families do not have the 
support systems that we have been providing in our schools for years.  Without us, many students and 
families who normally ‘cope’ are experiencing levels of challenge as never before.  And previously 
vulnerable students and families are experiencing trauma as they encounter deeper levels of poverty, 
uncertainty and stress.  They need us. 
 
So this letter is a call to action and a request for your help.  The Ministry of Education has very recently 
asked that school districts move quickly to provide service at school for students we believe are 
vulnerable in some way.  This vulnerability may take many forms, but ultimately, we know that if we 
don’t move now to support these children and youth by offering them at least some face-to-face 
experiences at school, they are hugely at-risk.  These are our kids.  
 
This week, discussions will begin as schools identify which students are particularly vulnerable and 
require support at school.  We do not anticipate this being a large number of students at this time.  Each 
circumstance will require a different strategy.  Some students may attend individually, perhaps to meet 
with a counsellor or other adult support person.  Others may attend in small groups that can be 
accommodated fully within physical distancing expectations.  Some students may need a once-per-week 
check-in, while others may need to interact with a teacher, educational assistant or counsellor more 
frequently.  Schools will determine this as they balance the need to support our vulnerable students 
with the ongoing requirement for everyone to remain safe. 
 
As we undertake this critical work together, I want to be clear that the school district remains 100% 
committed to providing a safe work environment for every employee.  We have been seeing employees 
returning to on-site work for a variety of reasons across the district and in every site, precautions are 
being taken with respect to cleaning and hygiene protocols and physical distancing expectations.  These 
will continue as we welcome back groups of students into all our schools.  I know that some of you have 
experienced fear and anxiety when it comes to even thinking about physically returning to school¸ and 
some of you have health considerations and dependent care responsibilities that may prevent you from 
doing so at this time.  The district will continue to support employees in these circumstances through a 
variety of options including the continuation of working from home arrangements where possible.  All 
employees will receive a memorandum shortly from the Human Resources department containing 
further details as we develop our plans together. 
 
I want to thank you once again all for your contributions to supporting our students and their families.  
As I’ve said before, our work has never been more important.  Although our priorities may have 
changed, our values as a school district have not.  Now, more than ever, is the time for empathy, 
kindness and generosity of spirit.  I am seeing these demonstrated every day by employees across the 
district and continue to be impressed and humbled by your dedication.  Thank you. 
 
With gratitude, 

 
Scott Robinson 
Superintendent of School 


