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Abstract 

This practitioner inquiry explores the diversity of practices that I have held 
collectively during my doctoral journey and how they have informed my 
wellbeing both within my professional and personal life. This inquiry also 
explores what can be learned from my personal narratives and reflections 
through life writing and from reciprocal writing between my father and 
myself. Ultimately, I seek to triangulate and crystalize meaning making 
among and between various practices, knowledges, perspectives, and 
understandings of thriving and ways of cultivating wellbeing. 

Through life writing, memoir, and métissage, I recount personal narratives of 
teaching, learning, fishing and flourishing, bereavement, and how these 
experiences shape, inform, and converge within ecological sites of practice. I 
examine my own experiences with land practice, with photography, and with 
life writing while enacting my current role as a public educator in relation to 
the experiences of other educators. This inquiry situates life writing and 
memoir as modes of response to the lived complexity of my professional 
contexts and its implications on my personal lived experiences. The intention 
of this inquiry is to contribute to educators’ knowledge and practice regarding 
the complexities of being an educator.  

This inquiry has particular interest for those dwelling within diverse 
educational contexts and facing challenging institutional complexities while 
actively creating new ecologies of potential thriving and flourishing. I call 
upon educators to deeply consider their own professional and personal 
contexts with the hope that they will seek life-giving affinities within their 
own lives and experiences as sites of potential transformation. 

Keywords:  practitioner inquiry; memoir; reflective practice; life writing; 
writing as inquiry; photographic practice; land-based practice; 
ecologies of practice 
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Glossary 

Backing Backing is the colourful thread that is the first to 
be wound around a fishing reel; it is what 
connects to the mainline prior to adding any 
leaders or tippet. 

Grocery Grocery is a fishing term for the variety of food 
sources that trout feed on. 

Load Loading of a line is the action of the line from the 
reel moving farther and farther out from the rod 
to the water’s surface. 

Marle Layers of ground vegetation and stalk-type weeds 
that grow in bunches under water, providing 
ample coverage and entomological diversity in 
trout habitat and food sources. 

Trolling a line Trolling a line refers to allowing a fishing line to 
float while a boat is in motion, and rely on the 
boat’s constant movement to move the line rather 
than routine and repeated casting. It allows for a 
fisherwoman to cover further lake area and allow 
for the boat to be far enough away from a 
potential catch of a fish up to 20–30 feet away. It 
scares less fish away. 
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The Way In: Where I am 
From 

 
 am the only child of Graeme 

and Carol Mulski, reared in love 
with the support of both my aunts, 
Barbara and Olivia. After many 
months of reflecting I have come to 
realize that I have been 
surrounded by artists, writers, 
photographers, and teachers all 
my life. My mother, a French 
teacher, graduated first in her 
class being one of the few women 
in her hometown of Hope, British Columbia, to go off to University. Her years 
of chronic illness issues stemming from Lupus is visceral to the experiences 
felt by my father and I. My father, the musician and fly fisherman. My aunt 
Barbara, the traveller, wanderer, contemporary digital artist, glicée prints 
and a clinical counsellor; her mother, a graduate of Vancouver School of Art 
in 1945, wove tapestries and was a master baker. My aunt Olivia, the 
musical therapist and philanthropist. I myself have always identified as a 
‘Jill of all trades, master of none.’ A student of life and of many interests and 
passions, most of my adventures were tied to the lands of British Columbia. I 
grew up being in constant motion of doing or learning something. I’d like to 
think that I was doing it mostly because my mother lived with chronic illness 
all of my life. I believed to have developed at an early age, a pursuit of it all. 
What I mean by this is simply, whatever opportunities my mother had lost 
out on as a result of slowly losing her mobility and career, was now the fuel 

I 

Photo 1. Mum's graduation announcement. 
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Photo 2. Morning coffee, Classrooma. 

for what I could and should do 
when life never gives you a 
guarantee of anything. This 
mentality however, was the 
beginning of why I hit a level of 
burnout later in life. I will discuss 
the meanings of wellness with you 
dear Reader1 later, but for now, I 
ask you to contemplate: How do you practice wellbeing in your own life? How 
does what you do professionally impact you personally? 

Autobiographically, I was encouraged to reflect upon my experiences, I 
learned early on the process and value of reflective teaching and learning and 
through framing my autobiographical learnings and their influence on my 
teaching (Brookfield, 1995). In the early years of becoming and being a 
teacher, I nestled in the scholarship of Stephen Brookfield (1995), Parker 
Palmer (2018), and Vygotsky (1978). 

I began travelling and learning in Trinidad during my teaching 
practicum. Upon my return, I spent zero time practically in British Columbia, 
turning around almost immediately after convocation to embark on another 
adventure teaching university students as an intern for the University of 
Cheongju in South Korea. When I returned again, I returned to applications, 
interviewing and beginning my first day of teaching all in one afternoon in a 
school district in the lower mainland. It is there that I have made my 
educational homestead. 

 
1 I have capitalized the term Reader to emphasize the importance of any reader of this 

dissertation. 
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My own perspectives on teaching and living the questions I had/have 
about education and life were further broadened by my years studying in a 
bilingual graduate diploma in education program and followed by my pursuit 
of my Masters in education. The focus of most of my studies have 
encompassed critical reflection, mentoring teachers and French as a second 
language. I had been very much influenced by the ways in which teacher 
education was being transmitted, translated and transformed—while 
accessing and interpreting my practice and remained open to investigating 
questions that resonated deeply with my own teaching vulnerabilities and 
challenges. In the asking and investigating of my questions around critical 
reflective practice, 

I felt autonomy in driving my own research, feeling more settled 
amongst a landscape of wonder around reflective professional practice 
(Schön, 1987) and my further research through educational reform scholars 
such as Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009), and began investigating 
methodologies of self-study through the readings of Loughran et al. (1994); 
Vicki Laboskey (1994) and Anastasia Samaras and Anne Freese (2006). All of 
these scholars opened my eyes to the frameworks of teacher inquiry and 
reflective inquiry (Fichtman Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 2014), allowing me to 
have more autonomy over how I investigated my classroom practice. Pairing 

my previous knowledge of these 
frameworks with the revisiting of 
telling stories of my 
autobiographical journey allowed me 
to begin the process what Manulani 
Aluli-Meyer (2008) describes as a 
means to “inform your own ideas of 
research, knowing, and being of 
service to a world-wide awakening” 
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Photo 3. Musings, Classroom. 

(p. 218). Thus, solidifying what I’ve known at my core about why I became an 
educator: I want to be useful to other colleagues to support the service of 
children. 

My role as a classroom teacher evolved and shaped into teaching 
teachers in the very diploma education programs I myself had been a student 
and mentor within the Simon Fraser University Faculty of Education 
Graduate Diploma Programs. These programs aimed at teachers 
rediscovering and refining their teaching practice while attending to contexts 
such as teaching with a lens of French immersion, inclusive classroom 
practices, teaching with technology and teaching with collaborative pedagogy 
in mind. This informed my whole being and interactions with even the spaces 
that I occupied to inhabit them differently than before, shifting and 
impacting the ways in which I looked at the culture and organization of 
schools, how we acquire knowledge, and the importance of building the 
confidence of teacher-learners to support the children they serve. Deeply 
rooted in a quest for a continued purpose as a teacher and as an individual, 
personally and professionally, I embraced classroom research 
wholeheartedly. I began a process of carefully examining my beliefs and 
assumptions that I had amassed and clung onto for many years. Steeped in 
the complexity of my work as a classroom teacher, but also navigating new 
tensions of becoming and identifying as a scholar practitioner (Hynes, 2017). 
I found the practice of classroom inquiry the most impactful for me 
instructionally to my learnings and application of educational practice later. I 
saw first-hand how graduate program cohorts provided teachers with an 
additional supportive network while helping reform school organizations 
from the inside out. 

I learned a lot during my time teaching teachers. I learned that 
reforming schools and classrooms from the inside out began with teachers 
taking care of themselves. I learned that teachers needed to gain confidence 
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Photo 4. My biggest fan, 2014. 

in their methods of teaching and reaffirm their understandings of their core 
values of the what and why they were teaching. I learned that the most 
radical work needed to be done within a community of teachers themselves. 

During my teaching years in educational practice cohorts, I was 
witness to how educators could thrive given improved cultures of teaching in 
any given school. I witnessed the humanity of teachers as they struggled with 
the complexity of wanting to try and do all that they could to reach the 
students that they had and teach them to the best of their ability despite the 
impacts this dedication to their 
vocation placed on their own 
personal lives, personal health, 
and personal time. My time as 
an in-service faculty associate 
was deeply meaningful to me. I 
had chosen to remove myself 
from the classroom at a pivotal 
time in my career in order to 
see an even larger birds-eye-
view of the complexity of 
education and school settings. 
However, I also did not slow 
down personally as I also took 
the year leading up to my new 
position to finish my master’s degree in education, survive a teacher’s strike, 
and get married that summer. 

For me, 2014 was a year of nonstop flurry of activity. During this time, 
I also consumed and synthesized so much educational practitioner theory, 
books, articles, reviews, and attended multiple lectures due to my privilege of 
working at a university. Colleagues would joke that I could ‘eat theory for 
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breakfast’ and I was often called upon to provide the latest educational 
research in educational practice to contribute to writing new course outlines 
with the hopes that my ability to bridge theory from the university’s offerings 
with that of my knowledge in the classrooms I had occupied. I learned from 
wonderful, insightful, and collaborative faculty and department members at 
the university, but also realized that in just a few short years, how my 
knowledge gained from a different purview of teaching, had me feeling left 
out of the culture of classroom teachers and teaching. I sat in a liminal space 
of privileged knowing and practice but also wanting to reconnect with kids. 

A pivotal moment in my time instructionally came to me when I had 
made the decision to return to classroom practice and I was on the cusp of 
transitioning out of teaching a cohort of teachers. I had made sure in the last 
few weeks together as a cohort, to touch base with each one of my students, 
as relationships had been key with my adult learners. I wanted to get a sense 
of how I could continue to help support them regardless of my change of role 
and provide an opportunity to settle any anxieties or dispel any 
misunderstanding of the wonderful colleague I knew was coming in to replace 
me. As always, when there is change, adults often tiptoe on trepidation and 
anticipation. 

In one conversation in particular, I listened intently as one of 
my teacher-learners divulged the negative impact all of the work 
they were doing in their classroom practice on top of raising a 
family of their own. They felt they no longer had any clarity or 
room to think, pause, and have time to themselves. This teacher 
was dedicated to their students and passionate about their own 
learning, and yet, the toll of continuing to try and balance all of 
their responsibilities was weighing heavily on their wellness and 
their ability to feel that they could continue along the same path 
without consequence to their mental and physical health. I 
consoled them, reassuring them that an upcoming assignment 
could wait, that life needed to be attended to, that the work 
could wait, but their wellness could not. When it came to my 
dialogue with this colleague, I realized just how much I was 
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Photo 5. Saying No & Quitting Busy TEDx, 2017. 

tired myself, and 
in listening and 
offering what I 
could as 
reassurance, it 
took every ounce 
of my being not to 
cry with them. I 
realize now, what 
I knew then: I 
too, needed a new 
way of taking 
care of myself. I 
asked them, how 
would they attend 
to themselves? 

This question also slapped me hard in the face. This painful feeling, welled 
inside my chest cavity, consuming and constricting my throat as well. This 
feeling of realizing that in that moment of conversation, we both, in that 
moment, recognized our need for downtime, wellness, and a sense of 
reconnection to ourselves. 

When I think of this moment, it still takes my breath away in the 
tightening of my throat and in the attempts to withhold emotion or tears. I 
knew some of my feelings in the moment were my sadness for leaving the 
cohort, unsure of my trajectory returning back to my school district. 
Nevertheless, it was a defining moment when I knew that I needed to slow 
down, but I had yet to listen to this feeling enough to help inform my own 
personal changes. 

Once I returned, I was seconded again, but within my school district as 
an Instructional Coach. Despite my best efforts, I experienced one of the most 
difficult times, ethically, as a part of this role. An example of this I was often 
asked to report to superiors regarding colleagues but also maintain a level of 
ethical relationality with the teachers I worked with. It was after this year 
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(2017–2018) that I began to question my longevity in the profession of 
teaching. I was burnt out. I was exhausted trying to uphold ethical 
boundaries professionally and lacking the ability to pursue ways to apply 
personal boundaries that could have protected my health better. I was 
experiencing the long-term effects of not feeling well in my job as a teacher 
and instructional coach. I went as far as to present a TEDx Talk on the topic 
of trying to regain professional boundaries in order to begin to take better 
care of myself personally. 

I recognized that I had taken on too much in such a short amount of 
time in my career. I had literally sprinted to the finish line of my own career 
marathon without stopping to think about what setting a better pace might 
look like for me. Thinking back to my professional pursuits of doing it all, in 
the sense academically, from the year 1999 until the present day, I had not 
known a year without some sort of schooling, academic pursuit, or promotion 
in the context of teaching. I still missed classroom practice, and sought to find 
a new journey in teaching at a middle school. I took a chance on a completely 
new teaching assignment as a Grade 8 teacher and in short, it was a 
rejuvenating year in many ways and in others, it was a continued reminder 
to slow down and not take on so many projects within the school itself. To 
this day, I continue to work on these hard lessons, but I will divulge more of 
these learnings when I look at the effects of teaching on wellness in later 
pages. 

At present, I am a Library Learning Commons teacher and practicing 
better boundaries that support my wellness within the profession. I have also 
been able to combine my passion for teaching teachers and classroom practice 
in this teaching position at the school. I recognize that it took me years to 
come to this point. I reflect back on the experiences that have shaped me 
personally and professionally in order to better understand how to remain in 
a profession I am still passionate about. Over the course of these years, I 
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have learned so much, and yet remain very much a student of my own 
personal and professional practices in life. I recognize and acknowledge that 
much of my learning comes from the relationships with my parents and those 
that supported me throughout these years of fast ascension in professional 
contexts and practices. I also know that I won’t stop re-learning much of what 
I wrote about in this dissertation, as it is my hope that these learnings act as 
a compass for finding better grounding upon which to stand in the next line of 
personal and professional experiences I will have. Arguably, I have made a 
lot of progress around acknowledging how to preserve my wellness but 
nothing in this life of mine tends to prove itself as linear. I am just forever 
grateful that I have found a way in which I can express my learnings, a way 
in which I continue to practice and observe to this day: writing about life. 
Writing about the challenges, the learnings, the heartbreaks, the grief, and 
the messy joys that teaching and learning can provide. In the stories ahead, I 
hope, dear Reader, that you can sense my efforts to continually try to find the 
bright spots in both my personal and professional life. When I find them, it 
reinforces my ability to thrive. A direct result of this research has been my 
ability to learn and adapt while gaining practices of resiliency amidst 
challenging times as an educator.  
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Photo 6. Chesterman Beach, Tofino. 

The Way In: Making Meaning 

 
aking photographs has been a long standing passion of mine. From the 

earliest days in my teens, I would revel in the receipt of an old disposable 
Kodak camera with the 110mm film in it, ready to be developed at the 
nearest London Drugs with one-hour processing service. 

Into my teens, photography 
became a way of self-expression. 
Both of my parents had been avid 
photographers as I was growing 
up. Many of my photography trips 
in my late teens had me venture 
out on my own, across the Burrard 
Inlet by SeaBus and then walk 
along what was then a vibrant Granville Street, filled with used CD’s stores 
and record shops that I would spend hours inside. I would walk the 
Vancouver Seawall, photographing anything and everything that caught my 
eye. I was inspired by palettes of colours, moods, weather, people, and the 
inspiring topography of the cityscapes juxtaposed with the local mountains of 
Cypress, Grouse, and Seymour that would lay as a homely backdrop and 
reminder of the beautiful area in which I was growing up. It was only a 
matter of time before I began to combine my passion for photography with fly 
fishing. 

I also spent a great many years documenting my teaching practices 
through photography. Specifically, I documented many of the activities and 
the places in which I was teaching and learning. It was my way of 
remembering and making sense of where I had been and what I remember 
learning along the way. Photographs, to this day, are showcased in my 

T 
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personal teaching area, as a reminder of these spaces and times. They are 
stories of memories in pictures that I readily recount to curious students or 
staff that ask when they look at them.  

Photography as Memoir 

 
hilosopher Maxine Greene (1978) calls us to be wide awake to all and so 

I enter this journey with an open heart and open mind. Sacred is the journey, 
Manu Aluli-Meyer (as cited in Jacobs, 2008) elicits the merits of interpreting 
our world rather than explaining it: 

How does the interpretation of knowledge as spirit affect your 
research? It doesn’t. You do. It merely points to a frequency that 
if heard will synergize with your courage when you write without 
fear after asking questions that search for deeper meaning to an 
act, an idea, a moment. An epistemology of spirit encourages us 
all to be of service, to not get drawn into the ego nurtured in 
academia, and to keep diving into the wellspring of our own awe. 
In that way our research is bound in meaning and inspired by 
service to others or to our natural environment. (p. 18) 

I think that the act of taking photographs during important times of my 
living, learning, and teaching, were all acts as Aluli-Meyer affirms, as 
interpreting my experiences. I know that my practice of taking photographs 
even 10 years ago, does not carry the same meaning or interpretation as it 
has now. I look upon photographs that I have taken as recently as a change 
in a newer camera, and it becomes obvious to me that the meaning behind 
taking the photograph has evolved as a direct reflection of who I am 
becoming. 

I have come to interpret the questions I ask myself within my inquiry 
as an important key to my writing when I return from fishing trips or from 
being outside in nature. I interpret importance in the voice that questions, it 
acts as a soundboard; it is the photographer in the dark room who holds up a 

P 
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photograph or moment to a radiant source, to shed light on new learnings 
and ways in which I seek to interpret my way of being in the world. 

Photographs that I have taken over the course of many years, prior to 
my doctoral journey beginning as well as current ones, are key parts to my 
way of crystallizing (Richardson, 2005; Richardson & St. Pierre, 2018) new 
meaning and memory. The photographs I take inform what I have seen, how 
I was feeling at the time as well as who I was reading to make sense of the 
contexts in which I am teaching, learning and living. Without the technicality 
of the camera itself, the act of photographing for me, has become the support 
of the aperture, lens speed, light and subjects all at once. In Ansel Adam’s (as 
cited in GoodReads, n.d.) words, “You don’t make a photograph just with a 
camera. You bring to the act of photography all the pictures you have seen, 
the books you have read, the music you have heard, and the people you have 
loved” (para. 4). What I have since learned today, is that any camera can take 
a photograph, just as any word processor can have the next best novel typed 
up. It is the human being behind the lens or keyboard that is the key here. I 
have learned through my years of taking photos that photographs are about 
the photographer. So in finding times of thriving or remembering the 
importance of fishing and how it makes me feel well; I acknowledge that my 
photography is my way of interpreting my way of being in those moments of 
capturing my life and memories.  
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Photo 7. Winter wading, Coast Salish Stó:lō First Nations. 
 

The very act of photography within this inquiry is the crystallizing of 
what I am seeing, what I am knowing, and what I am understanding. This 
becomes representative of my reflections upon the land I walk and fly fish. 
While those understandings are held as foundational reasons for how 
photography helps me make meaning, I also find that photography is fun for 
me, it is a means for me to find my flow and creative spark. Photography as a 
methodology is deeply steeped in meaning making. Arts researcher Anita 
Sinner (2015) emphasizes, “A photograph inscribes multiple stories” (p. 63); 
therefore, the act of including photography within my narratives is a part of 
my methodology. Life writer Tara McLennan explores the relationship 
between life writing, photographs, and memory. McLennan (2020) writes, “I 
am drawn to the origins the medium’s name: photo (light) and graphia 
(writing), and from this etymology I begin to make my own traces (p. 543). 
Bridging my photography and my writing is my way of making meaning of 
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past memories while forming new meaning and elevating a visual 
representation of possibilities for anyone who will read my writing and 
interpret my photography. The relationship between writing and 
photography, or as Hasebe-Ludt et al. (2015, as cited in Sinner, 2015) have 
interpreted as “the relationship between image as photograph and text as 
lifewriting becom[ing] a métissage of living practice … a fluid mixing of 
spaces, places, histories and memories that compose [my] story” (p. 64). This 
allows for liminal spaces between image and text. Within this memoir, 
between the intertextual spaces between image and text, I seek to make 
further meaning of experiences that are uniquely tied to the geographic lands 
I have fished on and how these lands inform my practices both educationally 
and personally. Out of personal choice for the photographs I have included in 
this dissertation, I have chosen not to provide direct interpretation as I invite 
the Reader to view some of my own personal and professional practice but to 
also imagine their own classrooms, and their own personal and professional 
contexts. 

Life Writing 

  
 discovered the practice of life writing in the fall of 2016 in my very first 

term as a doctoral student. Up until then, much, if not all of my writing had 
been in a report or an essay-driven style due to previous years of study and 
schooling. Despite repeated requirements by various programs to reflect upon 
my practice, I often would write myself quick bullet-point notes instead, and 
would then synthesize for the purposes of finishing the paper or the 
assignment. When I was introduced to the method of life writing, my ability 
to process and reflect upon my experiences personally and professionally, it 
truly changed my life. With the practice of life writing, I was able to write in 
a way that honoured my experience at its core of how I was feeling. Deeply 

I 
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personal at times, my life writing became an essential outlet to processing 
much of my ongoing stress and struggles with aspects and contexts of my 
educational practice. However, I also think that life writing saved me and my 
mental health when experiencing deeply traumatic experiences personally. I 
think without it, I would not have had the same ability to process and reflect 
on events that have now shaped and reform my trajectory moving forward. 
Life writing as a methodology became in itself, a method of thriving amidst 
challenges in my personal and professional life. It was my way to process 
events and avoid reacting to situations immediately; ultimately giving me 
space to recuperate my resiliency. Life writing is a wellbeing strategy I 
readily adopted.  

More personally, however, life writing allowed me an emotional outlet 
to help process the difficulties and complexities that I have endured and 
continue to process following the death of my mother and my divorce. During 
much of the following years from the discovery of using life writing as a 
means to inquire in my practice, I also found it cathartic to unite my writings 
of my learnings from both personal and professional contexts alongside my 
photography. 

In researching 
thriving personally 
and professionally, I 
see interpretation of, 
rather than analysis 
of, my various roles in 
education. My roles 
continue to evolve and 
I honour the 
intersectionality of my 
roles (classroom 
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teacher, instructional coach, and learner) by writing about my learnings from 
my time in these roles during my professional career thus far. The word 
research in French is recherche; when I hear or see that word I hear, see, and 
understand it deeply as the root word recherchier, parcourir en cherchant, 
meaning to literally travel through while searching. Interpretation being key 
in the research of myself thriving, “as it relates to discovery and 
interpretation, is a dynamic process … knowing emerges into being. 
Knowledge is not a thing, but constantly becoming” (Linds, as cited in Jacobs, 
2008, p. 18). As a direct result of my writing, I am evolving as a human being, 
as an Educator. I believe that without writing from my personal and 
professional experiences, I would not have gained a better understanding of 
how to take better care of myself, nor would I have made space to recuperate 
my ability to be resilient in my professional practice.  

In order to look more closely at how I have developed the capacity to 
thrive personally and professionally as a result of living these roles in 
education, I believe I need to “focus on the subtle, inner natures wherein lie 
the rich textures and nuances of life and for life” (Cajete, as cited in Jacobs, 
2008, p. 20). Dr. Pauline Sameshima (as cited in Jacobs, 2008) would support 
this through her concept of parallax, “encouraging researchers and teachers 
to acknowledge and value the power of their own … shifting subjectivities 
and situatedness, which directly influence the constructs of perception, 
interpretation and learning” (p. 53). Thus, a major influence on my research 
has been a repeated return to self as a site of inquiry in order to address 
ongoing human development. Life writing became an important way in which 
I could reflect upon my practice. 

I unearthed some questions I am living as a result of the research, 
such as, What will my life writings reveal about my identity as a teacher and 
as a human being? What can I learn from my life writings about educational 
experiences, about pedagogy, of thriving professionally and personally? 
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(Aguilar, 2018; Brookfield, 1995; Brown, 2018; Palmer, 2018). How can I 
thrive professionally amidst stress and feelings of burnout? (Cherkowski & 
Walker, 2018). 

Life writing as a methodology allows me to write from the places, 
contexts and feelings of the times that I have identified as pivotal to my 
interpretation of how I thrive personally and professionally. Life writing is 
“an organic genre in a state of perpetual flux, constantly transforming and 
interpenetrating the permeable borders” (Hasebe-Ludt et al., 2009, p. 17). 
Those borders include the stories and experiences that I write. My feelings of 
thriving amidst my work in teaching and my personal experiences are in 
constant ebb and flow. I acknowledge wholeheartedly that I am not always 
thriving in my work as an educator nor thriving personally. When I write 
about feeling disheartened in the work that I do professionally, I learn from it 
personally. Life writing allowed for a constant back and forth look at what I 
could learn over and again as a result of re-reading my interpretations of my 
experiences. 

Another discovery through the application of life writing as a 
methodology was the importance of seeing that fishing stories were not just 
everyday stories, but selectively chosen stories for the purpose of reflecting on 
pivotal learnings to me, for me, and for others to interpret. It is why many of 
the selected life writings in this dissertation do not follow a chronological 
sense of time, other than the rhythm of seasons and the slow learning 
progression of how I learned to cast a fishing line. Stockburger (2008), in her 
article about embedded story and life story, noted, 

This feature of autobiography whereby a teller looks back 
selectively to his/her past and re-imagines experiences and events 
from the perspective of his/her current lifespace is also captured 
in Mishler’s (2006) notion of the “double arrow of time” in life 
stories. Drawing on Paul Ricoeuer’s sense of narrative time, 
Mishler (2006) suggests that a clock-chronological sense of time 
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in which events are sequenced one after another is not a sufficient 
model for capturing the layers of consciousness, reflectiveness, 
intentionality and memory that make up a life story narrative. 
(p. 330) 

Stockburger’s quote reminds me of the significant importance that life 
writing, as a methodology, has had on the practice of revisiting stories that 
have been retold. I think about the evolution of some of the stories that have 
been retold to me by my father over the years. Each time, details of the 
retelling differ, molded by reflection, ever-evolving memory, and where this 
story fits amongst the larger contexts of the story vis à vis its situating with 
its audience or our own current life story that we are living. Life writing lives 
and breathes amongst the evolution of retelling and re-storying over time.  

 
Photo 9. Dad taking his turn, Tunkwa Lake. 

Essential to my ongoing evolution as a human being and an educator, 
life writing began as the outlet by which I could write my joys, sorrows, and 
deepest grievances. It has now since become the way in which I inquire and 
interpret my life and a way that I can share my learnings with others. Life 
writing is a practice like educational practice and flyfishing as a practice. As 
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a result of triangulating and crystallizing these sites of practice and inquiry, 
all three sites of practice and their ecologies of practices as sites of learning 
have become my inquiry. With the years of this written practice. I have 
learned from the writings of Brené Brown, Joan Didion, Annie Dillard, Erika 
Hasebe-Lubt, Mary Karr, and many others that have shown time after time 
that the best written works come from the writings of the heart and permit 
the Reader to imagine their own contexts when making meaning from the 
soul-revealing writing that has been bestowed upon them.  

Knowing Ourselves, Knowing the Stories We Tell Ourselves 

 
n education, it can be incredibly difficult to share stories of “the tangled 

messiness of complex experiences” (Leggo, 2005, p. 444) or of times of crisis 
when we feel the vocation is taking an insurmountable toll on our body, 
mind, and spirit. Some of the most impactful writings come in the form of 
memoirs. I recognized the importance of what Dr. Cynthia Chambers 
distinguishes as “using our lives, not as a topic, but as a site of inquiry” 
(Chambers, as cited in JCACS Curriculum Without Borders, 2022, 3:05). In 
facing the complex tolls on body, mind, and spirit, memoir allows me to 
address how I can change or transform myself and my educational practices 
such that I learn to thrive.  

Dr. Rishma Dunlop’s (2000) research on the use of narrative and arts-
based inquiry with beginning teachers yielded an understanding that 
academic readings provided to beginning teachers were discarded quickly 
after its use was no longer needed for coursework. Furthermore, the teachers 
would rather seek guidance from preferred fiction as the former, “failed to 
provide understandings or insights that might have helped prepare them for 
the physical, philosophical and emotional upheavals that the teaching 
profession caused in their lives” (Dunlop, 2000, p. 7). 

I 
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Dunlop’s (2000) perspective on the spaces of potentiality, found in the 
process of writing fiction, supports a closer alignment to where I situate my 
work with memoir. In remembering instances of time and memory, I attend 
to the reflections that arise in the writing and triangulate them with personal 
learnings that parallel working contexts I have experienced. Memoir is not 
typically fictionalized, however there are parts of my writing that require 
fictionalization in order to attend sensitively and ethically to situations, or 
individuals that cannot fully divulge stories. The stories and vignettes 
presented are still intended to offer teachings and learnings from my 
personal and professional contexts. For the sake of professional and personal 
boundaries, we still needed to adhere ethically to rules outlined by the very 
organizations that contextually complicate our interactions within them. 
Fictionalizing allowed me to protect those that I had conversations with, and 
this choice in turn, reflects my ethical stance. As Pryer (2011) notes, “Memoir 
may well be composed of fictions, but these fictions are the author’s 
interpretation of actual events” (p. 20). Some fictionalization is necessary to 
maintain professional and personal relationships ethically intact while 
attending to what I deem important stories to learn from. The act of writing a 
memoir also facilitates the Reader of a memoir to imagine their lives while 
reading the autobiographical experiences of others (Ellis & Bochner, 2000; 
Pryer, 2011). Furthermore, “the inspirited hermeneutical processes of memoir 
have an indomitable power and optimism, even though dependent on the 
most fragile of materials-memories” (Pryer, 2011, p. 20). What I have written 
is a result of being vulnerable in writing my experiences and memories. 
Dunlop (2000) tells us that “literature reveals that we are the possibilities of 
ourselves. But since we are the originators of these possibilities, we cannot 
actually be them—we are left in the space between what we have produced. 
We are left to invent ourselves anew” (p. 5). I believe that through the act of 
being vulnerable in sharing what I have learned and who I was in those 
moments, has opened new possibilities of who I am now becoming. 
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Memoir has become the methodology through which I share both the 
universality and the uniqueness of my experiences of thriving and not 
thriving. As an educator, writer and poet Carl Leggo (2005), took to writing 
as a means to “sustain [his] spirit and energy” (p. 439). The act of writing a 
memoir is my way of navigating my hope and reflexivity in my educational 
practice as well as for my personal and social transformation. My decision to 
use the form of memoir to share my understandings of experiences within 
and around the field of education and ultimately, the reflexivity of parts of 
my personal life, is grounded in the understanding of an individual’s 
personal, difficult, and often beautiful story can influence a larger 
understanding and honouring of lived experience within the field of 
education. 

 
Photo 10. Fall at Crater Lake, Douglas Lake Ranch. 
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Memoir and Writing Fishing Stories: Intergenerational 
Braids 

 
n writing my journey through reflection and reflexivity, I have organized 

themes that form the context in which to contextually inform my lived 
experiences. Seasons, cyclical in nature, also reflect a sense of cycles within 
the flow of the scholastic year of a teacher. Each season brings seasonal 
changes and how they relate to or mirror the school year. Each season often 
reflects the natural ebb and flow of our energies that we put forth into our 
teaching practice. Fall, seasonally, takes a lot from an educator’s energy 
levels as we begin a new school year. The flow of spring as we become 
accustomed to our community of learners while the final push to the end of 
June and the beginning of summer begs of us the most of our energies while 
we attend to our students before we end our scholastic year. Seasons amidst 
the halls of schools mirror those of the profound teachings within our 
educational practice while also seeking a practice of reflection tied to the land 
on which I am honoured to walk on. I have learned that through the 
teachings of fly fishing, the teaching spaces of which I have occupied resonate 
with the qualities of the changes on the land. 

Seasons give meaning to the ebb and flow of the rhizomatic nature of 
teaching in my professional settings but also are the ecologies from which 
stories of my land based practice of fly fishing are woven with stories of my 
fishing trips with my father. In the more recent past, stories of several 
fishing trips and experiences of the geographic beauty of British Columbia 
are described. Writing stories of my fishing adventures is more than just 
stories about fishing. I have become attuned to the land and the ecologies 
that surround it. I hear the words of the stories that my father has been 
telling and know that they are deeply pedagogical in nature and share some 
of the teachings in nature. 

I 
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Indigenous writer and scholar Thomas King wrote, “the truth about 
stories is that that’s all we are” (King, 2003, p. 2). Acknowledging and 
situating myself within my work and personal contexts, as well as sharing 
my stories, also brings those closest to me into the view of the lenses by 
which I interpret my experiences. By writing about who I am, I am describing 
to my dear Reader what Palmer (2018) notes as “an evolving nexus where all 
the forces that constitute my life converge in the mystery of self: my genetic 
make-up, the nature of the man and woman who gave me life, the culture in 
which I was raised, [and] people who have sustained me” (p. 13). This is 
imperative to the ways in which I live and teach today. Without the teachings 
of my land-based practices, my parents, and the sustained friendships of 
critical colleagues, my ability to reflect and act upon how I conduct myself in 
my life would be impacted in a way that would not allow me to find 
opportunities to thrive. 

Richardson and St. Pierre (2018) affirm writing as a method of inquiry 
is “the way in which to create texts that [are] vital and [make] a difference” 
(p. 1411). Therefore, for me, writing as a site of inquiry includes my own life 
writing and the writings of my father. My sites of my inquiry inform my 
meaning making: writing my own narratives, being informed by those 
written and shared by my father, creating photography of the places shared 
and independently visited; as well as the multi-dimensions of my life 
experiences. By including the use of the writing my father has gifted me, “we 
experienced the same sites but refracted them through different professional 
eyes, gender, sensibilities, biographies, spiritual and emotional longings” 
(Richardson & St. Pierre, 2018, p. 1416). This crystallization of meaning has 
brought forward the creation of more writing, more understanding around 
who I am, where I have come from, and the importance of including ecologies 
other than just those of my professional contexts. This new understanding 
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deeply informs my way of processing my experiences and learnings in my 
educational practice. 

One of the convergence points within my own personal nexus is the 
reflection upon the parent–child relationship. Becoming familiar with my 
father’s stories while weaving those of my own has become paramount to my 
understanding of who I am and how I walk my path in life. In writing my 
own experiences, I resonate with those of my father’s as well. My father has 
always been a bit of a private man, boisterous, bubbling personality on the 
outside and reserved around the deepest thoughts of his personal being. 
When I asked him if he would be willing to share some of his letters and if I 
could also share my writing about our adventures, I expected a reserved and 
cautious reply. However, my dad showed an enthusiastic interest in 
contributing to my writing. 

I seek meaning through multiple lenses, ecologies, sites of experiences, 
multimedia, and stories to support making new meaning and learning. 
Ellingson (2014) writes that the “use of crystallization would be especially 
beneficial … because of the field’s focus on the complex dynamics of everyday 
relating, processes that are difficult to appreciate fully without the use of 
visual media or storytelling practices” (p. 443). Laurel Richardson’s (as cited 
in Ellingson, 2014) metaphor of the crystal as a site of “methodological 
validity” (p. 433), is her direct response to a postmodernist traditional use of 
the triangle as a metaphor for making meaning from three places of learning 
for triangulation (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2018). Therefore, the crystal acts 
prismatically, all the while understanding that even if we determine three 
places from which we situate our understandings, those places, like the 
crystal, “combines symmetry and substance with an infinite variety of 
shapes, substances, transmutations, multi-dimensionalities, and angles of 
approach” (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2018, p. 1416). I am crystallizing my 
practices of life writing, educational practice, land practice of fly fishing. 
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These ecologies all inform my ways for seeking wellness. I have come to live 
the practice of life writing, educational practice, and land practice as 
interwoven ecologies that helped me heal, feel well, and feel reconnected to 
myself as a human being.  

Contextually, I am weaving my own experiences as an educator with 
those of the land and imparted wisdom from my father in his own personal 
writing as well. I offer these stories as a means to contemplate my 
vulnerabilities, the hardships and the joys I have experienced while being an 
educator and while also simply being human. I am striving to find a better 
way of thriving, while also expressing “subjectivities engaged in 
knowing/telling about the world as [I] perceive it” (Richardson & St. Pierre, 
2018, p. 1413). 

In sharing my memoir, I crystallized profound learnings from both my 
ecologies of land and education practice through the praxis of writing and 
photography. My learnings were my way of sense-making and coming to 
know my truth within my experiences. I hope to inspire the Reader to do 
similar work to support finding their own way to take care of themselves and 
to honour their own stories and ways of meaning making. 
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Photo 11. Liquid swords, Batstone Lake. 
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Memoir 

 
emoir asks of us some of the toughest things to do: try not to lie to 

ourselves in the act of writing our truths, but to also be prepared to share the 
scabrous and the unvarnished ways we believe to have shown up in this life 
up until this present moment. In The Art of Memoir, Mary Karr (2015) 
describes the act of writing memoir as a means to “let yourself tell those 
smaller anecdotes or stories; the overarching capital-S, Story … eventually 
rise[s] into view” (p. 148). By reading and cultivating my stories, I support, 
cultivate, and create new meaning; to live and to learn through what I have 
experienced by asking myself to look back while also looking forward. This is 
certainly no easy feat. 

Memoir comes with bias, with a willingness to show sides of ourselves 
and others, typically those closest to us, in ways that may not always be 
forthcoming or understood. To write memoir, is to be brave and to be brave 
requires vulnerability. To undertake the act of writing memoir, requires the 
reflexive act of asking oneself: Did what I experience really happen? What 
could I stand to learn from my experiences? 

In writing memoir, we implicate others. However, the risk of writing a 
memoir bravely outweighs the withholding of stories that can be told in order 
to explore the centrality of who we are and who we may become as a result of 
writing. 

Memoirists often write about some of the most traumatic and 
melancholic events that have occurred to them or write for and to those 
whose voices can no longer speak of these matters. Matters of the heart and 
the complexity of family dynamics are experiences in life that are not always 
shared in writing about them. In these past 6 years of research, I have only 
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begun to write about the challenges and the joys in my life and have been 
hesitant to share what I believe is sacred to me. 

However, I couldn’t help but ask these questions: What if I were to 
share more of my personal experiences? How could others benefit from 
reading my experiences? What might I discover about where I flourish and 
thrive personally and professionally if I wrote about my experiences without 
fear? How do I learn to honour my personal rest and renewal practices while 
continuing to be resilient? How would sharing what I have written about my 
continued efforts to honour rest and renewal provide others with an 
understanding to take care of themselves? 

Writer Anaïs Nin (1976) notes, “We write to taste life twice—once in 
the moment and once in retrospection” (p. 3). Writing of educational practice, 
fly fishing, and who I am becoming in the process of these experiences is a 
chance to revisit places I have been, revisit people and experiences that I 
have learned from and most importantly, as a process of the heart and 
vulnerability, to share with others experiences that may bring hope. In the 
past, I have tried to share what I have learned about taking care of myself 
and honouring my personal rest and renewal practices through blogging, 
tweets, a TEDx talk, with minimal feedback. As time moves forward, I realize 
more and more that the biggest impact to my ability to recognize and act 
upon a continued personal practice of rest and renewal has come from 
reading the written experiences of others. Educator Gillian Maimon (2009) 
notes, “Teaching is no work for automatons. It is profoundly human work, 
with stakes higher than any other work I can imagine” (p. 216). Writing 
about this work has been at times difficult yet cathartic and healing while 
learning through the method of writing itself. In writing a memoir, the 
literary journey is never ending. It is an ultimate act of inquiry that asks its 
writer to accept that in sharing stories of a personal nature, that they “call 
for the intimate textual intertwining of writer and reader” (Pryer, 2011, 
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p. 14). I believe that throughout my process of writing about my experiences 
personally and professionally have produced a significant change in the way 
that I practise how I take care of myself. I know now that my practice of 
writing emerged as a profound practice of supporting my wellbeing. Writing 
served as a praxis to enable resilience and strengthen me in times when I 
could not turn to anything else as a source of support. 

Memoir as a method of inquiry serves to illuminate spaces above and 
beyond just ourselves and who we are, as Pryer (2011) states, 

At first glance, the focus of memoir may seem to be set firmly on 
the self. However, for the purposes of research in the field of 
education, the focus lies not on the self, but on the space between 
educational practice and the self. Family stories, photographs, 
personal and family artifacts, letter, conversations, anecdotes, 
and memories comprise the data for research, and act as a 
springboard for the study of the self and of others in context, 
enabling the researcher to seek patterns in the complexities of 
everyday experience that illuminate cultural and social 
structures, identity formation, and lived experiences of power and 
possibility. The reflexive qualities of such a methodology allow 
the researcher to incorporate personal, emotional, sensual, 
embodied responses to the data. Such a tactic is deliberately 
evocative … calling the reader into the intimacy of textual spaces, 
inviting recognition, insight and interpretation. (p. 15) 

In using life writing, photography, and memoir, I wish to illuminate spaces 
between the struggle of trying to thrive personally and professionally. We are 
so often caught in funneling who we believe people to be, and yet, memoir 
serves as a powerful method in which we can generously offer a view into the 
spaces in-between the personal and professional, while still allowing the 
Reader the ability to interpret these written experiences for the purpose of 
informing their own knowledge and contexts. 

In writing my doctoral thesis as a memoir, my writing acts as an 
epistemological stance. I am learning and making meaning from my own 
created and recreated writings of my personal and professional experiences. 
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The weaving of my photography and my life writing, in the form of a memoir, 
are an invitation to the Reader to find their own possible ways to discover 
learnings within their own lived lives for themselves. My experiences have 
been written as “a selective interpretation of life: it is never complete, and is 
always partial and tentative” (Pryer, 2011, p. 17). Memoir invites its readers 
to imagine multiple paths of becoming (Ellsworth, as cited in de Freitas, 
2007) and “honour the complex continuity of learning” (p. 7) as an act of 
knowing. Learning new ways of practising personal rest and renewal in this 
world can be done by reflecting upon, in writing, what has come before and 
imparting the lessons learned from these experiences to others. Remembering 
and writing our memories allows us to go forward with hope, with tenacity, 
and with life’s teachings in a world that so often turns to negativity, 
antipathy, and distrust. 
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Photo 12. Palette, oncorhynchus mykiss. 

Métissage: Weaving Practice, Reflection, Voices, and 
Experience 

Experiences-especially, of the physical, natural world-are often 
profoundly provocative. They prompt thought, reflection, self-
analysis, wondering. As I recollect biographical elements of my 
life I shape and mould them to fit my ever-developing perceptions 
of the world and myself in it. I stretch and cajole memory. I play 
with it but, always, I seek meaning. (Knowles, 2001, pp. 97–98) 

 
arl Leggo (2008) understands, “we need to write personally because we 

live personally, and our personal living is always braided with our other ways 
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of living—professional, academic, administrative, artistic, social and political” 
(p. 5). Blending my written autobiographical experience, through writing 
memoir with multiple modes of expression including: life writing, 
photography, personal reflections and academic wonderings and wanderings; 
all present multiple tributaries of experiences form a collective riverbed from 
which I seek to learn and interpret meaning while forming new meaning at 
the same time. 

Gadamer (1975) writes, “The horizon of the present cannot be formed 
without the past” (p. 305). This reconnection of writing about experiences 
from the past through my inquiry, further supports Gadamer’s notion of the 
hermeneutic circle. My experience of the hermeneutic circle is echoed in the 
words of Professor Emeritus David G. Smith (1991), who assured that 
whenever we are engaged in the activity of interpreting our lives—we are 
engaging in hermeneutics, simply asking of us all, “isn’t it all hermeneutics?” 
(p. 187). Smith would also assert, “Hermeneutics is in showing the way in 
which the meaning of anything is always arrived at referentially and 
relationally rather than … absolutely” (p. 197). Writing to articulate my 
experiences, my assumptions, and with the bravery of writing some of my 
most vulnerable moments is the relational hermeneutic that has taught me 
that I can make new meaning; but the act of revisiting what I have written is 
also recursive. Each time that I re-read my writing or engage in discourse 
about it with others of whom I have shared it with, I am immersing myself in 
ways to interpret my life. This is done with the importance of what 
Indigenous scholar and writer Dwayne Donald (2011) emphasizes is the 
importance of acknowledging that “hermeneutics works to interpret and give 
voice to the difficulty and ambiguousness of life itself” (p. 14). Revisiting my 
writing in order to better interpret and act upon my learnings of how to 
thrive personally and professionally call upon a hermeneutic imagination 
(Donald, 2011, p. 14) that “helps us make sense of ambiguity” (p. 14), but I 
also believe that in having a hermeneutic imagination, I have been able to 
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imagine what are the possibilities of who I become when I know I am 
thriving. Attending to the interpretation of my experiences, métissage braids 
my past experiences with those of others while allowing the Reader space to 
interpret the possibilities of their own personal and professional contexts. 

The act of braiding parts of my lived experiences is through the 

method known as métissage. Hasebe-Ludt et al. (2009) asserts, 

When immersed in the act of writing and braiding we are 
distinctly aware how juxtaposing and mixing our narratives 
create a new text that is stronger and more complex than any of 
our individual stories. Every time we weave these texts, we act 
out our soul-full connectivity, hermeneutically and artistically. 
(p. 7) 

The act of braiding my stories and photography with those of my personal 
and professional experiences and those of my father’s is a part of my 
“wayfinding” (Chambers, as cited in Hasebe-Ludt et al., 2009, p. 7). 
Métissage supported my way to articulate new understandings that are 
immersed in familial history, egocentric experiences of my own, and of those 
experienced in the professional settings I have taught therein. 

In the words of memoir writer Mary Karr (2016), “none of us can ever 
know the value of our lives, or how our separate and silent scribbling may 
add to the amenity of the world, if only by how radically it changes us, one 
and by one” (p. 218). Karr is one of many writers who substantiated our 
reasons to write personally in hopes that others will be affected by the 
profound and mundane experiences of life in order to better make sense of 
our own contexts and lives. I believe one of the most important benefits to 
reading the work of writers such as Brené Brown or Mary Karr is that the 
stories presented to us provide a window into their experiences personally 
first, then the professionally. They have both shared their vulnerable stories, 
allowing readers a space to reflect upon their own personal and professional 
contexts. In my own writing within this dissertation, I wish to impress the 
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same emphasis to the Reader by providing a window of possibility and 
liminality by sharing my experiences. 

Included in some of my stories are the voices of the participants I chose 
to sit with and have in-depth conversations about professional and personal 
struggles with thriving in education. I met with four individuals: a school 
counsellor, a middle-school principal, a classroom teacher that had also 
taught in the United States as well as here in British Columbia, and a 
classroom teacher that had taught in multiple provinces in Canada. All of 
whom had individually more than 10 years of practice in education. 
Collectively, these individuals had more than 86 years of experience. Over 
the course of several months and our conversations were two to three hours 
long, each conversation revealed personalized strategies to stay healthy 
mentally and physically in the profession of Education. What I learned in 
these conversations2 was that taking care of ourselves as educators is often a 
complex exploration and acknowledgement of who we are, what we are 
capable of tolerating in terms of stress and how we honour our personal and 
professional boundaries in order to thrive more often in the profession of 
Education. I learned that I had not honoured my own boundaries that led to 

 
2 Ethics approval was obtained from the Simon Fraser University (SFU) Research Ethics 

Board (REB). Ensuring compliance with the Tri Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct 
of Research Involving Humans (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018) and 
Policy R20.01. Research data was gathered from: 
- A series of in-depth, semi-structured interviews involving approximately four people 

who have been involved in multiple roles in education or similar experiences. This could 
include teachers, mentors and scholars; but may not be limited to community members, 
school trustees, administrators, teacher educators, educators, mentors and scholars. 

- Ongoing conversations, including emails, with my Father. 
- My (Katherine Mulski’s) personal journals, professional field notes, photography, 

poetry, and writing from the past 10 years. 
The research participants were not minors and I was not in a student-instructor relationship 
with the participants at the time of the research. The interviewees were given the choice to 
remain anonymous or to be identified. Reflections as well as responses from myself and 
participants were also held to and abide by the Standards of Practice and the Code of Ethics 
as a Teacher in British Columbia. The questions and methodology for this study was 
approved by the SFU REB committee. Ethics approval REB #: 20180322. 
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me doing too much at the expense of my health and wellness. I learned that 
taking care of yourself requires consistent attention and attunement and that 
some years would not reflect the same amount of time dedicated to being able 
to take care of oneself as a result of changing contexts of work and personal 
events in the lives of educators. In my conversations with participants, there 
were common themes tied to the complexity of the organizations of education 
that we all experienced. This included the feeling of needing to do more with 
less time, the frustration around organizational decisions that did not consult 
educators, as well as the feeling that without personal strategies for self-care, 
stress often led to feeling tired and burned out from the work being done 
professionally. I learned in listening in these conversations, that no matter 
your role in education, there was no one-size-fits-all approach to which 
strategies worked best for each individual.  

Artist-researcher-teachers … re-create, re-search, and re-learn 
ways of understanding, appreciating, and representing the world. 
They embrace a métissage existence that integrates knowing, 
doing, and making, an existence that desires an aesthetic 
experience found in an elegance of flow between intellect, feeling, 
and practice. (Irwin, 2004, p. 29) 

I see the weaving of a/r/tography and métissage literary writing as a means 
to recreate and revisit my research and my lived questions at the intersection 
of my photography, my stories, my previous scholarship, the scholars that 
sustain my readership and experiential learning through my experiences as a 
teacher, a colleague, a friend, a researcher, and ultimately as a human being. 

I continue to play and work and re/work with what Rita Irwin (2004) 
has stated to be “hyphenated relationships.… Métissage is an act of 
interdisciplinarity. It hyphenates, bridges, slashes, and creates other forms of 
thirds that provide the space for exploration, translation, and understanding 
in deeper and more enhanced ways of meaning-making” (p. 27). “Métissage 
requires researchers to craft pieces of autobiographical writing in which they 
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research and teach themselves. The texts are selected and braided in such a 
way as to highlight both points of affinity (Haraway, 1994) and dissonance” 
(Hasebe-Ludt et al., 2009, p. 9). Thus, I offer to you, dear Reader, several 
modes of meaning making in the form of métissage to share my journey: life 
writing, photography, academic reflection, and intergenerational knowledge 
and knowing. Braiding these modes of meaning in the form of a personal 
memoir of fly fishing with my father, is what Hawaiian scholar Manulani 
Aluli Meyer (2008) would describe as the “triangulation of mind, body, and 
spirit” (p. 224). When I interpret or express meaning from my writing in 
these multiple modes, I am changed, as is my evolving understanding of what 
I am learning about myself and my personal and professional contexts. I will 
never stop learning how to continue to build resiliency in my practice as an 
educator and in my personal life attending to honoring those practices that 
allow me to thrive more often. As a result of triangulating my understandings 
of knowledge, I am paying more attention to who I am becoming in the 
process of all of this. I have made a lot of progress but I will continue to learn 
over and over. In making meaning of my writing I have found more strength 
to withstand challenges that life presents, my capacity for resiliency has 
increased, and the possibilities to thrive amidst these challenges do not seem 
as cumbersome as they once were. 
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Photo 13. Sunset on Merritt, Aspen Grove. 
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Situating Myself 

 
n working with several methodologies, I have identified two ecologies of 

practice from which I make meaning, reflect, and share my formal and 
informal practice. I define ecologies of practice as my sites of learning and 
living. I have chosen to focus on two ecologies of practice that impact my 
wellbeing the most: the classroom and the outdoors. 

Figure 1 

My Ecologies of Practice 

 

When I speak of ecologies, I speak of the places in which I live, play, 
and work. I acknowledge that at the center of both my ecologies of practice, is 
myself. Self refers to who I am in relation to the places I have had the 
privilege to explore and photograph. The natural world is the land on which I 
have been learning, teaching, and fishing. Last, my practices relevant to my 

I 

 

SELF 

NATURAL WORLD PRACTICES RELEVANT TO 
WELL-BEING  
(i.e., fishing) 
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well-being continue to be found in my pursuit of learning to fly fish. As with 
teaching and learning in my educational practice, there has been years of 
progression within this practice. My well-being is tied to fly fishing, and thus 
is pivotal to making meaning within a triangulation of myself and the 
natural world. 

Fly Fishing, for a long time now, has developed much more for me than 
a simple pastime or hobby. Defined as “an activity done regularly in one’s 
leisure time for pleasure” (“Hobby,” n.d., para. 5) fishing for me, not only 
derives pleasure and relaxation, but it has slowly grown into a passion that is 
steeped in familial legacy. Although many may say that fishing, like many 
other activities, provides an escape from the professional obligations and 
stressors of our lives. However, I have come to acknowledge that fly fishing is 
much more than that in that it supports my ability to decompress and 
immerse myself in the natural world. However, when it comes to writing 
about my experiences fly fishing while braiding learnings from my father 
with my teaching practices, I have come to notice an alignment of my 
learnings between both those ecologies of practice over time (“Alignment,” 
n.d.). As I do with my teaching practice, I began a similar trajectory of 
learning when I began fly fishing. I spent a lot of time talking to others who 
had years of practice, I found mentors to help me get started and teach me 
the proper basics, I read books to inspire more adventures and practice of fly 
fishing. I spent a lot of years in similar cycles of action and reflection with my 
practices of fly fishing as I did in classroom teaching practices. The 
imperative of upholding my wellbeing are all inextricably tied to my practices 
and learning of fly fishing. The stories I have written, root themselves in the 
importance of learning through the experiential and the necessity to find 
practices that renew my spirit. It is my hope that in bringing attention to the 
importance of sharing our stories, I have been able to continue to cultivate a 
disposition of always being prepared to learn. One of the key ways I have 
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come to learn more deeply about taking care of my wellbeing has been 
through being connected to the land and being outside. 

Being outside for me, is as somatic as it is visceral. Ojibwe writer 
Richard Wagamese (2008) describes this feeling as “the land is a feeling. The 
silence is tactile. You can feel it on your skin” (p. 91). Associate Professor and 
Director for Laurier University’s Centre for Indigegogy, Dr. Kathleen Absolon 
(2016) affirms, “Land and spirit are intrinsically connected. Being on the land 
is being in relationship with spirit” (p. 49). Being outside, and the act of fly 
fishing, provides another space from which I can relax but also reflect, 
reconnect to myself spiritually and make new meaning of my experiences in 
my life. 

Land-based practices such as fly fishing are tied to my wellbeing. Land-based 
practices is defined as such by Jennifer Redvers (2016), researcher for land-
based practices in the Northwest Territories, Yukon, and Nunavit: 

The term Land-based is being used across the north to describe 
an Indigenous understanding of the world, and the inseparability 
of land and water from our health and wellbeing. It is a key 
concept for understanding First Nations, Métis and Inuit views 
on mental wellness, which can’t be separated from emotional, 
physical and spiritual health or the land itself. Land-based 
understandings recognize that being on the land itself heals. This 
traditional knowledge (TK) is further supported by current 
biomedical research documenting in detail the many health and 
healing benefits of spending time in the outdoors including 
improved cognition, memory and mood. (p. 1) 

For me, fly fishing evolved from an activity that I occasionally joined my 
father for a day or 2-day adventure to escape the noise of my busy and 
stressful work as an educator; however, I now know that fly fishing is a land-
based practice in which I continue to seek to learn from as I learn from my 
father, from the land, and from the act of fly fishing itself. I believe that this 
is further confirmed through the teaching and learnings my father has 
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bestowed upon me. My father has practiced his own ways of knowledge and 
knowing through his own land-based practices. He has imparted on me, the 
importance of connecting with the land, and the importance that that time 
brings to each of us and our wellbeing. 

I believe I turned to fishing as an integral part of my practice when I 
had lost my ability to see through the grief and the overwhelming feeling that 
I was disconnected to myself as well as my personal and professional values. 
If I could at least reconnect to a practice that ensouled me, maybe I would 
find my way back to myself? I discovered that fly fishing is a pathway to my 
practice of my state of being inside and outside of my identity and practice as 
an educator. I situate my reflections and practice through a second ecology of 
practice, one in which focuses on my teaching experiences in the field of 
education and my identity and learnings as an educator. 

Figure 2 

My Ecologies of Practice (2) 

 

 

SELF 
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Writing about my experiences as an educator is not just for the sake of 
taking my ideas and my reflections out of the pages; but to also prevent the 
Reader from reductive thoughts of who and how educator’s think, breathe, 
and live their practice. It is my hope that my writing invites the Reader to 
situate themselves in how they relate, then reflect on their own wellbeing 
practices. For myself, it has been a slow process over many years but I have 
noticed that even within district initiatives and teacher unions, wellbeing 
practices have now become the forefront of a commodified way of trying to 
broach the subject of how to take care of ourselves in our roles as educators. 
What I feel is missing is the authenticity of experiences, of stories, and the 
vulnerability to share as much of what we experience. The challenge to 
sharing more of our experiences in education is hushed by policy, politics, and 
ethical codes. For example, for once, I would rather read an email from a 
colleague from anywhere in British Columbia right now, struggling to keep 
their head above water. Instead, I am presented with “Wellness Wednesday” 
emails in which I am shown which books to read, what I should do to take 
care of myself, and what breathing exercises I should be undertaking. Stories, 
rather, bring meaning to the commonalities in our experiences; and in 
writing and reflecting through memoir, I do not purposely wish to depreciate 
or scale down the complex issues of being an educator in practice. Yet, my 
Wednesday emails continue to oversimplify the systemic reasons for why 
educators are struggling with their wellbeing. These weekly reminders are 
but only one way of commodifying a complex issue, as they tout restoring 
balance to our lives. I have long recognized for myself that I cannot subscribe 
to the practice of wellness as a curriculum. I am immersed in knowing that 
wellness through the action of fly fishing for me, is a place of practice and 
thriving. 

There are a plethora of wellness emails circulating our professional 
inboxes from our teachers’ unions, school districts, and general social media 
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platforms that address our western societal need for a restoration of balance 
in our lives. I’m not sure that balance is the right terminology for the contexts 
of my own personal and professional need to restore and regain better 
boundaries that help me thrive and feel well.  

Balance denotes that every aspect of our lives would be equally 
partitioned and accounted for, whereas I hope that in inquiring through 
practice and through memoir, I seek some examples of harmony in my 
personal and professional practices. Harmony would at least allow for an ebb 
and flow of all aspects of my life while still creating melodies that can be held 
while some hold dissonance. When we know something is off-key, we often 
learn slowly to be responsive and adaptive in the face of change. I think that 
adapting our practices around wellbeing and acknowledging that we won’t 
have it all figured out all the time, is a large part of why our energy and 
attention given to taking care of ourselves vacillates frequently. We simply 
can’t attend to it all the time, however, aligning what we do professionally 
with ways in which we can keep ourselves well, is what I am continuing to 
learn. I have learned that I am inextricably tied to the land that I explore and 
fish upon. I have learned that the practice of reflecting through my writing 
while being on the land is what helps me feel well, feel rested, and feel better 
able to confront the complexity of my work as an educator. 

Flourishing, Thriving, and Wellbeing 

 
ellbeing is a combined understanding of the words, well and being. 

When we look at both the etymological definitions of these words, well is 
defined as “in good health, not ailing” (“Well,” n.d., para. 6). Being is defined 
as a “condition, state, circumstances; presence, fact of existing” (“Being,” n.d., 
para. 2). When I make reference to teacher wellbeing, or my own wellbeing, I 
am referring to my mental and physical state of being in good health while 

W 



44 

attending to my personal and professional life. Thriving and flourishing are 
linked in meaning and language. There is no official etymological 
understanding of thriving without referring to flourishing. The etymology of 
the word flourishing is “to flourish, be prosperous, from flos a flower, to 
thrive, bloom. [The] Metaphoric sense of ‘thrive’ is mid-14c” (“Flourishing,” 
n.d., para. 4). Therefore, when I speak to my own personal or professional 
thriving, flourishing is interchangeable in its meaning to me. I interpret 
thriving and flourishing as a state above and beyond just surviving or 
existing.  

Within the context of education, Cherkowski and Walker (2018) define 
flourishing as a way which “honours the work of teaching, learning, and 
leading in schools, that recognizes the complexity of that work, and that 
highlights a holistic understanding of teacher wellbeing as deeply connected 
to the success and wellbeing of students” (p. 7). I connected this 
understanding to my own practice when I began teaching teachers. I noticed 
the same stressors that my colleagues were being afflicted by (sleep 
deprivation, family issues, financial issues, and a lack of support) were also 
similar to the experiences of their students. I am not saying that all of these 
afflictions are caused at the site of schools or in classrooms. However, based 
on what I discovered on the research of teacher wellbeing was nothing I 
didn’t already feel in my heart and my body. The relationship between how 
teachers can build their own reserves of resiliency in the face of their own 
personal and professional challenges directly impacts their ability to attend 
to the emotional and the academic needs of their students.  

Scenario: It’s the final 5 minutes of what has been an 
excruciatingly challenging week teaching at school. You are 
reveling in how you just have to make it to the bell so that you 
can have some semblance of a weekend and try to regroup your 
rest in order to face another oncoming week. As your class packs 
their bags and the end of day announcements drone on, a 
student in your class comes up to you- seemingly in a panic. 
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They divulge to you that they think another student in your 
class has been ideating suicide but won’t come forward to 
counsellors or anyone else for help. Knowing that you have a 
duty of care to ensure that the student of interest doesn’t leave 
the school property before having an eight-step assessment done 
and at least a phone call from your principal, the end of the day 
bell rings. It’s in those split seconds of decisions where you know 
that all of what you have left in your resiliency reserves will be 
used to making sure that student gets the support and help that 
they need. You don’t know it in those moments, but once you are 
assured that the students are in the care of the principal and 
that their parents are on their way; you will spend the rest of 
your weekend playing out what might have happened if you had 
dismissed the kids a minute earlier, if you hadn’t convinced the 
student to stay on the school premises. You don’t realize the 
emotional toll this event has taken on you until you realize that 
you’ve slept the majority of your weekend away and all 
responsibilities and activities you wanted to do aren’t possible. 
You’re simply too tired. You think about whether or not days 
will continue to be like this and how will you gather the energy 
to attend to it? You ask yourself: How will I continue to keep up 
at this pace personally and professionally? 

It is acknowledged by scholars that supporting a mindset shift around how 
we view ourselves and our work can make a difference in how we then 
support ourselves positively (Brown, 2010; Cherkowski & Walker, 2018; 
McGonical, 2015). For scholar and social researcher Brené Brown, this meant 
researching the importance of the role of being vulnerable, which better 
informed personal and professional relationships in families and in 
organizations. This scholarship has led to how we within the profession 
approach strategies for wellbeing professionally and personally. It is often 
easy to focus on the negative and the complex institutional issues that 
schools and schooling present to us as educators; however many of these 
issues are out of the scope of influence for educators unless they are directly 
affecting changes to educational policy. More often than not, decisions 
regarding educational practices (whether it is constantly changing protocols 
around report cards or general school policies) are being made without 
consultation with educators and students and the effects of these policies on 
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their wellbeing in mind. With increased accountability for students’ academic 
success it can feel difficult to find the time to address and nurture the social 
and emotional needs of our students but the research points towards a 
mutually informing relationship between students and their teachers 
(Aguilar, 2018; Cherkowski & Walker, 2018; Schonert-Reichl et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, our health is inextricably complicated by the complex 
relationships we have to the institutions we serve and whose policies can 
often lack support for us when we become unwell (Cherkowski & Walker, 
2018). By focusing more often on the positive possibilities of our work and of 
our relationships between others, adopting a more appreciative attitude of 
gratitude towards the ways in which we work all benefits our ability to feel 
that we are well and thriving in our work and our personal lives (Brown, 
2018; Carver, 2017; Huffington, 2015). When we are flourishing, we “have a 
strong sense of meaning, mastery and mattering to others” (Grant, 2021, 
para. 6). However, I must argue that we must also acknowledge and accept 
that our cycles of thriving and flourishing have seasons. Not all seasons will 
promote growth or be conducive to our ability to feel well. It is in 
acknowledging and planning for our “seasons” of wellbeing, that we can 
possibly be more prepared to react and cushion the more challenging times 
we face whether personally, professionally, or when both are in crisis. An 
example of this is the typical start up for most classroom teachers in 
September of each scholastic year. It is frenzied with much to prepare for 
instructionally. Curriculum updates, multiple meetings with staff and 
colleagues on top of meetings for individualized plans for students in their 
classrooms make most days exceptionally long. I have witnessed many 
classroom teachers staying as late as dinner time and consistently 
throughout the month of September to ensure that they feel prepared for the 
months to come. That time commitment takes a toll on our ability to make 
time for healthy eating, regular exercise, time with family and friends, and 
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time with our own passions and pursuits that would typically add a more 
well-rounded expenditure of their own personal time. If we are better 
prepared to plan for it by acknowledging and applying boundaries around our 
time management or developing the habits of prioritizing healthy meals and 
prioritizing exercise, any or all of these possibilities can make a difference in 
our wellbeing. 

I have learned that more often than not, however, we have a hard time 
acknowledging and recognizing aspects of thriving in our lives when we are 
overrun by stressors that are typically exacerbated by school processes such 
as district directives or initiatives. Our own sense of organization within our 
work as well as our home lives, and the complexity of being a parent, spouse, 
or sibling to others often contribute as well to sources as stressors. In order to 
attain a better sense of thriving on a consistent basis, we must pay attention 
to positive ways we view ourselves within the work we do (Cherkowski & 
Walker, 2018; Huffington, 2015). This means acknowledging what we have 
been able to accomplish rather than focusing on what still has yet to be done. 

I learned from my in-depth conversations with educators, counsellors, 
and administrators, one of the most powerful themes to emerge from all of 
our dialogues was the importance of maintaining a purposeful pursuit of 
positive outlooks on the work we engage in. By doing so, naming our hopes 
did not dispel the difficulties and challenges our work in schools presents, 
however, it shed light on our ability to maintain an attention to the work that 
directly affected students positively; rather than be caught up in the 
minutiae of politics or institutional organizations. A personal example of my 
own challenges to maintain my own health while working was my own 
internal drive for me to deliver a constant cycle yearly of professional 
development sessions for school districts and staffs. I felt the continual 
pressure to “perform” in order to deliver “fixing” solutions for fellow educators 
who would have a myriad of teaching contexts so different from my own. With 
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time, mastery, and a deepened understanding of the complexities of our work 
as educators, my focus to present professional learning has changed. I no 
longer ascribe professional learning as a solution to classroom practice 
challenges. I learned this through my time working in practitioner inquiry 
practices with the teachers I taught in their graduate programs. I see 
professional learning now as an opportunity to share the knowledge of what I 
have been applying with a multitude of classrooms with diverse learners and 
learning needs. I no longer feel pressured to present at every single 
professional day offered and choose to be selective with how often I am 
delivering my lectures and workshops depending on my energy, my own 
wellbeing, and whether or not I am able to accommodate the time to prepare 
for the learning sessions in a way that honours my most important priority: 
my health. 

It is clear that teacher wellbeing matters. Feeling that you can thrive 
in your professional and personal life matters. I believe in the possibilities of 
enriched relationships between educators and the community they serve 
when conditions that help support wellbeing and growth are sought and 
provided (Aguilar, 2018). 

There is a moral and ethical imperative for supporting the 
wellbeing of teachers. Our logic was that if school improvement is 
fundamentally about teachers thinking and acting in healthy 
ways that meaningfully improve learning and loving in schools, 
then the heart of school improvement is dependent on the 
wellbeing of those teachers and their capacity to lead learning 
with moral purpose. (Cherkowski & Walker, 2018, p. 24) 

Knowing this need for wellbeing, it is important to acknowledge the lack of 
literature and research, especially that within Canadian public school 
contexts, around conversations with teachers, administrators and school 
district employees about the impact of stress and the struggle to feel as 
though you are thriving in professional contexts. 
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Photo 14. Mum’s roses, Home. 

In a recent article in the New York Times, writer Adam Grant (2021) 
identified a newer term that has come to the forefront of the struggle to 
thrive and defined languishing as “the void between depression and 
flourishing—the absence of well-being” (para. 7). Given the recent climate of 
a global pandemic at the time of writing parts of this dissertation. I am 
inviting you, the Reader, to contemplate the importance of identifying ways 
in which you can enact your own strategies for a practice of wellbeing. Our 
current professional climate has invited us again to think about mindsets and 
philosophies around ways of taking care of ourselves because of the year 2020 
(arguably the start of the global pandemic) to the present day. Personally, I 
struggled with the longevity of the pandemic and the conditions it wrought on 
classroom practice and teaching. Time away fishing, for example, was limited 
or put on hold as a result of travel restrictions within our province. I really 
felt the impact of the lack of my ability to reconnect with my Dad on the lakes 
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as we neared almost a 3-month hiatus and missed our usual season start-ups 
and weekends away. I believe the most impact of not being able to fish was 
the lack of interspersed decompression time between intense weeks of 
teaching in my school. The bridging between spring break (March) to the 
year-end (June) is often difficult and tiring in the best of situations. However, 
a global pandemic restricted what was once a daily routine of waking early 
and arriving at my school early; replacing it with online wake up roll calls 
checking in with my students to ensure they were still getting minimal 
instructional time online in literacy and numeracy. I felt an acute loss of 
connection with my students. The sudden stop to what we all had as 
recognizable routines all contributed to languishing during this time. 

Challenges to Our Wellbeing 

 
urrently, there are several projects in British Columbia that are geared 

towards supporting mental health initiatives around wellbeing for public 
schools3 but these do not address the individualized needs of educators who 
are working with students in a school context. They are focused on the hours 
away from work contexts and not the wellbeing of its members. Furthermore, 
the Ministry of Education funds directives which monitor teacher attendance, 
but these directives and programs have not addressed the root issue of why 
teachers in British Columbia have some of the highest amounts of absences 
in Canada and as a result, teachers continue to take days off for a myriad of 
reasons but with the theme of wellbeing at the threshold. 

Presently, recommendations for workplace wellbeing and health 
initiatives have been left in the hands of the British Columbia Teachers 

 
3 DASH BC has been providing pilot program certification and grants to those schools that 

have applied (DASH, n.d.). 

C 
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Federation (BCTF) or with individual school districts willing to prioritize and 
address this crucial link to wellbeing for all stakeholders. Attendance 
management pilot programs continue to inform districts of the absenteeism 
level of staff but have also drawn a clear blockage, according to Naylor (2016), 
“The implicit messages are clear: reduce sick time at whatever cost to 
yourself, or progressively more direct, intrusive, and possibly menacing steps 
will be introduced to pressure you back to work” (p. 14). There is still an 
incredible pressure educators place on themselves to attend work regardless 
of wellness or burnout concerns as sick days are categorized in a particular 
way. Software used by districts often track patterns of absent days and 
request accountability. This generates a fear of consequences when teachers 
cannot take a day off of work without feeling a tremendous amount of guilt.  

As one participant in their conversation with me noted about taking a sick 
day,  

I actually take the term absenteeism personally, you know? There 
are weeks where I’ve hit my pinnacle of stress because of either 
some personal things that are happening on my own home front 
on top of all the dynamics of what might be happening with the 
social-emotional needs and situations of some of my students. 
Even when I take a day off, which is rare, I’m not “absent”, I’m 
still very much present which is usually evident when I’m still 
creating lesson plans while I’m away, still communicating with 
support staff throughout the day about a particular student, 
speaking to administration regarding other issues happening in 
my classroom on top of communicating with our teaching 
partners. I’m not really away and there isn’t a lot of reprieve from 
the work. I see how burnout is common and how many of us just 
keep working through it thinking things will improve. The 
tiredness is insidious. (Lynda, Teacher, personal communication, 
January 7, 2019)  

If we as a community of educators acknowledge that wellbeing 
practices cannot be solely implemented on the level of the students we serve, 
how do we address it? Personalize it? Prioritize it in our own lives when the 
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very institutions we live and work within, have yet to catch up? Simply put, 
the consistent practice of wellbeing is a political act. As we do by the act of 
educating, so too must we accept that by learning to advocate for our 
wellbeing, we learn to question and change policy through the act of taking 
care of ourselves. Accepting that burnout and compassion fatigue are 
possibilities of the work we do as educators in education, I continue to explore 
my own context around the question: how can I better cope and thrive? 

Personalizing Thriving 

 
here is often a lack of available ways for teachers to access literature, 

programs and groups that may focus on thriving in their profession; many 
times it is up to the individual to seek out and provide their own strategies or 
ways to help them cope and thrive in their profession. For me personally, it 
was under the mentorship of others in the profession who were willing to 
share their strategies, their literature, and my own self-discovery of 
strategies that enabled me to better find ways to take care of myself in my 
profession. Participants in my in-depth conversations provided me with a 
multitude of strategies as a means to help take care of themselves within and 
outside of their professional settings. Most strategies outside of their 
professional settings included participating in a form of exercise, 
disconnecting from technology temporarily, finding a way to rest, and 
grounding themselves in practices of gratitude and reflection (Subject Matter 
Experts, personal communications, December 22, 2018; January 15–16, 
2019). Strategies for wellbeing beyond professional settings also include 
being on the land upon which we live. The importance of land practices is 
imperative to our wellbeing (V. Kelly, personal communication, May 15, 
2020). The importance of having a land-based practice, such as fly fishing, 
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helps to service ways in which I can strategize my wellbeing and help identify 
times of thriving.  

 
Photo 15. First hatch, Batstone Lake. 

 Strategies within professional work settings are complex and 
dependent upon the context of the work and the professional conducting the 
work. Workflow, as defined by the Oxford dictionary, is “the series of stages 
that a particular piece or type of work passes through from the beginning 
until it is finished; the rate at which it passes through these stages” 
(“Workflow,” n.d., para. 5). Workflow, then, becomes particular to any specific 
professional job such as a teacher, school counsellor, or school administrator. 
Often, workflow stages vary and some are often not completed in a linear 
fashion as outside factors such as the people affected, the community in 
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which the professional is practicing changes, as well as logistics such as 
rules, protocols and ways of conducting work often change in educational 
institutions (Fullan & Quinn, 2016). Personal strategies I learned along the 
way in my research included: checking emails at designated times in the day, 
not responding or checking work emails past 4 p.m., declining work that I 
knew I would not be able to complete in a timely manner or that could be 
delegated to other colleagues of whom had more time; these were only a few 
strategies within the professional workplace that helped me to manage my 
own personal workflow. 

When it came to reflecting upon my own strategies, I recognized that I 
had changed my strategies yearly, as my sites of work often changed as did 
my own personal needs at the time. More often than not, I was very cognizant 
of the strategies that would help support my wellness but often did not enact 
them due to my prior workaholic tendencies and the external pressures from 
district staff and supervisors to perform constantly at an unsustainable level 
in my job. 

More and more often, I would find myself angry at the circumstances 
and complexity of teaching. It was clear that my anger was trying to tell me 
something, but I was listening with one ear open. At one point, my anger’s 
manifestation in my hesitation to come to work was taking a toll on me. I 
acknowledged that I needed to investigate why I was feeling this way and 
needed new ways to express my frustration or communicate with others as I 
realized through many months of exploring how I was feeling, that it wasn’t 
just anger—it was sadness. I was sad at how complex teaching was getting, 
sad at how I wasn’t feeling that I was making a difference. A lot felt out of my 
control, but then Aguilar (2018) confirms, “Context is the stuff we feel we 
have little influence over, that feels outside our control. Sometimes we can 
influence it more than we think, and sometimes it’s important just to name 
and acknowledge it” (p. 35). I don’t want to say that it was a moment of 
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putting my hands up in the air and simply saying, “It is, what it is”; but in 
the same breath, I accepted, that I couldn’t control it all and that a part of 
reconciling staying in the profession of teaching would mean accepting all of 
its faults as well as trying to change some of them from within. 

Aguilar (2018) notes, 

Anger can bring good to the world. Feeling irritated, fed up, mad, 
or outraged can alert us to real threats and injuries in the world 
or in our personal lives that need correcting. Anger can energize 
and fuel us to do something. (p. 63) 

Initially I felt shame for feeling angry about a job and a profession I loved 
and that I had a lot of gratitude towards. Recognizing and acknowledging a 
need for a pivot in my mindset around teaching, I sought new ways to re-
route my feelings, my resilience still feeling low at times, but I simply did not 
want to give up on what I felt was really at the core of my professional 
practice: the love of teaching and learning. The dilemma of teaching is such 
that I need students to see me thriving and living a practice of wellbeing 
while living in states of grace and joy. I believe that we ourselves combined 
with an imperfect system is often sabotaging our ability as educators to 
experience this. 

It was strikingly clear that the need to be outside and I knew that 
participating in a regular land practice was directly correlated to better 
feelings of happiness and clarity for myself. As a child I grew up fishing with 
my dad and into my teens and early 20s, had spent many summers exploring 
the stillwater lakes of British Columbia and then would roam the shorelines 
of its rivers in the fall. I acknowledged its importance in my life and began 
finding more ways to ensure I was getting outside and more often than not, 
catching and releasing fish. All of this related to my ability to adapt a land 
practice in order to attend to my professional one. 
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As Manu Aluli-Meyer (2008) reminds us, 

Land is more than a physical place. It is an idea that engages 
knowledge and contextualizes knowing. It is a key that turns the 
doors inward to reflect on how space shapes us.… Land is more 
than just a physical locale; it is a mental one that becomes water 
on the rock of our being. Consideration of our place, our mother, 
is the point here. And she is more than beautiful, or not. She is 
your mother.… Land as an epistemological cornerstone to our 
ways of rethinking is all about relating in ways that are 
sustaining, nourishing, receptive, wise. Knowing with land 
should help you find out more about your own self. (p. 219) 

My mother passed away during the course of writing this dissertation, and 
my connection to her in memory and the land I fish with my father is 
connected through my memories and my writings. I can’t help but note that 
the connection to the land and my mother are no coincidence. They are tied 
through blood and memory. The act of writing through the grief but also the 
writing about the learnings I have absorbed over the years in professional 
practice have all pointed in the direction of discovering my own way of 
learning to flourish and thrive. The act of writing my memories has become 
the means to my own wellbeing practice; as Maxine Greene (2011) notes, 
writing has afforded me the opportunity “to create an identity in the light of 
what I am not yet, in pursuit of possibility” (p. 61). I am writing to 
continually discover who I am becoming in the minute and the significant 
moments of my life because I am paying attention.  

This dissertation crystalizes memoir, life writing, photography, and 
the reflective action of my professional life woven with the personalized 
action and art of fly fishing. Living my research means living my truth while 
ethically existing within the institutions that I work and this is never easy as 
the more time passes, the more complex the contexts and conditions in which 
I teach continue to evolve. 
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Photo 16. Trout scout, Batstone Lake.
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Along the Way: What I’ve Been Learning 

Honouring Our Path 

 
 have put a tremendous investment in myself through remaining 

dedicated to and aligned with teacher inquiry. I wholeheartedly believe that 
this research was essential for me to stay in the profession. However, despite 
dozens of inquiries and improvements to my practice over the years, the 
practice of prioritizing my health was not included. Having spent years 
critically examining many facets of my teaching practice, I somehow 
managed to ignore and deprioritize my wellbeing; denying it as being 
inextricably tied to my practice and germane to remain in a system that is 
slow to reform. I stopped listening to myself, my body, my integrity and lost 
connection to the work of teaching. Connection is a basic need (Brown, 2018) 
and by losing such, I felt further away from feeling like I could continue to 
thrive in my work, and often in my life, as I felt that they were inextricably 
tied. 

I believe that honouring our path means often taking a close look at 
what is not working for us, and trying to change or alter how we approach 
our work, aspects of our daily lives, or other facets where we feel that we 
have lost connectivity to purpose and our ability to thrive. Honouring our 
path can also mean to acknowledge where we are in terms of what is working 
for ourselves and maintaining this path in order to thrive. Not all things can 
change, however, in my case, several significant learnings emerged in my 
research over the past 7 years that I felt contributed to supporting me and 
my strategies to thrive personally and professionally. These learnings have 
become my main focus moving forwards in my work as an educator. 

I 
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A Focus on Trust 

 
uilding relationships in our lives, whether it is personally or 

professionally, not only takes time but requires a foundation of trust. Brown 
(2018) asserts that this is all about showing up for one another while also 
showing up for yourself. Thriving communities of learners, teachers, and 
schools depend on an interconnected sense that they are all showing up for 
one another on a consistent basis. When I think about how I assess my ability 
to trust someone, I ask myself: Can I trust this person? Do I respect this 
person? Do I trust that they will show up when really needed? If I can answer 
yes to these questions, I know that regardless of their teaching expertise or 
seniority, that I will feel comfortable collaborating and thus, thrive in the 
community we contribute to—together. Students thrive when they see the 
adults in their lives trust each other enough to make the efforts for authentic 
and caring relationships. Trust is the glue that is the underpinning of all 
school relationships. The toughest part about trust is that it requires a 
consistent practice of vulnerability from all that are involved. Leaning into 
that vulnerability is the key to potentially thriving in our relationships with 
ourselves and others. 

Mentoring Matters 

 
 ipton et al. (2003) assert, “Classroom instruction is one of the most 

complex intellectual and emotional tasks that any professional undertakes in 
our society; and the journey towards expertise is a lifetime’s work” (p. 65). 
One of the most important aspects to my ability to thrive amidst systemic 
changes was through the support I received as a beginning teacher. I was 
fortunate to collaborate with a mentor that was learning-focused and 
provided me with a balance of support as well as challenges to my practice 

B 
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(Lipman & Wellman, 2003). I continued to seek out more mentors for further 
support throughout my journey as an educator and as a student in my 
graduate work. This helped me to push through some of my most challenging 
times while also maintaining and pursuing a professional vision for myself. 

Lipton et al. (2003) support that “beginning teachers benefitting from 
skilled mentoring are more likely to increase their efficacy as instructional 
problem solvers, engage in collaborative professional exchanges regarding 
improving practice and remain in the teaching profession” (p. 1). The 
appropriate mentor is essential to the development of a new teacher. The 
inherent complexity of teaching requires us to embrace the vulnerability of 
sharing our challenges with one another. When we do share our challenges, 
we can work together to support our professional and pedagogical pursuits in 
a way that honours us and the students we teach. 

A Continued Practice of Deep Listening 

  
 often reflect back on some of my conversations that turned into conflicts 

or misunderstandings with colleagues and I wondered how did this happen in 
the first place? A common denominator in all cases: a lack of really listening. 
Dialogue, from the Greek definition of flow of meaning, is “an inquiry that 
surfaces ideas, perceptions, and understanding that people do not already 
have” (Isaacs, 1999, p. 1) I often found that in dialogue with others I worked 
with, that if I spent more time listening first, even if we did not agree with 
each other’s points of view, we could come to an equitable outcome to help 
support a student or an initiative at the school. William Ury (2015) 
articulates, “One of the biggest gifts we can give anyone is the gift of being 
heard” (15:10).

I 
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Photo 17. Backcasting, Batstone Lake. 
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A crucial aspect tied to trust, is our ability to listen to one another. I 
can recall numerous times where I fell into the trap of trying to argue a point 
with others in order to try and push forward with one initiative or another. I 
recognize that in my own lack of listening, others didn’t feel validated and as 
a result, I could have easily been perceived as not trustworthy. Deep listening 
means that each of us needs to listen from a place of curiosity and empathy, 
even if we don’t agree. When we feel that others have at least listened to us, 
our relationships can flourish and our trust together can still help to build a 
community of learners. Feeling heard validates the experiences of both the 
adults and students in schools.  

A Continued Commitment to Work on my Relationship with 
Myself and Others 

 
ied to trust and listening to one another, is the relationships we foster 

with one another in schools as a staff as well as those we foster with 
students. Arguably the most important relationship we have, is the one with 
ourselves. As educators, the idea of putting ourselves first, is often applied in 
real life but as a last step above putting the needs of others. It is not easy to 
keep a focus on yourself as the busy school year approaches and our focus 
naturally bounces towards those we work with within our school and 
classroom communities. However, without a focus on ourselves—whether it is 
through self-efficacy measures, reflective practice, or wellbeing practices; 
ultimately determines how well we can do our jobs as educators in the long 
term (Aguilar, 2018; Cherkowski & Walker, 2018; Palmer, 2018). 

I questioned my ability to contribute to the bigger picture of teaching 
in education. When I doubted my ability to succeed in my role as a teacher in 
a school, I placed doubt in the ability to see my efficacy to effect real change 
amongst staff and students. Doubts of efficacy came from me forming 
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negative opinions about my ability to change the system while within it. I 
sought out supportive teams and colleagues, which in turn, helped to support 
and foster great relationships with students. Often, a change in how we see 
ourselves and our ability to contribute to a community of caring people, is all 
that is needed in order to better carry ourselves and our work with confidence 
and determination. Finding your ‘yes’ people is essential to our ability to 
thrive in the workplace. I define ‘yes’ people as the colleagues who respect 
and support the boundaries you instill for yourself and remind you in times of 
crisis how to take care of yourself. 

Set and Uphold Professional and Personal Boundaries 

 
ery early on in my teaching career, I had terrible boundaries around 

how long I would stay at work as well as how I might placate others in order 
to avoid confrontations at all costs. Simply put: I wanted to be liked. I believe 
this is a natural stance for newer educators, as often, we are placed at schools 
competing to keep our jobs for the following year. We often perform above and 
beyond what is expected of us to maintain glowing reviews from our peers 
and our students. We may also concede on our standards in order to avoid 
conflict. However, often as a consequence of our concessions is the 
development of hypocrisy and disdain towards our work and the individuals 
implicated in the work we do as educators. 

Of course it is hard to say no when at the first staff meeting there is a 
sign up to volunteer for the extra-curriculars such as coaching and yearbook. 
You are trying to make an impression. You can do it all! Of course it’s hard to 
say no to another senior teacher or administrator, when they ask you to cover 
a block—despite the bags under your eyes and the fifth cup of coffee that isn’t 
even making you twitch anymore, or taking your marking home because you 
didn’t leave the school until dinnertime. 

V 
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Quickly, you have no time for yourself or any wellness practices such 
as your own interests, family obligations, or exercise. It’s a vicious cycle as 
the year progresses, or quite honestly, several years go by. How did I get into 
this in the first place? You’ll ask yourself. Why am I so run down and tired all 
the time? Eventually, you may feel trapped in and resentful towards your 
profession. You love it, but it’s taking everything out of you. The hardest part 
of having any hope of turning any of this lack-of-boundaries overload, is by 
taking a good hard look at yourself and your ability to say no. Ask yourself: 
How can I maintain and uphold boundaries that can keep me from feeling 
overwhelmed? 

It took me over 10 years into the profession as well as an extremely 
public (and recorded) talk on a stage (Mulski, 2017), for me to commit to 
myself and repair my lack of boundaries by learning to say no. Once I 
couldn’t escape my speech being captured on YouTube, I needed to stay 
accountable. I became associated with saying no by my colleagues at work. 
Not surprisingly, this association with saying no saved me from another year 
of taking on too much at a school level and having to prioritize my boundaries 
again. Saying no to things I couldn’t spend time on also meant letting go of 
the guilt associated with feeling that if I didn’t do it, no one else would. You 
know what? Someone will, and if they don’t, that’s not your responsibility. 

I am by no means telling fellow educators to completely stop 
volunteering for things that bring them joy and may contribute to their 
wellbeing and thriving in your personal and professional practice. However, 
doing too much, competes directly with our ability to remain resilient. It does 
not honour our health or our ability to serve ourselves and those that need us 
to stay well. That includes our friends, family, and community of colleagues.
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Photo 18. Walking the Skagit.. 
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It turns out that saying no meant saying yes to the possibility of more 
spare time and ways in which I was able to attend to relationships with 
friends that I had postponed while I was “busy” in the workforce. 

A very wise mentor once told me that a career in teaching is truly one’s 
toughest marathon. We burst out of the gates roaring and putting the speed 
to our feet as we race through the first few years trying to establish ourselves 
but at the cost of our efficacy, confidence, and personal time. If we can pace 
ourselves at a better rate and trust the process of our career, we can see more 
clearly that not all committees, activities, teaching jobs and professional 
endeavours can be accomplished without taking care of ourselves first. 

I learned that re-establishing our boundaries around our work and our 
collegial relationships are key steps to reclaiming our self-care (Tawwab, 
2021). We need to remind ourselves on a consistent basis that we can take 
rest or decline to participate in projects in order to protect our time and 
health. It took me years to believe that it was not an act of selfishness to take 
care of myself. I continue to work on allowing myself time to rest, without 
judging that time or believing it to be unproductive. Allowing ourselves to 
rest gives us renewal of creativity and joy (Pang, 2018; Huffington, 2015). 

Putting ourselves first, is one of the most selfless things we will do as 
educators. When we put ourselves first, our community of staff will thrive. 
When we put ourselves first, our community of students will thrive.  

Maintain Personal and Professional Authenticity 

 
uthenticity “is the daily practice of letting go of who we think we’re 

supposed to be and embracing who we are” (Brown, 2010, p. 50). Authenticity 
requires us not to falter from our integral beliefs regardless of contexts and 
conditions. However it is the very fluctuations of both our personal and 
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professional contexts and conditions that ultimately affect our ability to 
remain in an ethical stance with ourselves and others. Being ourselves 
always requires us to be vulnerable even in the face of dislike, of 
disagreement, and the fear of rejection (Brown, 2010). I believe that is why, 
when we compound years of our collective experiences and hopes for 
connection to each other, that we can lose our sense of who we are. 

In the professional context of teaching, “teaching is emotional work 
and is inherently stressful” (Aguilar, 2018, p. 3) it requires resilience to 
constant change and adversity. Even in the most positive of situations, our 
desire to be liked or our avoidance to conflict in the workplace affect our 
ability to be ourselves. Parker Palmer (2018) spoke of a life divided, between 
that of the one we put in front of the organizations that we serve and the 
integral parts of ourselves that hide away as a result of that organization not 
fostering the growth of those parts. What ultimately happens can be that of 
positive change, growth and a movement for larger groups of people when 
conditions have become impossible to move forward with. However, when we 
look at ourselves individually, the dualistic nature of having to hide parts of 
ourselves at the expense of our authenticity for the need to be seen a certain 
way as an educator, weighs heavily over time. Incrementally, the lack of 
authenticity in the way we may carry ourselves as educators can bring us to 
new breaking points in how well we feel aligned in our values of integrity and 
ethics. It is in acknowledging our own faults, our vulnerabilities, and sharing 
them both often with the students we serve, that lead us to teach more 
authentically. And when we are able to teach amidst the challenges of 
remaining authentic, we “invite grace, joy, and gratitude into our daily lives” 
(Brown, 2010, p. 50). Nothing is done without effort, but the ability to reach 
grace through our internal and external struggles is what defines us as 
human beings. 
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A wonderful outcome of teaching more authentically, is the trust grown 
in the relationships within our schools and classrooms. John Hattie (2016) 
named teacher credibility as one of the top qualities for effective classroom 
instruction. When students feel cared for, feel valued, and feel that they can 
trust who is teaching them, it is because teachers are being authentic, 
vulnerable, and owning who they are rather than posing as someone that 
they are not. 

Institutions do not Hold as Much Power Over our Lives as we 
Believe it to Be So 

 
hen I was in the midst of my own personal crisis with how I felt the 

educational system was treating me, I had forgotten how much of myself was 
still a part of it too. Yes, I felt misaligned with district values and yes, I felt 
as though I was not being acknowledged enough for the work I was already 
doing; however, I had forgotten that I too, was a part of the misalignment. 

Palmer (2018) asserts, 

Institutions reform slowly, and as long as we wait, depending on 
“them” to do the job for us, forgetting that institutions are also 
“us” we merely postpone reform and continue the slow slide into 
cynicism that characterizes too many teaching careers. (p. 20) 

In these past 7 years of research and writing, I have learned that rather than 
wait on the system to begin to realign itself, it is the internal, spiritual work 
of aligning and realigning myself with my beliefs and my boundaries that can 
help to enact transformative work in my classroom, in the system of 
education, and in my life. Integrally, I needed to realign what I truly believed 
about education while also re-aligning my boundaries to help support my 
wellbeing in undertaking my work. 

W 
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Realigning my boundaries today looks like the simple act of not taking 
on more than I can emotionally, physically, and mentally handle. In grieving, 
I learned to be extremely gentle on myself with the permission of a great 
counsellor, family, and friends. That meant, taking it day by day, not 
surrounding myself with negative talk about work, focusing on the moments 
spent with students and paying attention to the heart-filled moments of 
teaching them. 

Teaching is often the epitome of the ultimate challenging fishing 
conditions: casting into the wind. We face the challenges of being presented 
with conditions that often require us to shift our comfortability and range in 
how we handle our vocatiobeing n. It behooves us to continue to look inward, 
at the work that is needed within us, to ask reflectively: What kind of 
educator does the world need now? I would argue that the kind of educator 
that the world needs now is the one we always needed—one who recognizes 
that others thrive with them when they are thriving themselves. We must 
look past our cynicism of the wrongs of our educational system and 
understand that the most significant impact that we can bestow upon our 
families, communities, colleagues, and the students we serve—is done by 
taking care of ourselves. 

I have had the honour of being immersed in practitioner inquiry and 
practice for over a decade. I have spent my education and most of my career 
in the service of others, working closely with practitioners (school counsellors, 
organizational leaders, superintendents) and educators (from kindergarten 
teachers to doctoral professors). I can say with confidence and humility that 
there is no one solution for how we will take care of ourselves. Forging a path 
toward acknowledging the need to do so and taking small steps toward this 
end is what I write for you now in the subsequent pages, dear Reader. It was 
not long into my own doctoral studies that my father showed courage in 
writing about who I was in relation to him, our collective and individual 
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learnings about life, and the importance of our time together fly-fishing. And, 
in turn, I found my own way of responding to my father, with finding my own 
way of articulating my own learnings, my own way of sense making—and of 
finding my truth. Through my chosen methodologies of the practices of 
photography, of writing, and of fly-fishing, I learned to take care of myself in 
my own way. It is my hope that in the pages that follow, you will find 
accessible language, contexts, and connections to what I have written in 
hopes to inspire your own path to finding the practices that can help you to 
sustain your wellbeing. 

The lessons I learned are interwoven within the ecologies as lived and 
were transformative for me. My ability to feel more authentically aligned 
with who I have become as a result of my practices is something that I hope 
can be witnessed in reading the pages that follow. My memoir, I have 
learned, has become a way of sharing the teachings of the life I have lived 
and how I learned to articulate my own philosophy of life. What I theorize in 
my writing and photos is revealed with crystallized clarity to evoke or 
provoke a response or to be useful to others along their own journeys. I hope 
that in reading and visually witnessing my offerings, that you, dear Reader, 
will reflect upon what emerges for you. The photos are real and present as 
companions to the text; they should be contemplated as profound expressions 
but also serve as a mirror for your own ruminations and reflections of your 
own experiences. I hope that you will sit with my photographs, my writing, 
and my way of coming to understand my philosophies of life to awaken, in 
some way, possibilities of finding for your own sense-making of your own 
journey toward fullness and wholeness.  

As the introduction to my academic foundations and formal situating 
of my research and work draws to its twilight, I shift now in my writing to 
ask you to explore the writings of my heart along with the cast of my line, 
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through the ebb and flow of nature’s seasons by stepping into my fishing boat 
and journeying with me.  

 
In health,  
 Kat 

 
Photo 19. My first fishing trip with Dad, Pender Island.. 



72 

FOREWORD 

Today, while telling my own story alongside and entangled within 
the telling of others’ stories, I have realized that many narrative 
bits are mirages, seductively real phenomena that I photograph 
and describe only to discover they depend upon the theater of my 
imagination for life. Other scraps, like rainbow spokes and wheels 
in air, evaporate since the shadows we cast, the ones other people 
see, are not accurate reflections of who we really are, were, or ever 
will be. The memories we hide from eventually catch us; overtake 
us as spiders weaving the dreamcatchers of our lives. 

- Barbara Tedlock, “Braiding Narrative Ethnography with 
Memoir and Creative Nonfiction”4 

 
4 Tedlock (2012, p. 863). 
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2017, A Letter from my Dad 

 
Photo 20. Dad and I fishing Lundbom Lake. 

 
he small waves of Batstone lake push against Dad’s wooden fishing boat. 

The boat, a beautiful relic, is born of mahogany marine wood. Its body 
softened and shaped by the hands of men, in order to sit us both comfortably 
(along with one snoring bulldog, Nora). The sun continues to bronze my skin 
as we sit in silence. We listen for the wind and we wait for a tug on our 
fishing rods. We’ve been mixing the day with fly casting from the boat but 
also trolling along, the faint sounds of cow’s hooves and crackles of sticks that 
break as the young animals follow us curiously along the lake’s edge. It is as 
if I feel that I might be able to get a better answer today, that I pipe up, 
asking Dad as he threads a new fly onto my line and his. 

T 
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“Why do you like fishing, Dad?” 

Dad sits in silence, but responds simplistically with a hesitance that tells me 
he’s been caught off guard: 

“Well, because I like it,” he begins. 

He continues to look at the line and not my face, focused on fish and fly tying. 

“I mean, it’s relaxing, right?” he asks me back. 

“Yes of course, otherwise I don’t think either of us would be sitting here after 
four hours of being skunked with no fish to even put back into this lake,” I 
respond but with flailing hope of a deeper answer. 

I quelch my disappointment at what I figured was to be a “deep” conversation 
and focus back on the warmth of the sun, Nora’s snoring, and the boat that 
rocks us both maternally and lingers in liminality. 
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Photo 21. Dad wading in at Englishman Lake. 

July 8, 2017, 2:07 AM 

K… spent a little time thinking about your question… I know it’s a long 
email, sorry. 

Dad 
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Why I Fly Fish 

 
y daughter Katherine recently asked me, “Why do you like fishing?” I 

had to think about it for a bit and found myself lacking an explanation that 
correctly describes my feelings for fishing … so I have put pen to paper, as 
they say, to put my feelings to the written word. 

I fly fish because it takes me into a place filled with cool flowing waters 
inhabited by beautiful iridescent creatures usually surrounded by a cathedral 
of green. It removes me from my usual work, which is stressful and hurried. I 
can escape, if only for a short time, from cell phones and car travel and the 
rest of our high tech world. I can return to a more peaceful place, and in my 
mind to a much simpler time. 

I fished as a boy in the cool, clean waters of Silver Creek near Hope, British 
Columbia, and found great adventure catching small trout using flour and 
dough that my Mother made for me. Catching sturgeon with my cement-
mixer reel and rod on the beach of the Fraser River, behind our house and 
catching Sockeye too big to fit in the back trunk of a car are memories of a 
carefree youth growing up on Bristol Island. Having good company with my 
first best pooch and fishing buddy, Judy, who just loved to play with every 
fish that I caught … those were the days my friend and thus, my passion for 
fishing was born. 

I am linked by tradition to the greats of fly fishing, Haig-Brown, Halford and 
Skues, Gordon and Wulff, and even back to the apostles, who Norman 
Maclean considered fishers of men. I am part of a tradition, which like a 
flowing river, joins me to the past, even as it carries me into the future. I 
have the benefit of their knowledge and I can learn from their writings. And 

M 
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their wisdom often extends beyond fly fishing into how to live a good life, and 
how to conduct yourself before other men and women. 

Fly fishing is, for me, a metaphor for life itself. You set for yourself a code of 
conduct—upstream, dry fly only, to rising trout if you are a strict moralist. 
You resist temptation when the fish are feeding subsurface, or you may “sin” 
and fish to the nymphing trout, resolving next time to do better. The fish 
carry no prejudice. They care not about the color of your skin, your gender, 
your handicaps, or your station in life. All are equal before the fish, and all 
are judged equally. You have total control of your actions, unlike the “real” 
world where your actions are tempered by the needs or influences of others. 
You must accept responsibility for what follows, and this is not an 
insignificant lesson in today’s world. The fish is your adversary, and by him, 
will you be judged. There is instant feedback—a satisfying tug at the end of 
the line or silence and rejection. This too is unlike the “real” world, where the 
result of your actions is often separated from the action itself. 

Fly fishing allows me to satisfy a natural predatory instinct, which dates 
back to the time when our ancestors were hunters and gatherers. It is a 
challenge to fish with the fly. There is the thrill of stalking a truly large fish, 
the anticipation of the cast, the suspense of the drift, and the subsequent 
elation at a hook-up or disappointment at the rejection. This unseen 
connection between you and the fish is at first just a nibble on the line that 
refracts into the water. In the depths below, a creature is contemplating 
whether to eat my offering or reject it. I never grow weary of this experience, 
never getting enough of the “tug-drug.” There is the adrenaline rush as the 
fish bites and takes flight in the depths below. I marvel at the power and 
manic energy that a fish can generate just to get off the hook that is now set 
in its mouth, robbing it of its freedom. The scream of the fly reel as the line is 
ripped from the rod is a music that has no comparison. 
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You can act as God and give the fish back its freedom and life, or you can 
exercise your ultimate right as a predator and kill it for the table. Life and 
death, another lesson not easily learned. 

When I first started to fly fish, I was a predator. 

I, for the most part, harvested and kept the few fish I caught. One day while 
fishing a pristine river in Manning Park called the Skagit, I was just 
downstream from an old codger with well-used equipment. We fished side by 
side for approximately an hour and during this time he caught numerous 
fish, almost on every cast. I had caught a couple of small ones and had them 
proudly gutted and displayed in the slack water to keep them fresh for a good 
lunch. However, for the few fish I caught, he was catching one on almost 
every cast. I asked him what fly he was using, and he was very generous, 
wading down to me and handing me his “secret” fly. I thanked him, tied on 
the fly and flogged the water with numerous casts, again with no strikes. He 
continued to catch and land fish. I was very frustrated and had to yell up at 
him to ask what I was doing wrong. He patiently reeled in his line and came 
down to me again and said, “The reason you’re not catching a lot of fish is 
that you’re keeping or killing the ones you catch. If you want to catch more 
fish, just let them ALL go and say this fly fisherman’s prayer! … And oh!” he 
said. “Make sure you wet your net before you start to fish, for good luck!” 

I thought he was full of shit, but since my success was very limited for the 
day, showing a few pitiful fish, why not give it a try. So speaking to the water 
and feeling a little sheepish, I said, “Lord, no fish will be harmed today. I 
promise to let them ALL go. So it’s up to you to let me catch as many as 
possible!” Now, without a lie, the very next cast I caught a fish, let it go, 
caught numerous others and had one of the best days on the water in my life. 
I was so caught up in the moment that I released all the fish to the river, just 
to make sure my new fisherman’s karma was in good standing. 
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It was a Zen moment and one not forgotten. I now tell everyone I meet who 
asks me, “Why are you catching all those fish and I’m not,” to say the prayer 
and to let them ALL go. I get a kick out of watching their face and body 
language and hearing them say, “You’re full shit!!” 

I get as much a thrill watching the fish return to its environment, its home, 
its natural place in the World. This “one thing,” was the defining moment in 
my fly fishing life that gave me the truth with absolute crystal clarity, what 
fly fishing meant to me. I continue to do this ritual of releasing all the fish I 
catch and find much solitude, peace and harmony while enjoying all the other 
benefits of fly fishing. Maybe this is another life lesson. I find there are many 
since I started fly fishing. 

There is always the anticipation of a new day, a new adventure. Every trip is 
different with unexpected challenges to be met. Conditions change. Every day 
is different, and yet it is also strangely the same. Putting on the waders and 
vest, stringing the rod, checking the leader, provisioning my boat. The walk 
to the stream or lake, scanning the water for rises, checking the bushes for 
prior hatches. The first step into the water, the approach to the lie, the deep 
breath before the first cast. Each action, a ritual behavior I follow which 
comforts me. Fly casting itself is a pleasing sensation. It is relaxing. There is 
an almost hypnotic cadence to the cast. The back and forth motion of the rod 
with the tug of line against the rod just before I release the cast. 

Casting is an art and as Norman Maclean states, “Art comes by grace, and 
grace does not come easily.”5 So much of what I do is not art and is not 
graceful at all. In much of our modern life, we are surrounded by pettiness 
and ugliness. By contrast the fly cast, in and of itself, is a thing of beauty. It 

 
5 This was retold to me in an email by memory. The exact quote can be found on page 4 of 

Norman Maclean’s (1976) work. 
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is pure in its simplicity and yet difficult to master. It remains one of the few 
artistic things I have learned. It is a right brain exercise, and much of what I 
do is left brain exercise. 

A good and peaceful life is composed of balance, and fly fishing gives my life 
balance. We search for perfection in all we do. In fly fishing there is the 
promise of constant improvement but perfection can rarely be attained. 
Therein lies the challenge of fly fishing; to improve, to attain a state of grace. 
There is also comradeship with other fly fishers. I have been very fortunate to 
meet late in my life, a true kinsman to fly fishing. My good friend Duncan 
was introduced into my life by my good sister Barbara. He has the same 
passion and karma that I have to fly fishing. I sometimes reflect on this 
connection we have and find it amazing. It has formed bridges to a deeper 
friendship on many levels over these past years since we first met. I enjoy his 
company (and he ties a damn good fly). There is the sharing, both literally 
and figuratively, of sustenance. This shared experience makes our own 
experiences so much richer. 

I recently went on a fishing adventure with my daughter Katherine (and her 
pooch Nora) and found this to be a wonderful experience. Though we did not 
catch a lot of fish (she caught the most and the biggest). I enjoyed and 
appreciated the time spent with her. We have gone on many fishy journeys 
together and all of them will be fond life memories for me to look back on or 
take with me over the rainbow. 

I am not promised a lot of tomorrow’s future yesterday’s, so I soak in and 
enjoy these times spent with her and always say, “in my life, she’s the best 
thing that ever happened to me.” 

So all the above is why I fly fish. 
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PROLOGUE: 

An Invitation into the Boat 
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Photo 22. The pram boat at Salmon Lake, Douglas Lake Ranch. 
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 invite you into my boat, dear Reader. 

In what follows, you will find a confluence of writing and photography, of 
professional experiences and personal struggles. I must advise you that this 
memoir is not a manual for best practice in finding the solution to wellbeing 
and thriving personally and professionally, but I offer you some of my written 
and remembered experiences in hopes that you will find yourself reflecting 
upon your own. In sharing my experiences I hope to frame my personal 
stories in the midst of personal struggle to find a better way of taking care of 
myself. I seek to move forward on the tributaries of my experiences to blend 
with the rivers of my life. 

Often muddied with details and recollections, past events serve to remind me 
of where to keep finding the light when so often my soul preys on 
extinguishing memory and focuses solely on surviving. Within this memoir, I 
confront the idea that I can’t stay well while undertaking the work that I do 
as an educator without consistent effort. I have learned along the way some 
strategies to preserve and nurture my emotional resilience, as it is 
imperative to staying in the field of teaching. 

In this memoir, my learnings and memories merge into a collection of 
seasons, each season reflecting different memories of time and place within 
the natural cycle of the outdoor world while also taking into account the 
cyclical nature of the seasons that I experience in education as well. I chose 
this because of the importance of seasons cyclical to both fishing and teaching 
as well as the seasons we experience in life itself. 

Across this memoir, I present a Casting Lesson before the beginning of each 
season. You see, Reader, I most certainly didn’t learn to really fish before 
undertaking this writing, however, I have learned that it is in fishing, as it is 
with writing, that you must truly dedicate yourself in order to have any real 

I 
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fighting chance at doing it well. Fishing is also at the crossroads of how I 
have learned to take care of myself while living the experiences of teaching in 
education. The importance of writing my experiences as fishing stories with 
experiences of educational practice by braiding experiences of the somatic, of 
the practical, of the professional, and of the personal. Braiding these 
experiences has brought forward new meaning, a new way of approaching my 
educational practice, and preserving my wellness in order to thrive amidst a 
constant ebb and flow within a profession that never remains stasis. Either 
by river or the winds of a stillwater lake, the conditions in which I fish also 
reflect the conditions in which I teach and learn. 

Artist-naturalist Ellen Meloy (2003, as cited in Brick, 2014) reassures me 
when she advocates that I “pay attention to the weather, to what breaks [my] 
heart, to what lifts [my] heart. Write it down” (p. 374). And not without 
reluctance or rigour, I lay down this writing for anyone who wishes to read 
what is part of my life’s complexities while finding moments to reflect and 
thrive. 

Each season acts as the echolocation, a call to and from the lands I’ve 
explored, to the memories I’ve shared, and to the practices I’ve applied in my 
teaching. The seasons each contain personal photography with stories of 
fishing with my father that braid with personal and professional literature. 
Each story and photograph highlights aspects of profound personal and 
professional experiences for my betterment. This is often written from the 
heart, where there are often more questions than there are answers, but like 
any good journey seeking to find answers, one must cast a line first. 

Come dear Reader, step into the boat. I brought snacks.  
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The Casting Lesson I 

 
Photo 23. The casting lesson I. 

 
he late sun had begun its descent onto the horizon of Batstone Lake and 

I had yet to stand up in the boat to take a turn at casting a line out with my 
new fishing rod. 

I was beginning to fall deeply in love with this activity. To call it even an 
activity at this point felt like I wasn’t doing it justice to its connection to my 
heartsong. Dad turned to me, stripping6 in his fishing line back to the boat, 

 
6 Stripping the line refers to when you pull out line from the reel of a fishing rod in order to 

cast or to bring back in line methodically while fishing. 

T 
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“you want to take a turn, Kath. Just make sure you let out enough line first 
to get going.” Dad’s voice echoed off the lake while in the distance, ducks took 
off and landed like planes at an airport. 

“Well standing up here with the chair in the way is awkward but I’ll try,” 
admittedly, I already knew I was going to fail. A lot of things came naturally 
to me in life: athletics, jokes, an ability to relate to others, but casting out a 
line became dusk’s albatross. 

Zip, ZIP, Zip, ZIIIIP. 

The line flung back and forth from my fishing rod with barely any movement. 

I tried to emulate my father’s grace and skill, moving the rod back and forth 
while I snapped my wrist to try and force the line to do my bidding. Nothing 
but a bird’s nest of fishing line lay at my feet in the boat and I had caught 
much of it in the chair that stood below me in the boat. 

“K, you’re doing it all wrong” a pejorative tone began from behind me while I 
undid the knots I had created. 

“Yeah no shit, why isn’t the line going out like it does for you?” I asked, half 
knowing the answer but also in desperate frustration to skip over any sense 
of process and time, impetuosity had become my manifesto. 

“You’re not loading the rod properly,” Dad began, his voice still seething with 
impatience, “here, pass me your rod” he held out his arm and I passed over 
what was supposed to be my sword of all things that was meant to represent 
peace, calm, and relaxation. 

Dad stripped out a bunch of line, up to three meters of it and let it collect in a 
pile floating above the lake’s darkening mirror. 
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Dad, from a seated position took my fishing rod, seamlessly casting back and 
forth, rocking the boat slightly to propel the line he was pulling back and 
forth, as he did this, he spoke as the line danced back and forth in the air, 
teasing me in its effortless ability to work better with another master. 

“You need to let line out as you cast you see,” line continued to work its way 
from the mirrored lake up into and through the eyelets of the rod while the 
mainline swirled above us, juxtaposed against a fading azure sky. 

“Once you’ve got enough line going, you need to release it out to where you 
are aiming” line shot past my arm into the exact landing area of nesting lily 
pads. “See, like that,” his voice chimed at the exact time that the line rolled 
out like a celebrity red carpet, presenting the fly perfectly to fish below. 

See, like that. I was frustrated. I knew what he was explaining but I didn’t 
have the mechanics down. He passed my fishing rod back to me and I held it 
in my hands, staring down at the reel and realizing my eyes were beginning 
to water so I turned to the bow, facing where the line had landed and began 
to reel back in the line in an impatient attempt to try again on my own terms. 

I stripped the line out again, letting it sit on the waters’ surface and began to 
pick the line up with my rod lifting my arm back then forward, then back 
again. What I thought was starting to flow, was, 

“NO, see you’re just see-sawing back and forth” Dad’s voice became more 
impatient while the line swirled above us. Now I was becoming even more 
frustrated as I didn’t know what to change about what I was doing at that 
moment. 

I cast unsuccessfully, short, much before the lily pads, but did not turn 
around to let my teacher know how I was feeling… 
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“I’m doing what you’re telling me,” I stated, knowing I couldn’t blame the rod, 
it had cast perfectly minutes ago. 

“Well, no, you’re not, I’m trying to tell you that you need to load the rod, let 
the line move through it,” Dad countered, “I’m trying to teach you how to do 
this but I’m not sure if you’re listening.” 

“Well maybe you’re a shitty teacher,” I regretted it as soon as it spewed from 
my mouth. 

Dad let out a soft hurt chuckle. I knew I’d done damage. 

“Well, Kath, I’m not sure how to show you then,” Dad’s words cut 
vehemently. 

“Maybe you need to take a class, or course, because you’ll enjoy it more if you 
learn how to properly cast,” he continued, while casting out his own line. 

I needed to regain my composure and wipe up my tears, facing forward. I had 
allowed competitiveness and comparison to deteriorate my clarity. I knew at 
that moment this had not been the first time I had allowed this to happen 
and immediately felt shame for being so upset about it. 

I turned around, reeling in my line and slumped into my fishing chair in the 
boat, staring at the lake’s small waves that had begun to gather more 
frequently, the wind almost mirroring the conflict in the boat. Late afternoon 
wind usually meant a break from fishing and often food to share. 

Dad continued to cast several times over while we both sat in silence. I 
proceeded to strip my line in and set my rod aside. Awkward boat silence, not 
the peaceful kind, had beset the bow of the ship. A mutiny of its own kind, my 
dad’s stone-faced silence while he continued to cast, set the tone for the 
bratty child he had brought aboard. 
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Dad hadn’t been a shitty teacher, I rather, had allowed callous disregard for 
the fact that I would need time. That at the age of 68, Dad had spent literally 
a lifetime casting his own fishing rods and allowed for time and space to 
naturally teach his own way of fishing. 

Here, I was new on the scene expecting providence. 

“I’m sorry Dad, I’m not upset at you, I’m just so frustrated that I’m not 
picking it up. There’s something I’m not listening to that you’re telling me 
and that’s on me, I’m the one not hearing what you are saying,” I began to 
wonder how taking responsibility would help me realize that I may be harder 
to coach than even I thought. 

I had thought myself an easy learner, a quick study and prided myself on 
mastering skills often presented on the first try. This was clearly not a skill I 
was going to master right away, but that was the point. 

In our usual peacemaking beginnings, I silently opened a snack from the 
cooler Dad and I shared on the boat. I was finding snack bags of cookies with 
a side of apology and humility, still wishing that I had left hubris at the dock. 

Dad continued to cast and I offered a snack. Taking the cookie from my hand, 
“I know you didn’t mean it,” he bit into the cookie, holding it in his mouth 
while stripping line until it was all back on the reel and close to the boat. 

“I just want to get better, I want A River Runs Through It, you know?” Dad 
started laughing at my declaration while I too, began to laugh from my belly. 

“I know dude, I know, it’s ridiculous to think that I’m going to get here” I held 
my arm out with my hand raised above my head, realizing that my metric 
was all wrong. 
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“Well, go start with the basics, go get a lesson, don’t tell them they’re shitty 
though if you still can’t cast worth shit, because then you’ll be two for two and 
the constant in both these situations is your River Runs Through It ass.” Dad 
laughed at his own joke. 

Within the moments of apology and reconciliation, the wind’s slow decline 
into dusk reminded me that I had counted on resumed synergy by saying it to 
family, but I also learned that despite it consistently being a safe haven of 
conversation, we could easily converge or divide in that boat. 

I picked up my fishing rod and began to let the fishing line out slowly to troll 
behind the boat. I recognized many times afterward from this moment 
forward that I had poorly managed my assumptions of how I learned and 
mastered things. I knew, in my heart, that I wasn’t meant to be perfect at a 
skill within the first time of learning it; and yet I had expected it regardless 
of that solid understanding within myself. 
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Photo 24. Casting practice at Batstone Dock, Aspen Grove. 
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FALL 
One fishes for the expected and the unexpected and learns from 
both. If fish or rivers or lakes were even nearly predictable, a good 
part of the sport would be gone. But fish live where men don’t, in 
ways of which men have only a rudimentary understanding. By 
the pleasant, haphazard means of going fishing one learns and 
unlearns about them constantly. Occasionally, understanding 
seems almost within reach; in the next moment something has 
happened to put it as far away as ever. 

– Roderick Haig-Brown, Fisherman’s Spring7 
  

 
7 Haig-Brown (1951/2014, p. 204). 
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Photo 25. Nora chasing leaves, Kwikwetlem. 

 
arlier nights give way to creamsicle sky sunrises and the slow turn of 

autumnal colours demarcates that fall has arrived. 

Chum thrash in the river stream as I listen and observe this yearly ritual 
from my crouched position by the sandy river bed. This is where I feel at 
home—the river rapids melody and late fall birdsong leave no room for talk, 
as there is no need. Plenty of talk is already going on, if anyone is willing to 
listen to the lullaby of nature’s seat in my heart. The September and October 
months provide a whimsy of warm afternoons buttressed with crisp, cooler 
mornings and nights. This is a time of contemplation. I continue to sit 
crouched down, eyes closed, attuning to the needs of the surrounding ecology. 

E 
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It is a time of the return of the salmon. Each year, numbers digress, and my 
hope for renewal ever present. By the time they have made their way 
downstream to behold in my eyes, dozens of chum salmon have begun to 
decay while they spawn in the river channels near the banks of which I 
crouch to be as close to the water as possible. Pointing out top fins of the 
salmon to my dog Nora, as she curiously watches in silence. 

Fall is a time of renewal, the cold glassy waters of local rivers begin to 
pattern with the decay of chinook and chum salmon. Their hard earned 
perseverance upstream for several months is paid forward with their 
contribution to the nitrogen cycle of the earth. Their decomposition feeds the 
fertile beds of the rivers, streams and the beaks of hungry eagle, osprey, gull, 
and heron. It is also a busy time for local fishermen who take advantage of 
low water levels to wade into the cool glassy brooks hoping to catch silvery 
bullets known as coho salmon, whose kin hide amidst spawning chinook. The 
forest grounds are littered with the tapestry of yellows, oranges and reds left 
by the cottonwood trees. The lack of chlorophyll production in the leaves fuels 
a mirage of golden auburns and browns while they crunch under the weight 
of my walking feet. 

Arriving at school every day, I am greeted with a darker morning light. When 
I walk the path to my classroom, fall shows itself to be a time of bustle. It is a 
time of early mornings and late evenings spent preparing for my students as 
well as other meetings; a necessity for a new wellness plan is born in fall. 
Gone are the long days of summer, its warm air freely reminding me to rest. 
fall’s crispness calls to attention the needs of others above my own. I am 
reminded on a daily basis of the struggle I will need to pursue in order to 
attend to my own needs of sleep, rest and play during this time. 

I often ask: How do I prioritize my needs when the focus of my professional 
work is always in service to others? 
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Frustratingly, I still don’t have my answer. Each day calls for a different 
approach to how I will best serve my need to feel well. 

Often, it is in the form of listening to my body, to fight in service of myself as 
the days flow like the river beds near my house. It is now imperative to my 
wellbeing that I have taken the time to decompress, use my phone less, to 
exercise and to be outside as often as possible to take in the last of the fall 
light before the earlier nights prevail.  

Parallel to fall’s natural cycle of decomposition, both ecologies, that of the 
waters I fish and the classrooms in which I teach, lend themselves to renewal 
if we are paying close attention. Fall is purposeful in how it shows itself to be 
in a state of renewal, leaves change, temperatures cool off. Whereas 
classroom practice is a trickier fish to observe. We often default into similar 
events, similar week-to-week plans, and similar course content for us to 
teach. Our students inform what we may need to change or renew as an act of 
observing and acting on the synergy that is created by a new community of 
learners. 

What we cannot account for and what tilts ourselves into a potential for 
enacting cyclical change and renewal in practice, is the way in which we 
approach how we treat ourselves. I have been clawing at how to remain on 
top of my work while making sure that I take care of myself. When I reflect 
on wellness practices of fellow colleagues with whom I’ve worked, teachers 
are often overtired, trying to do too much too fast, busy tending to the 
delicate world of being there for their students while also tending to their 
own families and feeling torn between the two.  

I often think about my own situation. Although I have no children of my own, 
I am an only child in a unique situation of always being in a caretaking role 
for my mom as well as being a daughter and a dog mom to my pup, Nora. I 
often struggle with my levels of stress when my mom’s health suddenly 
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declines and Dad and I are spending yet another month coordinating how to 
help her recover to a point where she is able to return from hospital and be at 
her home comfortably. I then worry about the effects of this on my dad’s 
health, while he struggles to come to terms with new milestones in mom’s 
health journey while he is still the main caregiver in the household. With this 
all in the forefront of my thoughts, I have to regulate my emotions while I 
tend to the emotional and academic needs of the students I teach. This is why 
teaching is an emotionally charged and complex act every day: it asks us to 
try to put aside our own issues in order to attend to the issues of others, but 
often at the expense of our own wellbeing. 

What if we took a step back and observed fall for what it could be? 

A chance to say no to a few things. 

Less busy, less extra-curriculars, more scheduled play and downtime, and 
more time to slow down and to observe the leaves that fall to the ground.  

We all fall down sometimes, but it is in the beauty of the act of falling itself, 
that awakens us to know what we need in order to take care of ourselves. 

That is, if we are watching and listening very closely. 

Come, sit. 

Close your eyes and stay a while, there are stories to learn from here. 
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Photo 26. Grumpa and Nora, Batstone Lake. 



98 

Echolocation 
 
ix hours of our wooden boat in the constant wind and periodic rainfall 

had done nothing for morale between the two of us. 

Merritt’s flattened grey skies seemed to pass over us faster than the hours we 
were putting in on the lake. With no signs of fish on the ends of our lines. 
September’s crisper days had given way to a few precipitous days. In a few 
last ditch efforts to get some fishing in before snow would descend on the 
interior areas of the province, our joint efforts were now being limited to 
weekends due to my working schedule of returning to the classroom. Rainfall 
was still a wonderful break from what was always an overwhelming month of 
returning to schedules, new and old. 

Dad had already turned over ten different types of flies in hopes that one 
might just be the magic bullet to end our drought of no catching. I, on the 
other hand, had kept to the same few flies, hoping that maybe a course of 
more time and consistency would be the recipe to get the attention of the fish 
below. All while we drifted, the mild sound of an electronic BEEP would ring 
each time the sonar fish finder we were using detected a fish over 15 inches 
long. The beeps, consistent; our patience? Not so much. 

The melodic hum of the boat’s electric motor while the wind brushed slight 
waves against our wooden steed. I had always thought that rain brought 
more fish, but I was sorely disappointed. 

Dad let out a deep sigh and continued to swap over, yet another fly. 

“You know who is the big liar here,” I started … looking around for a 
proverbial soapbox. 

S 
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Dad looked up at his current knot tying situation, across from me, but not at 
me. 

“Hmm?” he asked in his subtle tone. 

“The fish finder, that’s who.” I confidently decreed while Dad let out a big 
giggle and lost his loop for the completion of his knot. 

“What?! How?” Dad started his rebuttal, “Look at that screen, Kath. They’re 
everywhere! Just nowhere on our lines!” adding insult to injury. 

“OK, but we are throwing them EVERYTHING that we’ve got, all the 
leeches, all the scuds, all the insects that you know or think they’d be eating 
seasonally, we are entomologically sound here…” 

“Entomologically sound?” Dad continued to guffaw, “Throwing some big 
words around this lake but we’ve got nothing to back them up with, not to 
mention that you haven’t thrown them everything yet… otherwise we would 
have caught by now…” Dad’s voice trailed off and we were back to looping 
knots and listening to sonar beeps. 

Dad managed another chuckle while pinching one end of his fluorocarbon line 
in his teeth and the other between two fingers to complete a clinch knot. 

“What?” I looked down at the ripples of the flat black abyss of the lake’s 
surface, waiting for Dad to complete his thought. 

“You keep thinking that you’re going to figure out what to give in order to 
receive here but the lake’s been telling you all along what’s needed.” 

Looking upon the lake, I felt apologetic to her, as I clearly had not been 
listening. 
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I often reflect on the many times I have hoped that within my classroom 
practice, my mentoring work with educators, or more recently with my work 
coaching teachers, that what is observed to be ‘needed’ for students or in 
practice is right there, within grasp, and within reach of knowing what will 
help. But what we perceive to be the right fly for the taking, may in fact, not 
be the right one for the circumstances, contexts or its people. I often reflect 
about this within the context of teaching practices, what we think we know 
that will best serve our students may in fact not necessarily serve them well. 

There have been years, for example, where I have wanted so badly to teach in 
a certain style perhaps with more humour, more nuance, more activities, 
more ways to engage and yet, the room speaks as a collective lake, telling me 
that those styles, or ways of teaching won’t land me the success I am hoping 
for them. 

It is as frustrating a thing as any, in a time when as an educator, there is a 
lot of external and internal pressure to engage students, to ensure curriculum 
is covered, but most importantly, that you’ve been listening all along for the 
real needs in the classroom. Most times, the room will tell you it’s not about 
content. It’s about collective wellness. When we, as educators, can show our 
students that we are also working towards our own wellbeing practices—then 
students can also see the possibilities for themselves (Aguilar, 2018). 

It’s about having safe spaces and safe people to speak to when needed. It’s 
about having sufficient and restful sleep, in order to feel functional the next 
day. It’s about having a better understanding of how to manage my stress, 
my feelings of anxiety, and my ongoing challenges with students I teach. 
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What I was really starting to learn, in these years of being in practice with 
fellow educators and with my students, was that I was very proficient in 
acknowledging and sensing what others needed in order to attain better 
wellness, but I couldn’t attend to my own wellness practices consistently. 

By the fall of 2016, I was faltering, feeling like a failure at work, not feeling 
like I could manage all the projects, presentations, and demands the work 
was asking of me and because I did not uphold boundaries, declining the 
work because I feared that I would be perceived as not working hard enough. 
As a result, I was physically sick, diagnosed with pneumonia twice in a span 
of 5 months because the first time, I didn’t rest or listen to my body. Because 
I did not make my illness public, I was being questioned by superiors about 
when I would be returning to work and that if I needed more time off, that I 
should consider a long-term sick leave (which I learned many years later was 
an ethical line crossed and was reportable to our teaching union). I knew that 
I could not financially afford that much time off but I was also upset that the 
perception of me at that time was one of not being able to handle it all. The 
pressure to return to work coupled with the systemic challenges of taking 
time off work had me returning to work thinking it was simply a cold that 
wouldn’t go away and that working through it would do the trick. 
Metaphorically speaking, picking and sticking with all the wrong flies in the 
boat went hand in hand with picking and sticking with the wrong strategies 
at work for my own wellness. 

Determined to not repeat the wellness crisis of that fall, the following year I 
made myself slowly eradicate some habits that were getting in the way of 
feeling well, of feeling productive on my terms, and of feeling as though there 
was less weight on my shoulders. I took to reading more about thriving in 
stressful environments and reading about teacher burnout, in which the most 
recent research in the United States (Aguilar, 2018; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 
2009; Fichman-Dana & Yendol Hoppey, 1994) shows a significant rise in 
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burnout being directly correlated to wellness of teachers. However, there is 
not a sufficient amount in Canada to turn heads or to flag my email inbox. I 
had initially expected a magic bullet, a magic cast, or a magic fly, to solve the 
“catch” of what I would need to do, to simply feel better while in a profession 
that drains you of a lot of energy. 

My journey of beginning to listen more to myself and my need to feel well 
while thriving in my professional work really took off when I examined the 
variables of what I felt I could control or change about my work. I saw the 
opportunity to redefine what was really my path. 

I recognized that I often thought dichotomously about work and rest. I 
believed that they could not exist together at the same time. The work hard 
in the week so you can rest on the weekend mantra faded often into the abyss 
because of my own schooling outside of teaching in school. I realized I had 
been taking some form of schooling since I graduated from high school, and 
as much as I prided my ability to further my thinking, my understanding, 
and my practice—school also took time away from rest, from play, and from 
time with others. 

Rest has a myriad of synonyms to describe it including but certainly not 
limited to: vacation, calmness, stop, tranquility, quietude, downtime. What 
this tells us is exactly what supports the complexity of rest: it is not all one-
size-fits-all and is heavily influenced by contexts, conditions and complexities 
of our individual lives. Rest is associated with stopping and pausing but 
additionally, Pang and Huffington (2018) define the role rest plays in our 
lives as intentional. Despite my attempts at thinking that I could ‘balance’ 
the roles both rest and work would play in my life, balance, in fact, was a 
dichotomized fallacy. I needed to stop thinking that I didn’t deserve rest if I 
hadn’t finished all my work for the day or week. 
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Societally we’re pinning one (rest) against the other (work) and I began to 
recognize that this dichotomized thinking about my own habits around 
making time for rest was preventing me from finding more time for it. I 
sought as a part of this research to change my previous Manichaean view of 
work–life balance.  

Not surprisingly, our view of prioritizing work first, then rest, does not work 
well in the profession of teaching and education. When we continue to strive 
for a balance of both our work and rest, we may not feel like we are achieving 
it as a result of feeling that we only deserve rest after working. Something 
that I have learned quite recently is that paradigmatically rest and work can 
be play (Pang & Huffington, 2018).  

Acknowledging that rest and work both hold fundamental roles in our lives 
as educators as we navigate our ability to remain resilient through stress, 
vulnerability, and duty of care with those we teach is vital to how we 
negotiate ourselves and our actions within our complex educational systems. 

I explored this through my own personal manifesto in the form of a TEDx 
talk in 2017 (Mulski, 2017), when I began to critically examine my wellness 
practices and its effects on the longevity in my career as a teacher over the 
course of one very difficult year. Fall turned out to be the kickstart to my 
wellbeing journey of better listening to myself. It also turns out that when 
you give a TEDx talk, it goes to YouTube, which means it’s permanently on 
the internet. This meant that in order to maintain my integrity, I would have 
to begin enacting changes to my behaviour for what I thought might better 
serve me in my daily professional and personal life. 

Initially, I sought balance in my work–life realm thinking that balance was 
the answer. Turns out, it is next to near impossible based on the constantly 
evolving changes and complexities of the profession of teaching. So I 
acknowledged slowly that rest and work would vacillate so long as I ensured 
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better strategies for attending to my rest more often. Examples of this meant 
joining an early morning workout group at the school and incorporating more 
games and play during the day when teaching the kids. A wonderful by-
product of both these adjustments to my wellness practices was a sense of 
stronger connections to the colleagues and students I worked with.  

I am still hesitant to use the word balance here. The etymology of the word is 
between old French and Latin language understandings. One in which I find 
the most suitable to describe what I believe many of us human beings are 
striving for is that from the year 1732, in which balance meant “general 
harmony between parts” (“Balance,” n.d., para. 3), Firstly, don’t ever think 
I’ve achieved it, and, secondly, I’m not so sure that I need to frame my life 
with this paradigm as I feel now, more than ever, that it I lacked a clear 
direction on how to achieve it but also, felt overwhelmed by trying to achieve 
it. I am inclined to use the term harmony. The etymology of the word in the 
late 14th century describes harmony as a “combination of tones pleasing to 
the ear” (“Harmony,” n.d., para. 2). as there is still a strong need for the sum 
of all parts to produce the sounds of my whole being, but there is still 
struggle in harmony. Harmony still requires a combination of parts that are 
not all the same. I have looked more now at the small, incremental changes 
in my practice to conserve my wellness over time. Examples of these changes 
included scheduling multiple days each week where I knew I would 
intentionally leave work by 3 p.m. to walk with a friend or plan quiet time to 
myself at home with no obligations. Another change I applied to help improve 
feeling well included breathing slowly at work. In times of overwhelm, I took 
to pausing, breathing slowly, allowing time to process and avoid immediately 
reacting at times.  

I have always sought out many professional opportunities over the years. It 
turns out that the patience I bestowed upon a long day on a lake fishing, 
wasn’t always translating into the same patience for my work, my talents 
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and efforts and my pedagogical practices in my classroom. Aguilar (2018) 
notes that acknowledging our talents “boosts our resilience and provides 
more options for where we work and what we do” (p. 33), ultimately I was 
realizing that moving between different roles in my educational practice was 
affording me the ability to do this, but still at a high cost to my time, energy, 
and I was losing my ability to recharge and feel purposeful. 

I had often prided myself on a quick ascension to professional opportunities 
and the hunger for it was huge but at the expense of personal time, health 
and the need to be acknowledged. I was taking classes and broadening my 
education for the right reasons, but then seeking out professional 
opportunities such as speaking at conferences and presenting at professional 
development days as a means to continue to push my own boundaries. 
However this pursuit of broadening educational opportunities always came at 
the expense of feeling well, feeling rested, and feeling like I could still have 
time for other passions or just time to myself. 

The irony abounds that I had been reading about the importance of teacher 
wellness, then teaching others informally about the importance of teacher 
wellness, and yet—I felt that I was still navigating the mastery of it myself. 
It felt as though I was tying a fly while still fishing at the same time. 

I had been accommodating students with their emotional needs for better 
wellness. I had also been encouraging the teacher-learners I worked with to 
advocate for their wellness practices, to take care of themselves. But there I 
was, sticking it out with the same practices for myself, hoping for a change. 
Nothing I said aligned with what I was doing; and that in itself, was making 
me sick. So, I acknowledged that I was truly struggling with my current role, 
and advocated for myself to shift to yet another aspect of my educational 
practice in hopes to indirectly and directly better serve children. 
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I knew that I needed to weave activities and strategies that would encourage 
and support my anchoring of my identity. Aguilar (2018) supports that 
“identity can be a source of strength, … a way to connect with others. It can 
also help you understand how to further boost your resilience” (p. 31). I 
couldn’t just be Katherine Mulski: Teacher, anymore. But I also knew that I 
couldn’t be Katherine Mulski: Teacher, coach, mentor, caretaker, or daughter 
without further figuring out how to support who I was and how to associate 
more wellness in my life. 

It turns out that it really is a privilege to walk alongside yourself with 
authenticity. 

 

Into the seventh hour, Dad and I continued to circle the lake in a myriad of 
patterns in hopes of catching the one. I paused before he continued, “You 
don’t decide what the lake needs, it will tell you—but you’d better be listening 
or at least trying to sort out what it is really about before you venture a guess 
at what flies to use…” his voice trailed off and he went into thought while I 
reeled in my line in preparation to change over my fly. 

“That one not working for you?” his voice was slick with sarcasm, he knew it 
wasn’t working for me. I had been using the same damn fly for over an hour 
and half. 

“No, it’s not, it’s time for a change—pattern of the trout are telling me that a 
few are coming to the surface to slurp up some bugs, let’s float by the edge of 
the lake and see if we can scoop a couple up and match the hatch,” I stated 
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confidently, probably the first time all day where I felt I had a better 
strategic plan in place. 

“Good call, look at you learning,” Dad beamed. 
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Lake Humility 

 
Photo 27. Rainy day fishing, Lower Kane Lake, Aspen Grove. 

 
ice Lake is nestled amongst the Lower Seymour Conservation Reserve 

in North Vancouver. 

Its glassy reflection on the calmest of days provides its visitors with an easy 
trail to walk around its edges. For me growing up, the lake was a quick little 
after work fishing spot that was easily accessed and in the late 1990s, less 
crowded as it is now. As a budding fisherwoman in my early twenties, it was 
one of the few spots I felt I could handle bringing in a small spincast reel with 
fresh shrimp as bait and a simple pink bobber for my line as an indicator. As 
long as there was no wind, trout, mostly small young adults, could be easily 

R 
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caught and returned in a short window of time. I remember the solitude was 
acute but also freeing, as I would sit there on a small fold-out chair that I 
could also sling on my back for travel and walking. On this particular 
afternoon, the wind had died down, clouds had circled to indicate change in 
the weather patterns and mother duck and her babies cautiously circled over 
my casted line but a mere few feet from my seated view of the lake. 

A strike! 

I lifted my rod in anticipation of feeling the weight of a caught trout and to 
my surprise, he had stayed on the hook. I slowly brought him in, carefully 
tiring him out while mother duck and her kin watched from the safety of the 
sidelines of the reeds of the lake. Crouching down close to the lake’s edge, my 
first caught trout of spring was breathing rapidly and I couldn’t see my 
barbless hook anywhere. A wash of panic then disappointment coursed 
through my body, realizing that this poor hungry being had taken the entire 
hook down its throat. 

I tried my best to retrieve it without causing any more damage than had 
already been done by my zealous attempts at baiting a hook with a shrimp 
too large but too tempting for the small juvenile trout. Its breathing soon 
became more shallow and with every attempt to remove the hook and revive 
it through tail and body skimming through the water to run its lifeblood back 
into its body, it was gone. 

Realizing that I had no place but the lake to place my dead trout, I 
frustratingly tossed him out into the body of water as far in front of me as I 
could, its body lay buoyant at the top of the surface of the lake—another 
stark reminder of what I had done. 

I sat back down, my fishing rod a tangled mess from the triage performed not 
moments prior and silence pounded at my heart. Moments later mother duck 
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began squawking so loudly that I couldn’t even hear my own regret in my 
thoughts anymore. She huddled her children behind the reeds even closer to 
me than ever before and continued her cry. I sat puzzled before a deafening 
silence on the lake became present before a screaming WHOOOOOSH of air 
manifested the most majestic bald eagle I had ever had the privilege of 
witnessing so close to me in my life. 

Eagle spread its wings so wide as to shield and collect its prey and took my 
lifeless trout into its cavernous grasp. As fast as it had paused in the air in 
front of me, they were gone—both eagle and trout. 

I sat in astonishment and awe. It is a phenomenal thing, witnessing nature’s 
cycle. I realized that I was never truly alone out here. That the watch of the 
lake was taken on not only by this hunter but of those akin to it as well. It’s a 
terrible thing, to know that you’ve caused the suffering of even the smallest 
of sentient beings. It was as if the lake and mother ducks had been my 
witnesses to a small window of one of the largest teachings I would come to 
know. Life is as delicate and as violent of a thing, and should be held with 
great hope but also with care. 

In the case of my apprehended trout, as cyclical of a sentient being as ever, I 
bear witness to the delicate understanding that all is temporary. Guardians 
of the sky watch patiently to take those whose lives matter. It is a privilege to 
sit and fish amongst those that show us the infinitesimal worth of our being 
weighs less than the teachings our living landscapes can provide. 
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Photo 28. Reel at sunset, Lundbom Lake.
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Fishing the Deep 

 
Photo 29. Walking the salmon ladder, Wells Grey Provincial Park. 

The saddest thing I ever did see 
Was a woodpecker peckin’ at a plastic tree. 

He looks at me, and “Friend,” says he, 
“Things ain’t as sweet as they used to be” 

– Shel Silverstein, A Light in the Attic8 
  

 
8 Silverstein (2009, p. 83). 
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cross the restaurant table, 2 days ago, Dad sits, seemingly aged a few 

years older in the wake of the crap that is mum’s health crash and current 
hospital visit. 

“I’m telling you, Kath, every goddamn morning, 7:15 a.m., like clockwork, 
he’s there, hammering into my roof; and he’s made a hole now, I’m going to 
have to repair this fast before I have a real issue on my hands.” 

Dad has made no friends with his local woodpecker and its days are 
numbered. I can hear it from his voice and the fact that he has investigated 
migratory patterns of woodpeckers via Google and the results, not so good. 

“I’ve done the ‘Googling,’ they are habitual, like a black bear, coming back to 
their spots every day, I can’t deter him; Christ, I’ve gotten the bb-gun out and 
I’m firing rounds at him every morning.” 

I imagine my old man, in his tattered bathrobe that he’s had since I was a 
kid, barefoot and all out in his backyard shooting at a woodpecker, mildly 
deterred but knowing that this is a wood bar worth returning to. 

“You know, your grandfather, upon consulting the farmer’s almanac, solved 
this once,” he counselled, his voice becoming a bit quieter; as if I was to 
become privy to a dark secret that perhaps shouldn’t be shared. 

“And the almanac?” I inquire, waiting for something I already know is 
coming; 

“Growing up, Dad couldn’t get rid of this murder of crows that kept wreaking 
havoc on his McIntosh orchard in our yard, they just kept coming back,” he 
pauses, almost knowing that what has been seen is now to be reseen but with 
new winged foe. 

A 
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“Your grandad one day, caught a crow, killed it and hung it up in his tree, as 
a warning to the group–” Dad’s words trail off, muted. 

I sit back thinking of the implications of this bird hanging, now imagining 
dad out there trying to bag a woodpecker and teach the birds of the 
neighbourhood a thing or two. Dad’s always been a friend of nature, hesitant 
to kill any creature big or small. He’s also been a huge fan of conservation, 
and after seeing a ghost on the Skagit River 10 years ago, he never killed 
another fish—sticking to a practice of catch and release only. 

“See if there’s some other humane way of deterring the bird, Dad…” 

I envision this woodpecker strung by its neck off the corner of my family’s 
house. Ennio Morricone plays softly in the background while the breeze 
pushes tumbleweeds through the yard. 

I shake my head lightly, muttering “Sweet Jesus” under my breath. 

We finish lunch and head to Walmart to grab a few things to pick up for 
mum. Dad continually complains of something in his shoe, dragging his left 
foot every aisle. My worries and anxiety about mum’s condition are abruptly 
halted by dad’s inquest. 

“What the shit is in my shoe? It’s driving me nuts!” 

Dad’s complaints have hit an all-time high, my daily quota has been reached. 

“OK, that’s it!” Dad stops, puts his shopping down and proceeds to pull his 
shoe off, clutching one of the store shelves to leverage his weight. 

Grunting and mumbling, 

“What the,” he looks at me shocked, but with a smile on his face for the first 
time in a week. 
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“It’s a BLOODY PEA!, a GAD DAMN PEA!” he raises his voice in disbelief, 
wondering how such a small object would have made its way into his shoe in 
the first place. 

“Keep your voice down, Dad,” embarrassed, I stand closer to him at this 
point, protecting his integrity. 

I am, of course, still picturing mushy peas. 

It’s the pea of a BB-gun. It rolls and stops short of the point in my boot and I 
stare at it, then back at Dad. 

We both burst out laughing, 

a pea-sized ray of light, 

in a dark week. 
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Fishing the Deep, Part 2 
 
n the fall of 2016, I was assigned to two schools in which I was working as 

an instructional coach, teaching and sharing what I knew (and didn’t know) 
about how to teach. I often taught assessment, planning and practical tips to 
teachers as well as I taught lessons to a variety of students while teachers 
observed me for teaching strategies and for intervention modelling for further 
instructional support that could be given to help students. 

Most of all, I tried my hardest to teach how to connect with students by 
demonstrating to colleagues how to do so that could be conducive for student 
learning and engagement. 

However, this teaching assignment was fraught with challenges of a 
bureaucratic and ethical nature due to the fact that I still adhered to the 
BCTF code of ethics like my colleagues in the schools but had a duty to report 
and discuss matters of school culture and teaching vulnerabilities to my 
superiors in the school board offices. This drove an enormous wedge between 
my wellness and ability to do my job efficiently without drawing question or 
doubt from my direct supervisors such as site administrators, who would 
then inform district principals of their perspective on how “effective” I was 
being. Like a mouse in a box maze, this was one professional role I sought the 
most approval from supervisors at the cost of my moral and ethical compass. 

My time in this role lasted a mere 10 months, but some of my most profound 
learnings about my lack of boundaries for my wellness occurred in this short 
year. 

I 



117	

As the year had progressed like a dumpster fire that I had routinely become 
accustomed to try to extinguish, surviving while experiencing incidences of 
toxic school culture. 

One of these instances was when I would be asked about other teachers while 
trying my best to please both my supervisors but also gain the trust needed 
to even step foot into a classroom in the school. Many teachers were distant, 
as I knew that because the perception was that I was from the school board, I 
would have ulterior motives. Many colleagues perceived me to be a ‘spy’ and 
would not reach out to me for any support, as a result, I would report to the 
schools only to wander hallways trying to look busy so that my superiors 
would not question why I wasn’t in classrooms. There was a huge lack of 
understanding why I wouldn’t be busy all the time by both administrators. It 
became clear to me that the administrators had forgotten how their teachers 
perceived district staff. The often negative perception of me and my role in 
the schools I worked in, made it incredibly difficult to do my job. 

I was once cornered into a small book room by a vice principal, the room 
being the only sacred space I had found to be quiet for me to regroup my 
thoughts on many occasions. The vice principal who had been misinformed 
about an incident days earlier, yet still managed to yell at the top of their 
lungs at me and then not apologize to me when they realized their 
miscommunication and mistake. It was this culture that literally made me 
cry in my car on lunch breaks, no private spaces in a school when you need to 
debrief with yourself…not even a book room. 

Today, I returned to this site. 

I had been tasked with a classroom where I was told by the administration 
that they were “a force to be reckoned with” and a classroom that 
“desperately needed control.” 
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I read this right away as a call from the students. 

For the first week of noticing, I would simply walk by the classroom, poke my 
head in and often just greet the kids and wish them a great day. I would 
spend more time with the few that had been sent outside in the hallway, 
where I began noticing their wanting attention and their needing to be 
challenged. These intensely smart kids told me about how they liked my 
changing repertoire of sneakers (I had a penchant for different colours) and 
in turn, I would tell them about how I had grown old enough to know the 
value of comfortable feet and would claim old age needs. My hallway 
“breakfast club” of sorts, would smile or at least afford me a giggle before I’d 
ask what they were outside for. Often, they would just tell me that they were 
bored, or that they had already learned some of the content, but that they 
couldn’t control their need to be out of their seat. Hearing this saddened me 
greatly, as I knew, it really wasn’t the teacher’s fault either. It was a 
response to a call that wasn’t being answered. 

Calls, in this instance, were for connection and understanding. Teachers heed 
the calls and answers responsive to the needs of their students, “an ongoing 
relational act of responsiveness … that resonates and responds to the cries of 
the spirit, that which cannot be fully known, and to the presence of the other” 
(Kind, 2006, p. 37). I was reaching for the possibility of different teaching 
strategies as a direct response to the students in front of me. 

Students call to us every day, hoping for a response. It is often no fault of 
ours that we may not be readily listening, or know to listen at that exact 
time; especially when we are already distracted by our own stressors and 
lives. Herein lies a complexity of teaching. We hope we are who we need to be 
to our students when they need us; and not who we are when they don’t. This 
is what makes some of this work heartbreaking, really. Because, I too have 
been there—hoping to catch the moment’s break where I can attend to the 
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needs of a child in order to better connect with them. Kind (2006) asserts, 
“Something new comes into being by responding to the ‘call of teaching.’ An 
intricately connected to this is the understanding that as teaching changes so 
does the teacher (or vice versa)” (p. 38). I feel that with most interactions, if I 
am paying enough attention, I am always changed by the way I may interact 
again with students, or reflect upon those interactions based on my response. 

After about a week of hallway walks later, I approached the classroom 
teacher and asked what they were planning on teaching in English language 
arts. They were going to introduce the skill of writing with inferences. I was 
excited in hopes that this teacher might take my offer of co-teaching with 
them or to plan a lesson or two where they could observe me teaching the 
group in order to better approach the teaching of the concept. With gratitude, 
the teacher accepted my help. 

On the day of my arrival to the classroom, you could hear their noise for half 
a hallway down from the office. Another aspect to the myriad of complaints 
that the administration gathered needed to be “fixed.” But this class didn’t 
need fixing, it needed connection. 

I walked in. A few of the hallway faces recognized me and took their seats, 
telling others to “shut up.” 

I had clearly earned some hallway cred. 

The classroom teacher sat at their desk. I had asked prior to my arrival that 
they take some notes and noticings of the kids during the lesson so that they 
could get a sense for areas of the room that might need more attention or to 
focus upon when they were teaching—but I did not see a notebook open, nor a 
pen to paper. I continued on. 
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I pulled a chair from the front corner of the room, and placed it directly in the 
middle of the rows that the students had been placed in. Right, front and 
center. Lamb to the slaughter. The noise and cacophony continued, and I sat 
quietly, not saying a word. What felt like hours, was merely chunks of 
seconds before slowly, very slowly, the students stopped their ‘wild rumpus’ 
(Sendak, 1963) and took their seats, out of interest for who sat before them. 

It took only a few minutes, but the room fell silent. And I continued to sit in 
silence, observing their faces and their bewilderment at why a woman would 
just be sitting there, not asking for quiet in the usual way, but commanding it 
with her own sit-in. 

Finally, a voice, impatient and dull-toned, cracked from the back, “What are 
we doing?” I turned slightly to the left of the voice with only my head, my 
body remaining square towards the class of students. 

“Are we ready to start?” I asked, and the room responded with a resounding 
“YES.” 

I stood up and passed around two yellow post-it notes to each student for 
their desk. They still managed only a murmur of some chatter before I sat 
back down and stared at them all again. 

“Let’s start with assumptions, biases, or who you THINK I am…” my voice 
trailed off as I explained to them that I was invited to teach them about the 
skill of inference. Defining it but then bringing it back to the vulnerability 
which was myself. 

“I’ll give you 2 minutes to write down what you think you assume about ME, 
on the post-it … there’s really no wrong answer … until I tell you otherwise—
but based on what you see, what can you assume about me?” I asked the class 
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and they initially looked puzzled, but several of the students turned to each 
other with a smile and seemed excited by the challenge. 

“I ask that you do this without talking, you’ve got 2 minutes, your time starts 
now…” 

I sat quietly looking around the room, at the walls, the students, observing 
those writing furiously, and those that were thinking, then writing, then 
would pause again. 

It’s a long time to sit for 2 minutes while a group of 13-year-olds decide to tell 
you who they think you are. But what’s not a little risk, in order to gain 
connection? My hope was that in hearing first what they thought of me, this 
could work twofold. I could tell them about myself in a way that wouldn’t be 
the usual boorish tell, and also quash any assumptions and show that by 
making an educated guess, they were closer to the skill of inference than they 
even thought. 

Two minutes passed and we spent a good chunk of time reviewing the results. 
Clearly, many had been either paying attention, or were extremely intuitive. 
I was not surprised. I was so excited to work with this group, as I could see 
that my praise and enthusiasm for the activity spurred great answers. Many 
thought that I “didn’t take any crap,” was “fashionable,” and had a “good 
sense of humour.” 

So far, they really weren’t wrong. 

The lesson extended to me reading aloud the story of my father, the 
woodpecker, and of myself navigating the painful difficulties of taking care of 
my mum and her ailing health with the story of the woodpecker and the bb 
gun. I told them nothing about the stories other than that based on what they 
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heard, and the task involved needing to write inferences of who they thought 
Kath and Dad were and about. 

Splitting the whiteboard into a T-chart, I wrote down the answers that the 
students shared about both characters in the story, exhausting almost all of 
the board space that I could find. None of their inferences were really 
exaggerated or incorrect. From my own writing, students could hear that my 
dad was sad, that I felt I needed to take care of him too, and that we both 
were seeking lightheartedness during a difficult time. 

I called to the group for one or two more contributions to our inference board 
for the story, when a voice of truth called from the back. 

“You’re, Kath, aren’t you?” inquisitive but poignant. And it stabbed. 

I half-smiled, looking at the faces of the classroom, they were surprised, 
shocked, and some finally put together the story that was in front of them all 
along. 

“I am,” I stood in silence, feeling exposed, I had passed a point of no return 
with this group. 

“Wait, so, is your mum OK?” another little voice, concerned, emerged from 
the left of the room. 

“No, she’ll always be sick. I’ve never known her not to be—she’s been sick 
since I was born.” I was now speaking more truth in front of teenagers than I 
had with close groups of my own peers. 

Growing up with a mum who had always been sick to a certain degree, I 
realized had moulded and shaped my way of knowing and being. As a 
teacher, I realized more and more as the years passed, how much my life as a 
daughter to a sick mum made a difference in my understanding of my own 
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identity, as well as having developed some serious empathy for students with 
sick parents and how to support them. I learned over the years ultimately my 
own way of teaching and approaching teaching other students as a result of 
another teacher: my mum.  

It turns out that living with this layer of experience was an addition to the 
already lived curriculum by which I was developing as a teacher and a 
human being. The challenges my mum has faced being sick all these years, is 
carried with me too. My experiences became not just a challenge individually, 
but one that held societal and collective prowess that informed my identity as 
a teacher, as a daughter, as a human being facing a group of students, and of 
whom have also experienced illness themselves. 

Our experience, ever intertwined. 

I snapped out my fog. A moment of reflection slowed to the tempo of a turtle 
resumed back to the task at-hand. 

“Now, I’m really impressed with how much you came to figure out just from 
listening to one story, imagine what you can write yourselves? This is the key 
to figuring out how to SHOW a Reader what your characters are about and 
not TELL them.” 

I continued forward, knowing that the school bell would be the enemy of this 
tremendous synergy in the room. 

“Can I collect all your post-its from today?” I asked carefully, “They are not 
for marks and you do not need to put your name on it, I just want to keep 
them for next time, if it’s OK to come back and do some writing?” I turned to 
the classroom teacher, they nodded their heads and the students 
“Yesssssssssssss” in their seats. 
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The wild rumpus started again once the post-its had been collected. They 
could no longer stay seated and needed to move. 

I confirmed with the classroom teacher when a good time might be to come 
back and took my green folder with the post-its back to my tiny office. 

In the silence of my own thoughts after what had transpired, I re-opened the 
folder to see all the truths of myself on tiny little yellow pages. Like a 
collection of newspaper clippings demarcating an event, an awakening to 
what I could offer to students and teachers was simply that of teaching 
authentically, being vulnerable and responsive. 

I would need to put down some of my armour and simply persevere with 
those that would work with me, regardless of politics. As a result of this day, 
I would learn to seek out better support from colleagues to navigate toxic 
work culture, and I eventually returned to the classroom the following year. 

But what I learned on that day was as important and vital to my wellbeing as 
ever: students needed to see their teachers for all their flaws and fun. They 
needed to see that we too, could rise resilient with a past, but with plans for a 
future. 

Philosopher Mark Nepo (2011) asserts, “Honesty is the net by which we fish 
the deep” (p. 205), and I recognized on that day the importance of being 
honest with students. That their thriving was very much tied to my own. 
Upon the threshold of human development between the students and myself, 
our ability to connect, to work together, and to laugh laid the foundation for 
what I knew was my own ability to thrive in place at that moment. 

It is in the deep that we can find ourselves intertwined with the experience of 
others, while taking notice of the transformation of our own.
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Photo 30. Doubles, Batsone Lake.. 
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ur wooden boat rocked and lulled me quietly, as if she knew there was a 
need. 

Dad casted back and forth while letting the fishing line float just above the 
lake’s surface. 

The line skimming by thousands of mayflies as they danced above the lake in 
unison and direction, hatching from the lake’s bottom, taking part in the 
cycle of life that would be food for the larger blue damselflies that flew by like 
tiny helicopters. 

“You know, I just want you to be happy,” Dad paused, while keeping his eyes 
on the lake. 

“Yeah, of course Dad, if I wasn’t, I would change things, I suppose…” my 
words trailed off as I reached for a snack in the small cooler in the boat. 

“Well, what can I say, just don’t get sick.” His words stabbed at the heart of 
all open wounds and experiences unsaid but understood by both of us. 

 
Photo 31. August on the ranch, Aspen Grove.  

O 
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The Casting Lesson II 

 
Photo 32. The casting lesson II. 

 
he night before my lesson, I spent time at my parents’ house wading 

through hundreds of fishing flies, and in preparation, Dad helped me restring 
my entire backing, line, leader and tippet pieces. Everything that made up 
the contents of the reel for fishing. 

Dad grunted at the line, and I asked several times if he needed help and 
watched him in his process of trying to tie my backing line to the main 
fishing line. A nail knot would be needed. 

“Can I tie it?” He seemed to ignore my request, but my insistence on learning 
how to do it on my own was more out of the necessity of wanting to know and 
learn before I couldn’t be shown again. 

T 
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“OK, give me the line otherwise I won’t learn, Dad” I insisted and he obliged. 
I started to tie and just when I had almost all of the line pieces ready to pull 
and set the knot, dad interjected again: 

“Now make sure you’ve got all the pieces right?! Are you holding them all and 
ready to pull them all at the same time?” he cut in just as I was about to do 
what I was told. 

I pulled the knot together, pride in knowing I had tied a near perfect nail 
knot for my reel, on the first try. Although the gun-to-the-head instructions 
hadn’t been super helpful for my anxiety around getting it right. 

I chose a black leech fly from dad’s many fly boxes and cut the hook from it, 
so it wouldn’t catch the grass in the park where my lesson was to take place. 
I thanked Dad for his time and took my newly set up rod home, anxious but 
excited about hopefully putting my bad casting away for good. 

I brought my rod home and started working on making up my master fly box 
in the living room when my phone rang, “OK, so I’ve thought about this and I 
think you should switch up from the leech to something lighter, otherwise 
you won’t get a good feel for how the line feeds through your rod,” I paused on 
the other side of the line. Dad wasn’t wrong, and I didn’t really think it would 
matter, but I agreed and a new fly was tied that night to the end of my line: a 
brown caddis fly. 

“Have fun tomorrow, let me know how it goes,” Dad’s words weighed 
sincerely, and I now felt the pressure to ensure I wasn’t going to come back 
from another failed lesson in casting my own fishing rod. 

�  
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WINTER 
Still, found intimations of immortality in fishing and along rivers 
where ancient human instincts encounter nature at its most 
profound cyclical and mysterious, where human behaviour is so 
clearly part of nature, where our detachment, even from the 
brevity of our own lives, is consoling. 

– Thomas McGuane, The Longest Silence9 
 

  

 
9 McGuane (2019, p. 253). 



130	

 
Photo 33. Breaking the ice to fish, Chicken Ranch Lake. 

 
ce-on marks the end of stillwater season in higher elevation lakes. 

It is time to retire the boat and clean up the fishing gear. Usually, Dad and I 
try to get out to fish as long as the snow hasn’t fallen on the Coquihalla 
Summit and surrounding roads. But by the first week of November, cold 
temperatures begin to trigger slow feeding patterns for trout as ice-on begins 
for lakes. Being immersed in fishing, winter has truly taught me the 
significance of allowing the land, and myself, to rest. 

Of course the river season continues to thrive. As many of the tributaries of 
the mighty Fraser River, continue to feed the fishing needs of fisher peoples 
along the lower mainland of Vancouver. Runs of silver coho salmon along the 
Vedder River system in Chilliwack as well as the beginnings of the Steelhead 

I 
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runs in the Stave River all call to those willing to brave the elements with 
layers under their waders—packing perseverance and tenacity as well. 

The mighty chum salmon are all but gone from the K’witilem River. Their 
bones decompose slowly in the frigid waters while their skin is all but washed 
away, reabsorbed in the carbon cycle, or eaten by birds of prey nearby. 

Stark contrasts of grey and white skies, low hanging clouds and cold 
humidity fill the air. Winter tells us to tie flies. Winter tells us to stay warm, 
stay inside, and to take care. Winter is a time of self-care and wellbeing; a 
time of reciprocity and stewardship to allow most higher-elevation lakes to 
rest. 

Despite winter ice fishing’s best attempts, many prefer the comforts of the 
vise, rather than an ice tent, tying flies in preparation for a new Spring 
season. Lakes renew, sit stasis while the elements remain harsh. Trout seek 
the bounty of the bottom reaches of lakes, taking in as much oxygen as they 
possibly can. All the while I wait patiently, planning out my next spring 
trips. There is a sense of anticipatory stopping. Winter ends most fishing for 
me abruptly with the first snow, however, there is also an anticipation of 
what the next season can bring. 

In schools, this manifests as anticipation of stopping for a while, the holiday 
break allows for time with our families and to rest. All involved anticipate 
starting up anew in a new year. It also marks the half-way point in a 
scholastic year. It is where we begin to get a better sense of our direction 
pedagogically and in practice. I believe this is when we truly begin to feel 
amongst and between the cycles of the seasons, that “the earth loves you in 
return, [transforming] the relationship from a one-way street into a sacred 
bond” (Kimmerer, 2013, p. 125). This bond is ever evolving, as I continue to 
be privileged to fish and live on this land, the more attuned I feel and attend 
to my own wellbeing during the school year in the process. 
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When the Earth calls us to rest, we are best to answer in kind. 

Come, sit. 

Close your eyes and stay a while, there are stories to learn from here. 

 
Photo 34. Wading walks, Lillooet. 
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Convergence 
 
peered out the window of my classroom and watched the fury of flurries 

that soon became a full-out snow shower, covering the staff cars and the 
schoolyard within a matter of half an hour. A sense of anxiety overwhelmed 
me. Yes, I had snow tires, but did I really want to try and commute back to 
this tomorrow given that the forecast was calling for at least another 10 
centimeters? The recess bell brought me back to the next lesson of reading 
aloud to my students in French, but the nagging sense that I might have to 
take a day off of work when it could be seen as not an “illness” day ate at me. 
The nagging feeling of how to plan for events I would have no control over 
continued to dominate the narrative of every conversation I had with 
colleagues that day and I soon realized I was not alone in wondering how my 
commute to work might look like in 24 hours. I recognized in that moment 
that if I knew that I had systemic permission to know that I could prepare for 
a day away and not lose pay, I wouldn’t worry so much, I would enjoy the 
moment more with my students rather than fear the flurries. Typically, a 
snow day would still require staff to report to their school sites while keeping 
students away for the day, but I also often questioned the rationale for this. 
How was that keeping me or my colleagues safe? The amount of worry I was 
carrying was heightened by other colleagues’ worries as well. A collective 
stress that consequently was a by-product of a system that couldn’t allow for 
“snow days” despite living and working in British Columbia. 

The irony. 

The following morning, I rose to check all my emails, twitter tweets and any 
information outlets that could possibly announce a snow day for my students 
but also for staff. 

I 
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The verdict: Snow Day, staff to remain at home. 

A wave of relief washed over me, and a nap to compensate for the stress and 
anxiety that had ensued. I woke up anyway, despite text messages of 
encouragement to go back to bed. I walked to the living room window and 
stared in amazement at the amount of snow that had fallen. 

Calm washed over me as I knew I could revel in this day without guilt. 

 
Photo 35. Winter’s dusting, Kwikwetlem. 
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anuary’s snow graced me with a few days of walks of solitude along the 

Coquitlam’s Rivers’ edge. Pristine, untouched, snow dusted, and protected 
branches from the dormant plants and trees that surround the river’s banks. 
I often hope to catch a glimpse of the glimmering side of a coho salmon or the 
elusive steelhead trout, but neither have joined me with their presence on 
any of my walks so far. 

January also means steelhead season. It is the cold, submersive walks into 
the rivers that cool my blood while I hunt for catching one of the few sea-
faring trout species that do not travel in packs. The apex predator and a 
prized catch for any fishing enthusiast. But despite my best efforts to sight-
fish, my attempts to look at the river were fouled by tiredness and a feeling of 
restlessness. Looking above the water, look at something rather than being 
with it. 

This is what made me go buy fishing waders. 

I realized that I had spent two solid seasons of the stillwater fishing game 
peering from the top down, from the boat to the water. This certainly had its 
advantages but I also realized that while I was sitting above water, I was also 
missing out on being with it. 

The want to wade in the often turbulent waters of a winter’s river had me 
scared and I tepidly purchased my first pair of waders with the intention that 
I would return to the rivers to selfishly lengthen my fishing season. However, 
it also got me thinking about the importance of submerging myself into the 
ecology of water that surrounds me when I fish. 

I began realizing that sometimes the closer we get to the very source of what 
drives us, the closer we get to turbulence and to the challenges that present 

J 
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themselves without a way of knowing how to face them. What can we do to 
allow our souls to dip into those turbulent waters? 

Walking a river slows us down. It can be the ultimate teacher of how we must 
focus more on putting one foot in front of the other rather than leaping ahead 
before we know the ground upon which we walk. Stones and rock beds often 
nest algae of the most perilous kind, and this is when support in the form of a 
wading stick or a strong core may make the difference between knowing that 
a quick slip can lead to recovery of our balance or a frigid swim in the one 
place we long to stay dry for the day. 

When I think about attending to my own sense of wellness and how I am 
doing, it’s often a daily check-in, but this is not something I learned from a 
one-off professional development session, it has been learned out of the 
necessity to survive. I am often recognizing a long-term fatigue that I feel as I 
continue to work as an educator in a system that does not give enough down-
time to me in order to feel renewed in energy and in spirit. I’d say that a cold 
splash of water to the face would be the revival I needed, but unfortunately 
it’s only a short-term fix. In order to wade in the waters of long days, of work 
unfinished, of constant bombardments from the needs of others and the 
frustrations of an educational system that takes more than it gives back to 
me, I realized, early on, I would need better strategies to lengthen my stay. 

Waders protected my tenacity. For fishing, waders are the first barrier to the 
cold, wet and turbulent conditions that only fish can stand, but allow me to 
hold up in the conditions, to stay in the same waters for longer than if I were 
exposed. I have realized for a long time that I require support that sustains 
me, to allow me to thrive despite inhospitable conditions that are often an 
effect of a system I am in. 

Often in systems, ideas are manifested, are stolen, and are 
ignored. We don’t talk enough about what things really matter. 
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Wellness and self-care are areas that districts want to explore on 
their own terms. As counsellors in a system, as advocates for 
wellness practices, we too, are trying to survive “this” in order to 
make system change. Larger systems that we are in want us to 
be well, they just don’t understand what wellness really is. At one 
time, I realized that there was an important story for learning 
when the wellness person (me) wasn’t feeling well. My way of 
finding wellness is through meditation, yoga, support with 
trusted colleagues and family. I have every kind of resiliency 
available to me. I want to impart this idea that we can all have 
self-care strategies and I want to teach others how to build 
resiliency. How do we hold each other up? It’s not about fixing. 
(Gail, Middle School Counsellor, personal communication, June 
25, 2019) 

Systematically speaking, there is no easy fix. I am finding that the more 
years that pass, the more of the complexities within my educational contexts 
continue to escalate. I have often wondered if it is because I am more awake 
(Greene, 1978) or attuned to my contexts through my multiple lenses by 
which I have been viewing how hard it truly is to sustain a career in 
teaching. I often wonder while feeling like I am making a difference, how am 
I not losing too much of myself and my own personal time to the profession? 
Despite the multiple years of working in education, whether through roles in 
a university, a school, or a school district office; each has presented new ways 
to crystalize the very rudimentary understanding: teaching does not get 
easier. 

Writing about what I know because of what I know, has often become one of 
the hardest things to do. I am writing my life as I live it. There are often 
times of joy, of peace, but they are paired with hardship and heartbreak due 
to the complexity of teaching. Mark Nepo (2011) would add that the liminal 
space between joy and peace is the awakening of and freeing of what has 
been asleep. So in fact, re-learning and learning ways to take care of myself 
amidst the day-to-day grind, whatever challenges we face regularly whether 
they be professionally or personally, awakens our spirit. 
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The ability to thrive is in understanding that conditions and contexts often 
change rapidly, and that I ultimately must choose daily to remain critically 
aware of how I will take care of myself; despite my best attempts to react to 
issues of work or the complexities that stress brings into my life. I 
understand the act of thriving in my practice to be ever changing, ever 
needing to be re-evaluated to know if I am well, if I am using self-care 
strategies to help attend to my physical and psychological needs to remain in 
a profession where the conditions and contexts can break us down. 

Somewhere between protection and perseverance lies my ability to thrive. 

Somewhere between the lakes and the rivers the flow of a trickling brook or a 
raging pulse of the river’s wrath generates synergy that I feel connected to 
but that I also cautiously approach, that I observe, and that I sometimes have 
to let go of. 

Somewhere between peace and joy, the convergence of who we want to be, 
and of who we really are lies in the space between wading in waters or 
watching them from the banks of our being. 
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The Skagit River Scottish Ghost 
(and the SECRET to catching more fish)10 

 
his is a short fisherman’s tale (no pun intended) about an experience I 

had fly fishing the pristine Skagit River in British Columbia. 

It happened early in my introduction to fly fishing as it was my first try at 
fishing a trout river. I had just bought a complete outfit of waders, rod/reel, 
assorted flies, boots—the whole she-bang. I looked like I was right out of 
Field and Stream magazine. The day started early. 

I, along with two friends, left Vancouver to find the famous to many a fly 
fisher, Skagit River. It was indeed a journey along a rutted gravel road sixty 
kilometres east of Hope, into the bush country on the US border. An hour 
after turning up Silver Creek access, and glimpsing a few peek-a-boo views of 
the Skagit, we arrived at Ross Lake campground around noon. We set up 
camp and my two companions wanted to explore the area whereas I decided 
to walk back and fish the big bend of the river I saw coming in where the 
river emptied into the lake. 

I promised that I would bring dinner back for all. I found it challenging to get 
down to the river from the road, but managed to find access and found myself 
on the shore. It was a beautiful river, definitely A River Runs Through It 
moment.11 A double bend; one to my right and one to my left … pristine, 
glacier cool, clear water with the promise of willing trout and not a soul in 
sight. I tied my fly to line and with great anticipation, double-hauled my first 
cast of the day. The line whispered across the moving river, slashing the fly 

 
10 This story was retold to me by my dad through an email. 
11 Maclean (1976). 

T 
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into the glacial water. Unknown to me at the time, I was to repeat this 
casting for a few hours with very little success and just a sore arm. 

After many changes of fly and flogging the water without mercy, a quick look 
at my watch told me I had been here for a few hours with only two (very 
small) fish to show for my effort. To say they were “keepers” was a stretch. I 
felt sorry for keeping them. I was on the cusp of discouragement and close to 
calling it a day when out of the corner of my eye far away to my right, up 
river at the first bend, a figure appeared out of nowhere. 

A minute ago when I had looked in that direction he wasn’t there, but now he 
was there, clear as day. 

I continued to cast and change my fly, without success while keeping an eye 
on him. He was far away, however, I could tell by his movements that he was 
catching fish and catching a lot! He was walking the river bed my way, 
casting as he came and catching fish on nearly every second cast. Damn 
frustrating to watch! 

Eventually, he came close enough that I could get a good look at him. He was 
short, dressed in a red plaid shirt, floppy Tilly-style hat, wicker fish creel over 
his shoulder (which I assumed must be loaded with fish), rubber boots with 
glued on tops extended to keep the water out. An older man with a full beard 
and an old “cane” fly rod and vintage style English pin reel. There was no 
evidence of a fly box—not Field and Stream, more like Norman Rockwell! 

When he got close enough, I nodded a welcome and continued my fruitless fly 
fishing. He, on the other hand, was into more fish. I observed that he was 
letting them go. 

I assumed they were too small or his creel was full. When he was in calling 
distance, I yelled up to him to ask him what he was using as a fly. Not saying 
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a thing, he walked down towards me casting as always, and caught another 
damn fish and let it go, again! We were now close enough to hear each other 
and he said in a very strong Scottish accent, “What would ye be asking me 
now?” I asked him what he was using again. 

“Well laddie, it be not what I’m usin’ as one fly is as good as tother,” he said 
matter-of-factly. 

I stood there with my fly drying card clipped to my new vest, showing at least 
a dozen unproductive flies. I looked like a General with medals. 

He continued, “I’ve been watchin’ ye for a bit beatin’ the wetness out of the 
water. Not havin’ much success, are ye?” 

“No,” I said. “Been here for hours and really no success, certainly not like 
what you’re had.” Pointing at his creel. Flipping it open, he revealed an 
empty basket. 

Astonished, I asked him where were all the fish he caught. 

“Why, back in the water, laddie. Where they belong,” he says this as he looks 
me up and down. 

“My, you look like a real fisherman! Store bought gear?” (I nod.) 

“Do you mind if I take a peek at your rod?” And I handed it to him. 

“My, tiz a beauty.” He expertly roll casted into the river. 

Half a drift later, it’s “FISH ON.” Unbelievable! My rod, my bloody fly! He 
brings in a beautiful trout and quickly lets it go. I’m stunned. I see dinner 
swimming away and he’s just smiling. He takes the fly off his rod and gives it 
to me saying. 
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“Ye asked me what I was usin’, so have a go with me fly, and I’ll try yours, 
but don’t lose it as it’s the only one I’ve got.” 

The only one he’s got?! What the hell? I thanked him and proceeded to cast 
my “new” fly, guaranteed to catch fish but numerous casts later and still no 
success makes me call up to him and ask what the hell am I doing wrong? He 
patiently reels in another fish (my old fly remember) and comes back down to 
me. Now this is where it all gets interesting and a bit weird. 

He asks me, “Do ye want to know the secret of catching a lot of fish?” 

“Sure,” I said, “who wouldn’t?” 

He picks up my rod, casts it out and again, end of the drift is into another 
fish. After many acrobatic leaps, quick runs and a few Scottish yahoos, the 
fish tires and he brings it to his feet. It’s a KEEPER! He reaches down, lifts 
the barbless hook out of the fish’s mouth, gently turns it over and pushes it 
back into the river, saying some kind of Scottish sayonara. 

Stunned, I almost yell, but withhold. “Why did you let him go?” 

“Did ya see the secret?” he asked. 

“What are you talking about? I saw you let a good fish go.” 

“I’ll show ya the secret again, but ya got to be payin’ attention.” 

Casting out again, two casts and drifts and it’s fish on. Again, energetic fish 
and this one is even bigger. For sure he is going to keep this one … NOT. He 
reaches down, unhooks and lets it go. 

“Did ya see it this time?” (I wag my head). He says something in the Scottish 
brogue under his breath, probably thinking I’m a real wanker. 
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“Laddie, THE SECRET is in letting them go! He gave ya good sport, he tried 
his best to lose the hook, ya bested him in his element, and he put his life in 
your hands when ya landed him. Ya have the power to kill him or to release 
him. If ya kill him, all that was him is gone. There can be nae more sport for 
other fishermen, he cannot do what the fish Gods intended him to do … to 
release him is to allow all of this.… It is a very, very good feeling. Ya will 
enjoy releasing them just as much as catching them. Ya will enjoy fishing 
more and trust me laddie, ya WILL catch more fish.” 

I’m thinking but not saying, you’re so full of shit! 

I thank him for his insight, he changes back my fly, wishes me good luck. 

In parting, he says, “Oh, and don’t forget the fisherman’s prayer.… Lord, no 
fish will be harmed today, I will release all that I catch, so let me catch lots of 
fish … and oh, don’t forget to dip your net in the water before you fish.” 

I watched him walk down the river past the last bend and out of sight. 
Standing there, listening to the liquid sound of the river, I reflect on all that 
has been said and done in the past hour and shake my head trying to make 
sense of it. The fact that we never introduced ourselves, not asking where he 
came from, was a tad bit troubling to me. Turning to the water (in for a 
pound, in for a penny), I look to the sky, said the Fisherman’s Prayer and 
casted out. 

Now, without a lie, I catch a fish on that first cast. After great sport and it 
had tired, I brought it to shore. I looked down at it on its side, breathing hard 
with one eye looking up at me with the hook still in its mouth. 

I was tempted to keep him, however, I thought about what the old Scotsman 
had said, reached down, thanked the fish for his sport and let him go. I did 
indeed get a thrill watching the fish as I released it (I still do to this day). 
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I proceeded to catch and release many more fish during the rest of the day. So 
many, I lost count. It was one of the best days on the river I’ve ever had! 

I fished so long into the early eve, that my friends came looking for me in the 
twilight. I told them about the Scotsman and asked if they had run into him, 
but they had not. I told him what the Scotsman had said, and of how many 
fish I had caught and released but of course not seeing evidence of “keepers” 
and their dinner, they too thought I was full of it. 

Over the years, I have asked many fishermen who have fished the Skagit if 
they have met the Scotsman. 

They have not. 

I am sure he was real as I, like most folks, find it hard to believe in ghosts, 
but our meeting was definitely surreal. (On the topic of ghosts in the Skagit, I 
have experienced two other very weird phenomena on the road to the river, 
but that’s a story for another time.) 

It was a Zen moment for me and one not forgotten. I now tell everyone I meet 
who asks why I am catching more fish than they are, to say the prayer and to 
let them ALL go. 

I get a kick out of watching their face and body language and hearing them 
say to me: 

“You’re full of shit!” 
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Photo 36. Nature’s hexagonal mosaic, rainbow trout.
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The Unexpected Fish 
 

ad and I had let the last of the dust of pink settle off the clouds as the 

wind died down to a calm whisper while our boat trolled along a ledge of the 

lake. The last known bite on the end of our flies had given us a faint push of 

hope. The sun had finally set and all that was left was the light of our 

headlamps and the moon. Geese and ducks stayed in an active cycle of flying, 

landing while skimming the cool lake water in the darker corners of the lake. 

Still no bites. This would be perhaps one of the only times at Batstone Lake I 

would leave skunked. To be skunked, is to leave without having landed, 

caught and returned a fish to its brethren. 

Moonlight lit up our casting lines like skating lines on fresh ice, dancing 

along the smooth lake’s surface in time with the boat’s slow but steady 

trolling speed. We had given up casting and we were left to leave out so much 

line that I was almost to the backing of my reel. 

A slight tug of my rod, almost imperceivable had I not been staring into the 

lake but with a firm hand on the handle. 

Tug, TUg, TUG! 

The rod animated me, my face surprised as any, as I had not expected a fish 

to be wise enough at this late hour. 

I kept the tension of my rod tight as I began reeling in the yards of line left 

out in the lake in hopes of this very moment. The reel whizzling, continuing 

to keep tension while the fish had taken my fly, a pumpkin head looking 

insect. Realizing it was caught, the trout shot out of the lake, breaching the 

smooth, untouched surface of the water, like a whale in play. 

D 
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While we both let out a gasp, stupefied at the scene, the line SNAPPED like 

the breaking of a dry wooden board. 

My unexpected fish, leaving with my fly, and leaving me flummoxed. 

I reeled in what was left of my line, the lack of tension made for a quick 

redraw, but I was grateful I hadn’t broken my actual rod. 

The boat lay quiet now, as I let out a large sigh. 

“Well that was unexpected, eh?” Dad finally consoled, almost needing there to 

be some form of sound in the silence of midnight on the lake. 

“You got that right,” I continued to break down my rod in anticipation of 

finally bringing the boat back to shore. 

“I’m freezing out here, that fish got away with my best fly, but I think I was 

way more pumped that it had even taken it in the first place,” I tried 

convincing myself. 

Moonlight continued to glow over us and I took off my headlamp, as the 

clouds had parted even more, leaving the biggest headlamp of all to guide us 

to shore. I realized I could have missed that fish, had I not been paying 

attention, that it had been better to be startled by it than lose the chance to 

be amazed. 

 

There are moments of unexpectedness, of full pause that give way to 

reflection if we choose to “pay attention to the tugs on the sleeve” (Dr. Lynn 

Fels, personal communication, July 25, 2016). Dr. Lynn Fels speaks of these 

moments as subtle ways to draw our attention over time. Pause moments, or 
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the things that are calling us to our attention draws on Applebaum’s (1995) 

notion of “the stop” (p. 126), moments in which we cannot be prepared. 

Rarely, but on some occasions, I feel like I’m not strong enough for this work. 

Upon reflection, I have often muddied my way through incidents where I, in 

retrospect, could have asked for help by being more vulnerable and 

acknowledging that asking for help was not the same as being perceived as 

incompetent at your job.  

A few years ago, a colleague acted impulsively which put me into an ethical 

dilemma. I was faced with some very serious questions to consider: Is this 

harassment? Should I file a first aid report? The day of the incident, my 

principal closed all the blinds to their office and found coverage for all of my 

teaching blocks as they could see the trauma on my face, but due to ethical 

lines, I could not disclose why or what had happened. I will never forget that 

kindness. I had a lot of paperwork and needed time to consider how I would 

proceed in the best interest of ethics and my own well-being. Another aspect 

to this was the fact that I was visibly upset, and ethically, I couldn’t tell other 

colleagues what had happened. This ethical stance often helps in many cases, 

but in mine, I felt embarrassed that I cried at work and I felt isolated as 

there were few outside of the contexts of teaching that I could reach out to 

discuss this incident with.  

Schools are vulnerable places that warrant care and consideration. A 

microcosm of flourishing, of fun, but also of trepidation and trauma. I 

considered why I was so upset, a lot of it stemming from feeling exceptionally 

vulnerable in my workplace. A place I typically feel safe within but this 

recent incident shifted my perspective of what I defined as safe spaces in a 

school for myself as a teacher. I learned in my year as an instructional coach 

that there really were no ‘safe’ spaces in schools: no place not to not be 

interrupted, no place where we don’t feel as though someone may be 



149	

listening, overhearing or noticing. I see how the lack of safe space also affects 

trust.  

In the blind-shrouded room, I was left to deal with the fall out of this conflict 

with a colleague that involved a lot of phone calls with union members and 

their recommendations included having the colleague investigated. 

Investigations are horrible, and in my mind, unnecessary for this incident. I 

wanted reconciliatory conversation instead. 

When something happens to us in our workplace, how can we explore trust? 

Why is trust so easily robbed from us? From our students? 

Feltman (as cited in Brown, (2015) asserts that trust “is built in very small 

moments” (7:32). Researching lived experiences of others, these small 

moments of time including accepting help, in asking for help, or in helping 

others. 

Trust is built in the smallest of moments. 

So I acknowledge that through my own lived experience that a part of being 

upset comes from knowing that I am asking for help. I asked for help from 

my union, from a trusted colleague, and from a trusted administrator that 

needed to be consulted. In asking for help, I saw that I had chosen to be 

vulnerable in front of someone else, an unexpected turn in a time when I felt 

I wasn’t sure I could trust anyone. Trust, as defined by Charles Feltman (as 

cited in Brown, 2015), “is choosing to make something important to you 

vulnerable to the actions of someone else” (10:49). 

Trust is the unexpected fish. 

Through trust, relationships at the collegial and administrative level, 

flourishing and nourishing can occur. Sacrificing time in schools for all 

stakeholders involved to lend themselves towards more healthy relationships 
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as a direct result of poorly executed school district initiatives leads to the 

dichotomous relationship that, even as researchers, can be problematic. The 

issue of reliability and validity. Both these aspects of research can be used to 

make headway in the complexity of relationships of colleagues in schools. 

There are quantitative gaps in the conducting train car, as I will 

demonstrate, that cannot be addressed without the qualitative bringing up 

the caboose. 

Validity in schools, when it comes to matters of academic performance (report 

cards, district assessments, data collection from standardized ministry tests), 

requires measurements that are credible. This can prove incredibly difficult, 

given the problematic of trust in the workplace; as it is difficult to gauge the 

accuracy of human experience. However reliability has a role here in the 

gaining and earning of trust in those small, incremental moments that show 

others we can be trusted. Being clear on our limitations of what we are 

capable of taking on or accepting within a reasonable amount of work 

responsibilities on top or our personal ones is by far one of the biggest aspects 

of how we build or break trust with others. 

Like the unexpected fish, fishing lines can break easily when we have taken 

on more weight than the rod can accommodate. In schools, this often looks 

like lines of collegiality; select individuals who take on a lot of the 

committees, the coaching, the after-school groups in order to address the 

needs of a school’s culture and is seen to help its flourishing. However, in 

taking on so many responsibilities, these individuals are usually the first to 

be sick often, appear to never have enough time to complete other tasks and 

identify themselves as tired, overworked, “doing it for the kids” but not able 

to feel accomplished in other areas of their teaching workload and self-admit 

to having less time for their own families as a result. This overstretching of 

time towards other tasks that are viewed as valued in school contexts, sets up 

the individual to fail in keeping other commitments elsewhere in their 
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professional and personal lives (L. Lewis, personal communication, December 

29, 2019). 

I would argue that reliability amongst most colleagues is measured through 

the consistency of behaviour and consistency of those small incremental 

moments that build trust. Measuring reliability within the natural 

complexity of teaching ecologies, environments and schools, is tricky. I tread 

lightly here as I know that due to the ethical nature within the teaching 

world, we must conceal more than what we can reveal. Reliability here, asks 

us as teachers, educators, parents, caregivers and as human beings to do 

what has been asked of us, when asked—every time. I use the word 

reliability here to describe the consistency of time, context, and follow 

through on our actions that gives way to being reliable. Consistency cannot 

falter once or fear losing trust whether immediately or slowly over time. This 

is the delicate nature of the relationship between reliability and trust 

amongst colleagues within a school setting. 

Reliability, then, can be easily dismissed when we dissect the complexity of 

gaining and retaining trust amongst colleagues when we are tasked with so 

many responsibilities and demands on our time. If we cannot regulate 

ourselves well enough to know when to say no, we fall short on delivering on 

our promises and commitments to others; which in turn, directly impacts our 

consistent ability to be reliable to one another, thus making trust even more 

difficult to foster amongst colleagues in schools. Falling short on our promises 

and commitments to others is certainly not limited to just the workplace, it is 

also what speaks to our lived experiences personally. 

Trust may be rebuilt through honest and reconciliatory conversations. It still 

takes time and requires honest conversations with a willingness to listen to 

both sides. However, there must also be an acceptance that trust may not be 

regained. Speaking from experience, this is a hard truth to swallow 
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personally and professionally. In this most recent case, trust was lost for 

good, but the resiliency to have an honest conversation with the support of a 

union member with the colleague that lost my trust, was the best possible 

course of action. Reconciliatory conversations helped in retrieving a 

professional line that the colleague understood couldn’t be crossed.  

If we lose trust, it is at least in the attempt to be vulnerable and honest that 

allows for a space for unpredictability to occur. 

�

The moon, and its light (or the absence of it), is often seen as the symbolic 

essence of inner enlightenment. What then, if anything, can we do to bridge 

the need for better connection and trust? For better understanding of how we 

navigate our way with or without light? The answer may simply lie in the 

collective individualized choices we all make around our own boundaries with 

work and play. 

Perhaps, it is always best to pay attention when trust tugs at your line, just 

as fish will too. 
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Photo 37. Tying flies, Batstone Lake. 
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The Casting Lesson III 

 
Photo 38. The casting lesson III. 

 
rabbing a coffee on route, I met my instructor, at a local park and as 

luck would have it, the previous 7 days of pouring rain had welcomed its first 
morning of blue skies and some sunshine peeking from high clouds. A 
positive omen, I hoped. 

Ego aside, I requested that we start the lesson as if I had NEVER cast a 
fishing rod before. 

The following hour of learning ensued. I recognized through learning the 
mechanics of the fly cast, that I had been doing a lot of things wrong. The 

G 



155	

initial first few tries of every scaffold to the lesson ended in my line coiling, or 
the line not rolling out mechanically the way I wanted it to, but quickly, I 
learned to acknowledge what I was doing wrong. Metacognitively, I was able 
to correct myself while in casting form, which was exciting! The park was also 
low stakes compared to in the boat and casting with a master. 

Keeping my elbow closer to me, with the proper stance afforded me to keep a 
back and forward cast that was in a straight line with where I wanted to cast 
to a target. Allowing only a small amount of line out to practice just simply 
picking up the line, bringing it back to “2” and stopping forward at “10” let 
me watch the line gracefully land straight, presenting itself towards a stick I 
was using as a target. 

And that moment, the line was a stranger. 

At the same time of being praised for a perfect starter cast, I didn’t recognize 
it as my own yet. And so the repetition of this cast ensued, 

Pick up, turn and watch where the rod goes, 

2, stop, watch back cast straighten out then push, 

Forward, stop at 10, watch it fall. 

Grace. 

The next step was to let out more line, learn about the role of acceleration 
and the importance of stopping the rod, as the stop was where the real cast 
began. The rod acted as the vehicle for the line and fly to do their job. 

By letting out more line, the same actions began but this time I was told I 
would cycle this three times before letting go of the line in my left hand to 
feed it out of the rod. 
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Pick up, turn and watch where the rod goes, 

2, stop, watch back cast straighten out then push, 
Forward, stop at 10, pull back, 

“Nice, that’s it, backcast is straighter than fore, keep going,” the instructor’s 
feedback reassured me. 

 

Pick up, turn and watch where the rod goes, 

2, stop, watch back cast straighten out then push, 

Forward, stop at 10, pull back, 

“Better forward this time, one more time before release” 

 

Pick up, turn and watch where the rod goes, 

2, stop, watch back cast straighten out then push, 

Forward, stop at 10 and release line. 

“Nice! Huge improvement, let’s do this again and again” 
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I was still staring at where the line had magically rolled out like carpet. This 
wasn’t magic, it was practice and mechanics. 

A half hour had gone by and this was all I was doing over and over and over 
again with a few conversation breaks about lakes to fish this season. 

The last scaffolding of the lesson was around letting out more line while 
casting…this was certainly the hardest to do, and I knew I’d require the most 
work around it, but I was eager as I had improved so much just in the short 
amount of time so far. 

I casted more poor casts than better ones, but we finished the lesson on one of 
my best, which was a positive end to a great lesson and proof that I too, could 
cast with ease, slowly but surely. Dad had been right, the lighter fly let me 
acquaint myself with my fishing rod.  

In that moment of learning the importance of scaffolding was laid out before 
me, that my own impatience to skip the essentials is what had brought me to 
the precipice of frustration amidst my favourite activity. Somewhere between 
hubris and humility, I felt what learners in my classroom felt. Gaps in 
learning that I identified and saw through outward frustration at me or 
others, and other behaviours were the manifestation of wanting to do more in 
less time. 

I kept thinking, 38, 68… I see-sawed the two ages of myself and my father’s 
back and forth in my head. 

Recognizing that I too, had years to go—30 to be exact. 
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SPRING 
Poets talk about “spots of time,” but it is really fishermen  
who experience eternity compressed into a moment.  
No one can tell what a spot of time is until suddenly  
the whole world is a fish and the fish is gone. 

– Norman Maclean, A River Runs Through it and Other 
Stories12 

 
  

 
12 Maclean (1975, p. 70). 
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Photo 39. Pitt River soliloquy, Upper Pitt River. 

 
esolate branches give way to new growth and greenery, while the crisp 

morning air still sits cold but with newer light and longer days. 

In the further reaches of BC, the season of thick ice, that coats hundreds of 
lakes, begins to thaw. This is the season of anticipatory trips, the long 
awaited season of stillwater fishing to start and the true impatience of myself 
for sunnier days, bluer skies and clearer waters. River and sea run trout 
begin their migratory patterns again in full cycle, and while glaciers feed 
rivers and their tributaries, varieties of trout such as cutthroat and bull 
continue to run their courses, feeding on smaller alevin and salmon egg 
patterns. 

Robert Haig-Brown (as cited in QuoteMaster, n.d.) hailed that water’s 
loveliest form was “the veins of the earth through which the lifeblood returns 
to the heart” (para. 1). The hearty winter still hangs on through early snow 
dusting across the mountain ranges of the Lillooet but moving time forward 
reminds us all that we are on the precipice of change. 

D 
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Cold glacial water invites those that wish to enter the realm of river fishing, 
waders and all. Spring brings its own sense of renewal, while pollen brings 
new blooms as does each season. Cool mornings and frosty breath warm up to 
longer days and later sunsets. 

Spring as a teacher is some of the most floriferous times. It requires tenacity 
when I want to be outside in the spring sunshine trying to regain some of my 
time to myself while competing with the need for long days preparing 
students for the next chapter of their schooling, for the next grade level, and 
for the longest stretch of time that winds down into the summer. Exhaustion 
has set in, and yet, this is some of the most productive times to work in the 
community with my students. We have established rapport, relationship and 
retention of ideas and skills. 

However, spring’s air serves as a reminder to stop and breathe. 

To take it all in. 

To pause. 

I find myself still arriving early enough in the mornings to work while it is 
still dark out and reveling in watching the sunrise from my classroom 
window. In multiple attempts to regain more of my own invaluable time to 
myself, I’m leaving work earlier, despite all that still needs to be done. The 
return of more days filled with sunshine reminds me that in order to make 
significant changes that allow me to feel that I am re-prioritizing my own 
time and health, it is imperative that I get outside and reconnect to the land. 

Trying to grasp time to myself is fundamental, freeing and not without great 
struggle. 

Spring is in constant communication with itself about growth. Spring 
provides a renewed example each cycle, to de-accelerate at a time that often 
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requires a full-pedal press in terms of work ethic and projects. I think about 
how often I cast my fishing line only to retract it too quickly, missing the 
most important target of all: wellness. 

What if we were to cast our lines and let the rivers take the line where it 
needs to go? Putting trust back into our ability to cast out and see what 
comes our way, allowing patience to prevail over pace. 

Slowing my time, allowing myself to be surprised by the humbled blossoms of 
our neighbouring trees or the calming effect of the warmth of sunshine on my 
back; listening to the constant trickles of water that surround my legs thigh-
deep in glacial water while I cast to the very rivers that feed my soul. 

The return of early morning birdsong assures me that spring is here. 

Come, sit. 

Close your eyes and stay a while, there are stories to learn from here. 

 
�  
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Streamers 

 
Photo 40. Jet boat mornings, Harrison. 

 
he jet boat’s motor ROARED, cutting through the glassy water as we 

made our way up the Pitt River. 

Skimming on less than two and three inches of water at times, and 
surrounded by giant outcroppings of fallen alpine trees; my hair tousled in 
the wind and my eyes watered constantly as I insisted on staying forward in 
the boat to film our jet boat chase up the river. 

Overcast skies gave in to a sun that revealed valleys of flotant white clouds. 
Under a canopy of clear aquamarine greens and blues, shimmering brights 
reflected off the rocks of the river and its small tributaries. 

T 
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Today was all about the search for bull trout. 

Ocean dwelling then a return to rivers and their tributaries, bull trout are a 
species of char,13 meaning that they are closely related to trout in their 
genetic makeup, but live primarily in cold water oceans and often prey on 
smaller trout. They are, in essence, the monsters of their family—but they 
can’t help themselves. 

Never meant to live in stillwater, bull trout seek cold running rivers and 
oceans. Their lake brethren, the stillwater trout, do not dwell here. Rather, 
their river counterparts of the cutthroat, the dolly varden, and the ocean 
bound rainbow trout all swim with the bulls. 

On the precipice of a beautiful day with a good weather outlook, I took to 
borrowing an eight pound weight rod, rather than my usual four or five 
weighted rod,14 anticipating that today, might just be the day that I finally 
catch the elusive bull trout. 

I had been introduced to river fishing early as a teenager by my dad, fishing 
off the river banks of the mighty Fraser and Vedder. I had caught, kept and 
released plenty of coho, pink, and chinook salmons in those days, and knew 
that the giant river rods had been my ally in the fight to keep them on my 

 
13 This is knowledge based on conversations I have had with my father over the years, but 

also more recently from a local river guide, Curtis of BC Fly Fishing Charters; having 
toured me in the Lillooet and Upper Pitt River sections of British Columbia in March, 
April and June, 2020. 

14 Typically graphite fishing rods are built and designed by weight and pound pressure. 
Typically, I fish using a four and five pound weight rod for stillwater trout, as their weight 
of catching is relative to no more than three or four pounds heavier than the rod itself. In 
the situation of fishing rivers for bull trout, one must consider a heavier weighted rod in 
order to better catch and keep them on the line, as their average weight can range from 5 
pounds to 15 pounds depending on which river system you are fishing—or quite frankly, 
how lucky you get. 
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line. However, I had never fully committed to that way of fishing, rather 
liking the complexity but easier access of stillwater fishing. 

So when I had the opportunity to rejoin the ranks of river fishing through a 
ladies fishing group this year, I went all-in. Buying new waders, new river 
boots and few other pieces of gear that would be necessary for a comfortable 
adventure out in the maze of rivers that BC had to offer. I successfully fished 
and released river run cutthroat trout and rainbow trout. Each time, feeling 
more akin to the actual world in which these sentient beings lived. 

Until the rivers, I had fished above water. There is something so aesthetically 
and naturally pleasing as being within the same waters you are fishing. 

The sun beamed down on the trickles of water that shimmered as a mirror to 
an ecology below me and rather than put my line out right away, I simply 
looked around. Breathing slowly but deliberately so that I could catch my 
step and really take in the primal beauty surrounding me. 

The river now deafening any ability to hear anything else but my thoughts, 
heightening my sight and the glimpse of a passing black bear from across the 
rockbed. Without panic or refrain, I cast my line in hopes of feeling the tug of 
bull trout on the end of my line while I watched both for my line to disappear 
and watch the bear, who had zero interest in my presence and kept about 
their own business as well. 

It is here where I felt the smallest. The most insignificant. The most quiet. 
The most peaceful and well. My affinity for being outside in the vastness of it 
all, was heightened by my repeated attempts at casting my line. Always 
hopeful, always envisioning what it would look like with my bull trout in 
hand, kneeling in the waters from where it came. If professional athletes 
could mentally rehearse and vision their accomplishments and feats, then so 
could a fisherwoman on a mission to catch a big trout. 
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“You need to cast just a bit farther out to the left, I know the wind isn’t 
helping,” a voice interrupted behind me. Curtis, our guide, having been silent 
up until now, provided me with the technical help I could really use. 

All ego aside, I agreed. I knew that the key to catching, was listening and 
applying what I was learning. A lesson in itself, to be sure. 

“OK, I’m going to get this line out there, this is it, this is the cast,” I shot my 
line hard and fast across the river as much as I could with a rod I wasn’t used 
to. Everything felt heavier. 

Curtis and I both watched for the line to drop, and it did. 

Suddenly the rush of weight that hit my rod and line simultaneously was 
enough to take me almost off my footing in the riverbed. I quickly recovered 
and squatted back to give myself more leverage. 

“God damn reel is on the wrong side,” I started grumbling, fumbling my 
fingers to get a grip on starting to reel it in, but still excited that I might see 
this fish. The silty blues of the water churning as the fish fought for its 
freedom, concealed what I had on the far end of the line. 

“It’s all good,” Curtis chimed, “strip in the line if you can, forget the reel.” 

In the same moment of the sentence being said, the pressure as soon as it had 
arrived, left my hands. 

“Fish off,” I said, disappointed but then also concerned with how light my line 
felt. 

I reeled in to discover whatever I had caught had taken half of my line and 
my streamer fly with it. 
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I walked backwards out of the river bed and back to the boat where I would 
need to re-tie my line with a new leader and an extension of my line with a 
new fly. 

Often, there is nothing more disappointing than losing a fish, especially when 
one catches a glimpse of their glory. In my case, I was pretty excited that I 
had even caught a fish and felt better that the identity of said fish had not 
been revealed to me. It lessened the blow and got me setting up my line faster 
to get back out there to try again. 

Curtis graciously extended my leader by the extra footing I needed, but now I 
needed to cast something I really wasn’t used to casting with a rod that did 
not feel like my own. 

Somewhere through the awkward cast and feel of it all, as I threw out my 
line and told myself and Curtis out loud that this was IT, the line dropped. 

The shock of even thinking that on the first cast a fish would come to my line, 
threw me almost to fall into the river again. 

Sinking my boots and squatting my legs for leverage, rather than 
traditionally reeling in my line, I took the advice and stripped in my line by 
pinching the main line between my index finger and the cork handle of the 
rod; all while taking my opposite hand and pulling line in manually—letting 
it pool up by my feet—but allowing me more control of bringing this 
behemoth in. 

With Curtis’ assist, I proudly netted my first bull trout. 

And it was a beauty. Its silver back with black, blue and white spotting 
gleamed in the sun. 
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As I reeled in the line, I paused in silence and really looked at this fish. I 
couldn’t believe its strength or its ability to strike a line with such violence 
that it would take out your footing. I was in awe of this species. 

As Curtis offered to take pictures for me with my bull trout, I was taught 
proper handling of the fish, both of us noticing that it had old seal bites on its 
side—a reminder of its journey in the big blue. 

While I smiled with pride, I also looked down upon this bounty. Watching its 
belly breathe in and out, not even fighting for release but rather, conceding to 
being held; as if it knew between us, that I would return it to its home in good 
faith. I breathed with it in synchronicity, no one spoke, because nothing 
needed to be said. We returned the bull trout shortly to its home, its slippery 
body leaving my hands cautiously, tired from our battle. 

Holding this precious being sustained the longest silence between cast, 
capture and release. 

A moment in time, slowed strictly for its appreciation above the minutiae and 
a long reminder of gratitude for the moment itself. 

It is in the longest silence, that a piece of oneself meets the peace of another. 

 



168	

 
Photo 41. Bull trout, Upper Pitt River. 
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The Science of Sunrises 

 
Photo 42. The science of sunrises, Pitt Meadows. 

 

t is hard to say when catching sunrises became more of a preservation of 

my well-being, than a habit alone. 

I’d like to think it was right around the time that the way in which we were 

in the world drastically changed. Education in the spring of 2020 became 

mobile, and the majority of British Columbians worked from home in order to 

avoid transmission of a virus that we thought was no worse than a flu, at the 

time. When I was forced to move my teaching online, Nora and I would start 

I 
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a pre-teaching ritual of chasing the sunrise on our local walking dyke that 

overlooked the Golden Ears mountain range. 

March allowed for later starts, enough light to reach us at our usual wake up 

time of 7 a.m., by the time the sun was up my students would be greeting me 

online, and I in turn, would often post a photo of local herons or the sunlight 

of the day back to them so they could see what I was seeing. 

I was struck by how many of my students didn’t know what a heron or an 

osprey was, so I would share what I knew through our online teaching 

platform while the world continued to turn insular. Some of my students 

were confined to only their backyards, as some of their immediate family 

members were so immuno-compromised my students carried the weight of 

being worried they would make their family sick. This was a time of great 

stress of the unknown and my worry for the wellness of my students 

impacted my own wellbeing. 

By May, my daily sunrise habit had transformed into a daily survival of 

sorts. It was imperative that I rise before the sun and take those extra few 

minutes a day to bathe my face in the first light of the day. The rest of my 

world had become volatile. I was recognizing slowly that my marriage was 

ending. I was no longer able to sustain myself in a way that constantly put 

the needs of another first while battling chronic toxicity in a home that no 

longer comforted me and yet the pandemic pushed us all to stay home. 

Pandemic provincial health orders closed off opportunities to fish until much 

later into June. I felt as though a part of my ability to thrive had died as a 

result. 

Sunrises, with the company of my dog Nora, were my reprieve. A wellness 

practice that I could sustain and in turn, sustained me. On one particular 

morning, I grabbed Nora’s snacks, our sweaters, and my camera and headed 

out the door. I was grateful to have access to a beautiful trail and lookout a 
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mere 10 minutes down the road. I would often check out the window of my 

apartment, watching the patterns of the clouds to discern if it would be too 

cloudy a sky for a sunrise. Today, scattered clouds amongst the lowest of light 

mirrored our steps as we made our way along the path to our usual spot on 

the dyke. 

Checking my watch: 4:45 a.m. 

The only stirrings were the occasional snapping of branches as ospreys 

overhead were building their nests while cool air moved off the surface of the 

river and over the dyke. Nora and I took to putting on our sweaters while I 

eagerly awaited the best of the sunrise’s light. It is not the sun itself that 

brings me the most joy but the half-hour before the sun actually cusps over 

the first peak of the Golden Ears mountain range. The reflection of early light 

that has just hit the horizon illuminates the sky in a paintbrush of pastel 

pinks and fuchsia hues. Today, the imminent clouds were not a good sign 

that colours may present themselves, but I was determined to stay and wait 

it out. Wind began to pick up as it became lighter and lighter in the sky 

above. 

4:54 a.m., wind howled and the sky’s clouds scattered like a patterned 

checkering all around us from east to west. In an instant, like someone had 

taken a dimmer switch and slowly turned it on, pinks, reds, orange first sky 

appeared. 

I furiously turned on my camera taking as many time lapse shots as I could 

while dancing around with Nora, trying to keep warm. Nora’s fur had turned 

pink from the brightened sky. Both our faces illuminated from the brilliant 

orange and fuchsia colours that engulfed the sky. 

Fleeting. 
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Nature’s dimmer turned the skies down and its palette of vibrant 

watercolours diminished with it. 

At 5 a.m. exactly, a 6-minute overture of grandeur in the skies above. More 

wind ushered in clouds that stifled the sun’s appearance and overcast greys 

were the hue of the rest of the day. The science of sunrise had proven, yet 

again, that not every day could account for the same as always. That there 

was consistency in chaotic skies, however not every day brought those vibrant 

colours, or the sheer beauty of that moment. Where there was reason and 

logic, was in the knowing that I needed to chase these moments of the 

morning to reconnect back to myself. 

Dancing in the wind, letting nature illuminate my being when I could not do 

it for myself. 
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Photo 43. Nora’s palette, Pitt Meadows. 
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Chironomids Rising 
 
he mark of a flourishing ecology is the continual rise of chironomids 

hatching. 

Most lake trout have yet to gain enough energy and oxygen to raise 
themselves from the deep sleep that winter’s temperatures laid out for them 
in the wait of warmer days and barometer pressure increases. I marvel 
sometimes at just how incredulously accurate nature can be and how 
oblivious or how conscientious we can be to our ecosystems. But as sure as 
the cyclical patterns of the sun and moon, so too are the chironomids that 
work their way to the surface of a lake. 

Chironomid eggs are laid on the surface of a lake and then sink to the bottom 
where they hatch initially as larvae which evolve into free swimming species, 
and some even stay in their cocooned tubed homes. This makes for so many 
different species of chironomids but also so many potential possibilities for 
imitations made in the form of flies for fisherwomen like myself to try and 
use to catch early trout. It’s hard to ignore the importance of the ground floor 
of a trout’s home when there are literally thousands of these creatures that 
lay the foundation of seventy percent of a trout’s diet. 

Chironomid larvae eventually rise to the surface, emerging with tiny delicate 
wings and fly to nearby shorelines by the lakes. This “hatch” or rising, gives 
way to more and more life, entomologically speaking, it’s one of the most 
important cycles that demarcate a healthy lake and its ecology. 

And yet, in the late summer season, the increased presence of a cooler wind 
tells me that fall is around the corner. It also indicates that trout stillwater 
season is about to get better and better as the lake temperatures drop and 

T 
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the cyclical chironomids continue to show themselves as the steady life blood 
for the species I hunt. 

There is always trepidation in preparing for the transition in the seasons. 
Gear and clothing change from once bare sleeves to layered jackets to help 
hug the first lake frost. The sun’s early warming of the boat launches is now 
delayed and allows for fog to permeate the surface of the lake as a means to 
give rise to a new ecological cycle. 

When Chironomid larvae are able to rise to the surface of the water, others 
who have freed themselves from the lake floor mud, help those still floating 
on top of the surface of the lake; to free themselves to fly away to local areas 
surrounding the lake, depositing their eggs for new life and the cycle begins 
again. 

 

 

I’d like to think that we are all looking out for each other, just as the 
chironomids that rise as my boat parts the lake water. 

I have had the gratitude to be placed inside the school this year, as I had 
previously lived in a portable classroom for 2 years. I have moved into a 
double classroom with windows that overlook the constantly changing water 
cycle that manifests into the parting and gathering of clouds over the Golden 
Ears mountain range. It’s a beautiful way to wake up and begin my day at 
work. I am constantly reminded of the ecologies at work around me, inside 
and outside of the school and that the sounds of minutiae such as the 
ventilation system, the stirring of a mouse or the change in air pressure in 
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the room are just as present as the traffic noise outside or the noise of the 
first students to show up for early band practice. 

It nears the beginning of the first block when a small face, then its 
accompanying body appears around the glass sliding door that separates the 
writing room from my instructional coaching room. 

“Hi Ms. Mulski.” The voice echoes through the high ceilings of the classroom. 

Then several more of the chorus arrive and stand together staring at me and 
my latest task of preparing literacy stations for a lesson I will model to 
another teacher in the building later in the week. 

“Have you caffeinated yet?” they ask, in trepidation of the response. 

“Of course I have,” I begin with a smirk on my face, “but it might be time for 
another cup” 

The chorus laugh, then the breakfast situation: 

“Have you had your frittata?” 

Inquiring minds, want to know. 

“Yes! Hard to believe but I did eat this morning, I really appreciate you 
checking in on me.” 

I realize that they’re also checking in for the forecast of the day, seeing if 
their teacher has taken the necessary steps to avoid the consequences of 
becoming hangry.15 

 
15 As per Merriam-Webster Dictionary, to be Hangry is to be the hybrid of hungry and angry 

(“Hangry,” n.d.). 
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I realize at that moment, that several have taken notice, they have listened 
when I had said that I hadn’t eaten breakfast the other day and what I make 
for myself usually weekly to take to work. They also have heard that my 
passion for teaching also ties into my passion for coffee, and the necessity of it 
being closer to the bottom of Maslow’s hierarchy than even I wish to admit. 

This is relationship building. 

This is where chironomids rise and thriving can grow. 

What do we see and do as a result of treating our classrooms as ecological 
places of learning? If we rise and help others to rise, what potentiality does 
this life have to offer? No matter the short maturation of our time together 
within the liminality of space and place, it is a kindness for my soul to think 
that there are always others watching out for me. Cherkowski and Walker 
(2018) assert that the three essential virtues linked to building and nurturing 
positive relationships and ethical decision-making in schools are: compassion, 
hope, and trust (p. 83). If the ecological nature of a lake is to act as a catalyst 
to transformative cycles of growth, so can schools and classrooms. 

Schools and classrooms can act as ecologies within which reflective 
practitioners can thrive and grow if they feel that they are heard, 
encouraged, and feel safe. There is the acknowledgement, encouragement, 
and safety students need to feel in order to fully participate in positive 
relational experiences (p. 84). The complexity of our ecologies within schools 
is such that challenging relationships with colleagues and students can often 
hinder our ability to flourish in relation to one another. If we don’t act now, in 
relationship to one another, at the pivotal time of getting to know one 
another at the beginning of a school year, what will be left of reparations 
later on? 
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Relevant to the essential work of teachers, is the ability to teach with 
compassion and receive compassion (Cherkowski & Walker, 2018). Without 
compassionate teaching practices, teachers and students are left guessing 
how to “act from a [place] of kindness, generosity, and trust, even when we 
don’t always feel that we may want to” (Cherkowski & Walker, 2018, p. 85). 
Compassion is a pillar to healthy schools and organizations in general. 
Wheatley (2009) asserts, “As leaders, as neighbours, as colleagues, it is time 
to turn to one another, to engage in the intentional search for human 
goodness” (p. 57). I envision with the proper organizational supports put in 
place through acknowledging and trusting staff in a school, the ecology will 
thrive. Perhaps in time, risks would be taken more often, more often than 
not, colleagues would share more often their thoughts and opinions (risks) 
and be heard and acknowledged without fear of rebuttal. I envision, with 
trust and compassion, that teachers would be more likely to share research-
based practices without fear of judgement, and that the richness in sharing 
their knowledge and opening the doors to their own micro-ecologies would 
allow for the larger to flourish. 

Just as the rising of chironomids brings news of possible growth and 
flourishing, hatches and all above the water’s glassy surface, not all 
fishermen will notice. Not all will take heed of the types of variety being 
presented as an invitation into the ecology itself, to fully notice what helps 
others flourish and thrive. 

This is where we need to continue to educate ourselves, to push the 
boundaries of what we believe is true and helpful, and to continue to practice 
compassion for others but especially for ourselves. We are never a final 
product of our practicums, nor do we need to ascribe to the belief that the 
system is broken, so we can’t fix it. Peter Senge (2005) emphasized that 
leadership is “ultimately about shaping futures that we truly desire, as 
opposed to trying as best we can to cope with circumstances we believe are 
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beyond our control” (p. 372). Safeguarding our hope for a better system, 
teaching year, or improved working conditions is imperative to our “sense of 
warranted hope about the future, [connecting] to [our] more positive physical, 
emotional, and mental wellbeing” (Cherkowski & Walker, 2018, p. 89). 

We may always do better through noticing, practicing compassion, finding 
schools to align ourselves with to feel acknowledged and trusted, listening to 
one another, and creating new realities for ourselves and our students 
through the emergence and preservation of our individualized and collective 
feelings of hope. 

May chironomids continue to rise with the hope that more teachers will take 
notice and imagine themselves a part of this ecological wonder, 
interconnected with a potential for tremendous growth and thriving. That 
they may revel in the possibility of intentional and ongoing practices that 
help them and others around them become a part of a rich ecosystem that can 
thrive through contributions of imagination, compassion, and hope. 

 

�  
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Putting Fish Back 
 

he morning sun beams, the muted purr of our motor pushes us through 
the lake, and Dad pontificates on the many reasons he’s ready to sell the 
boat. 

Clearly, Dad has not caught a fish. A drought, a dry spell, cast upon only one 
of the two members of our boat. 

It is our third day on the lake, homecoming day and we have managed to skip 
breakfast in hopes for an early, and final successful catching day for Dad. 

Loon is out early, hoping for some surface skimming trout to make their fatal 
mistake but not a ripple in the lake disrupts even the titanic of self-
wallowing that is the selling of Dad’s beautiful wooden drift boat. A Smith 
Brothers’ pram, one of the last hand-made boats designed and made by Fred 
Smith (his brother having passed away several years prior). These boats, 
steeped in rich Oregon trout tradition, are easy to steer and can maneuver 
well through river and lake systems. A fraternity of sort, owning or fishing in 
one of these boats is a float in tradition and brotherhood. 

“You’re not going to sell the boat,” I affirmed, raising my trolling rod from its 
resting position in my arms. 

The boat slipped along, Dad finally asks why, as if he wouldn’t piece it 
together: tradition. 

“You remember Pender Harbour? You remember when your Dad sold his 
beautiful property, your childhood house, without ever consulting you or your 
sister about whether either of you would want to take it over? To continue the 
memories or build new ones with our families?” 

T 
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I enquire gently, in hopes that Dad won’t shut down the conversation with 
more business of auctioning off fishing gear as a direct result of not catching 
fish this weekend. 

Dad tries to respond but is met with more of my insistence of the matter. 

“Because this boat is my Pender Harbour” I quietly insist on focusing on 
teasing the lure at the end of my fishing rod, staring out at the sun’s glare 
back in my sunglasses; a mirrored vision of earth and sky together. 

“Well,” Dad begins, I turn and look at him, realizing I’ve caught him off-
guard, “I didn’t realize the boat was that important to you.” 

Dad smiles, confirming, serious, yet gentle in his tone. 

“Well yeah dude,” I lighten, “this boat holds all the memories of our fishy 
trips—you haven’t caught a fucking fish in 3 days and you’re ready to toss a 
lifetime of awesome onto Craigslist?” I chuckle, as he joins me, a tug at both 
our lures brings us back to fishing foci and we raise our fishing rods upwards 
to see if a trout has finally decided to take the hook. 

The tip of my fishing rod curves violently downwards towards my mirrored 
muse, creating the perfect U-shaped tension, my reel begins to scream as I 
do: “FISH ON, DUDE!” 

And the dance is cued, Dad cuts the engine and reels in his line, his 
disappointment of knowing it’s not his line, sits obvious. He cheers 
nonetheless and I make the cardinal mistake of offering my rod to him while 
I fight to keep the balance of the boat and ensure the rod doesn’t break in 
half. I pray now, that the tippet, or thin line piece on my main line closest to 
the fish, will hold. This feels like a big fish. 
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Dad shuns my offer, laughing while preparing the net, “get that shit away 
from me,” he continues chuckling, “that’s the first cardinal fishing rule: land 
your own damn fish” we concede to continue our onboard choreography. 

Seven minutes later and this trout is nowhere near ready to be brought in. It 
continues to scare and dive deeper every attempt Dad makes at submerging 
the net when I bring it close to the boat. For the first time in all the fishing 
this weekend, I have a slight tinge of feeling like I might lose this fish; but for 
the briefest of seconds, when the trout appears towards the net and rolls, 
continuing its tussle, we finally witness just how big it really is. 

Now the fish is on. We realize the gravity of losing such a prize fish and with 
it, the dance of letting out line then reeling it back in. 

Letting out line, reeeeeeeeling it back in.  
Letting out line, reeeeeeeeling it back in.  
Letting out line, reeeeeeeeling it back in. 

My back begins to ache from the awkward sitting position and tension I’ve 
put on my core. 

“It’s a goddamn whale!!” Dad over indulges the catch, I’m sure of it. 
Trout tires herself to a point where I can finally bring her to the net and 
guarantee her limited capture. 

Dad and I, both revel in just how large this trout is. Her rainbow sides and 
spotted tail glimmer in the sun, having already spit out the prize bunny 
muddler fly I had been catching on all weekend. Her girth is too large for me 
to fit one and half of my hands around her to hold her for a quick picture but 
the moment of feeling like, just for a moment, that perhaps ‘this is the one 
you need to keep’ nurtures itself deep in my thoughts. 
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It was by far one of the largest trout I had ever caught, both of us caught up 
on taking a photo as proof of its size and prize; but Dad and I agreed upon the 
most impressive aspect of the whole interaction: keeping the fish until it was 
ready to concede and allow itself to be released again. 

Trout is so tired of the catch that upon release into the water, she allows me 
to cradle her underbelly, slowly allowing her to return to the depths from 
where she came. A glimpse of a shiny line amidst the rays of light that 
permeate the water below our boat. 

“Putting fish back,” Dad starts, “is one of the most satisfying feelings when 
you fish.” I’m still leaning over the boat, beginning the ritual of hand washing 
in the cold crisp drink. 

“Agreed—it’s the ‘feel good’ feeling of knowing that they will continue to 
thrive?” I dry my hands on my shirt; I answer thinking this is why I fish but 
also have the tug at my heart, that differs already. 

“Yes, but it’s also the reciprocity of understanding. That you have both been 
changed by what you’ve experienced; you and fish knowing that it stands 
another chance to remain a hunter, released back into its ecological space 
and time to continue its journey.” 

 

The day has finally arrived, the last day of school before summer break. It’s a 
frenzy, to say the least. This year alone, I witnessed many middle schoolers 
arrive in the morning, anticipating the end of the day already and celebrating 
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that it would be, for my students, their last day of middle school. Being in 
Grade 8 in middle school at the end of the month of June is by far no picnic. 
All of your high school peers and friends have already been out for over a 
week and visit the neighbouring school quite often, just to remind those still 
in captivity that their time isn’t up yet. 

In hopes to provide a positive way to end the final day with all of my kids, I 
offered an activity of ‘warm fuzzies.’ 

“Here’s how the activity works,” I started, they all listened as intently as a 
teenager can on the last day of school, “each person sits facing us, with their 
back to the whiteboard and I give the rest of the group 2 minutes to write 
some amazing stuff about our classmate on the board behind them.” 

Students’ ears picked up, and I could tell that with the buzz in the room they 
were all thinking of different ways to say someone was awesome or try to be 
cheeky if it was a close friend of theirs. 

“One of my only rules is that it has to stay positive, and try to tell them on 
the board how they are awesome. Be specific.” I emphasized my words. 

“Now, not everyone may want to participate and I get that, so you have the 
opportunity to back out and decline the invitation for this activity but are 
still welcome to provide your classmates with some positive messages.” 

Surprisingly, no one backed out. So one by one, I watched my kids write some 
of the nicest, often touching, little messages or inside jokes to each other. 
Upon the 2-minute deadline, everyone would return back to their seats and 
we could watch our classmate turn to read their whiteboard. I ensured that 
each student could take a photo of their nice messages before we would have 
a clean slate for the next classmate. But the sheer joy and love in the room 
that day was really overwhelming. Some students were extremely humbled. 



185	

One of my students in particular was overcome with emotion and thanked 
the group profusely, citing that “he hadn’t felt more appreciated.” I tried 
many times not to ugly cry with my kids present. 

Nearing the end of the day and when we had written notes for the last 
classmate a nice quiet calm descended the class and with no more than 5 
minutes left in the class, one of the students declared “it’s your turn Mme. 
Mulski!” The class erupted in clapping and laughter. 

“No, no, that activity was for you all, it’s all good, no need to do that for me” I 
tried to decline. 

Several students motioned a dusting of the chair that was meant for the 
participant and motioned for me to sit there. “Nope, come on Mme. Mulski, 
you HAVE to take a turn” their voices raised, insisting on completion of the 
task. 

So for 2 minutes, I sat, listening to small snickers or students madly 
scribbling away. When a student finished they would seat themselves back 
facing me with a smile on their face, knowing they knew more than I did in 
those moments. 

“Turn around Mme.! Read your notes!” several students chimed in. 

I turned to find the two large whiteboards of my classroom plastered with 
words, notes, funny anecdotes or references back to jokes I had made over the 
year or jokes that had been made mutually between myself and specific 
students. Each of the notes displaying a phenomenal world of appreciation for 
the work I often don’t feel appreciated in. This moment was cherished. 

The end of the day bell rang and many of the students offered hugs of good 
bye and exchanges of promises to visit me in the coming scholastic year when 
they have settled off into the next abyss of high school. 
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Photo 44. Last day letters, my classroom 2’lkkk019. 

Even the most difficult of students, those that challenge us on many levels, 
sometimes fight right up to the very end. Perhaps in hopes of having at least 
one last day in the safest space they have come to know. I also experienced 
the double hugs, those students that ask for one, leave, then come back 
because they realize that it’s really the next chapter of their journey and that 
they really aren’t going to see me the following day, or for a while, or in 
another lake. 

They’ve been caught, and now, off they go again. 
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In releasing that sizable trout, I knew what Dad didn’t say. 
That fishing was more than just a hobby, it was a way of knowing, being, and 
doing. 

The fishing part was the fun, the part we all wish we knew we could cut to 
and enjoy, revere the momentous occasions when the fishing rod would give 
back what we dropped in. But I know now, what my Dad had also learned 
along the way, that fun would always give way to mastery. That the art of 
fishing was all of the technicalities, the precision, the measuring, the line, the 
tackle, the degrees of casting, let alone the measure of the barometer of the 
lake that could tell us all we needed to know in order to enjoy the fun. 

This is where the synchronicity of passion and fun meet. Most won’t see the 
countless hours preparing resources, re-reading materials to assist struggling 
learners, logging professional development hours and days spent on areas of 
research and interest that fuel a better classroom dynamic and confidence in 
our ability to teach. Knowing, being, and doing, is the delicate balance of 
maintaining and pushing our relationships and understanding of the 
students we teach through understanding their learning and developmental 
needs while also being able to tell them (with a sense of humour and love) 
that a re-application of deodorant is necessary. I’ve learned that in trying to 
achieve thriving in my work, the effort requires us to be vulnerable, to share 
and reflect, to own our own mistakes and to tell students we can and will be 
wrong sometimes. We hope and wish for fun, sometimes even forgetting the 
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work of teaching. Because teaching is hard. Teaching is time consuming and 
it can exhaust the soul. 

I knew that much of my own pleasure in fishing, that of the ease of the boat 
rocking my being gently in softer wind conditions to the simplicity of 
reflections that relaxed my mind. I could focus on the synchronicity of casting 
and breathing as one. Fishing provided at once, the companionship or 
solitude needed to fulfill a day of catching or missing out, the sound of a fish 
boiling to the shoal of a lake reminding me that so much more was happening 
beneath the surface, or from paternal theories passed on to those I was 
beginning to develop myself and try while attending to my enduring and 
everlasting appreciation and assurance that comes with fishing. 

Teaching, it turns out, was congruous in nature. It was where I could 
experience synchronicity and heterogeneity in the same hour; where I 
wouldn’t always feel like I was getting it right, but would continue to pursue 
countless ways to theorize and put into practice; where meeting in the middle 
meant more listening and less talking. It’s where I continue to acknowledge 
and painfully agree with the feeling at the end of each scholastic year: 

Putting fish back can be so damn hard. 
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Photo 45. High-five sunset, Englishmen Lake. 
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The Casting Lesson IV 

 

Photo 46. The casting lesson IV, Kane Valley. 

 

he gentle trickle of the Lillooet River flowed across my wading feet and 

legs, here, a moment of truth had arrived. Finally ready to put some of my 

casting practice into play, but with the guide standing a few feet behind me, I 

felt pressured to perform the world’s best cast on the first go. It clearly didn’t 

happen, my face, reddening with heat of performance and embarrassment. 

The blame game ensued. 

“Being watched, of course, makes for the worst cast.” I made fun of myself, 

and in truth, I wasn’t wrong. 

T 
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My guide picked up on the vibe of desperately wanting space and walked his 

way slowly to another angler far down the banks, and a sense of relief 

washed over me. 

Finally, I thought to myself, I can screw this up on my own. 

It is often felt that the impression of being under the microscope of our own 

actions often yields inconsistent results. It reminds me of my year as a 

teacher candidate, sweating more because of routine observations of my 

actions in teaching. I remembered those days fondly, as I often would hope 

that my school associate (teacher) would leave the classroom so that I could 

just be without further observation, to gain a feeling of being more 

autonomous and independent. 

So there I stood, under the microscope of the warm sun, the generous sky, 

and the slick riverbed. And truly, there was not much to see, besides a few 

fumbled casts before the spirit of how I should cast, regained its memory. 

From the tiny musculoskeletal parts of my hand and wrist, to the connective 

tissue in my elbow to my shoulder. Memory, of all kinds, is used here. From 

the scent of the crisp water to the air I breathe, in heartfelt syncope with my 

footsteps along the river. 

cast,  

strip line,  

retrieve and walk several steps… 

repeat. 
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SUMMER 
All Summer is not sunlight and the grey days and the stormy days 
may be the days when the fish rise best. But for me, Summer is 
low water, high sun, visible fish and difficult fish. And I know no 
lovelier time. 

– Roderick Haig-Brown, Fisherman’s Summer16 
  

 
16 Haig Brown (1959/1975, p. 15). 
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Photo 47. Last of the light, Englishmen Lake. 

 

lear glassy green and blue hues of rivers and streams and the late light 

and early sunny mornings signal summer has arrived. 

As stillwater lakes lower in elevation slow down their fishing bounty due to 

higher water temperatures, there is still a myriad of lakes, streams, and 

rivers to fish when it comes to the summertime in British Columbia. If not 

walking the Upper Pitt River in search of bull trout, then walks of the 

Campbell for summer steelhead ensue. Cutthroat and rainbow trout as well 

as coho salmon all make up the potential variety of running species during 

this time. If not locked into the systems of one province, one can easily 

venture as close as the border of Alberta, where one may catch grayling or 

brown trout. 

Summer is all about low water, high visibility, and high temps with the 

sunshine. Fish are seen more easily, and fishing becomes more challenging as 

a result. When one is lucky enough or patient enough to figure out the best 

way to target rising trout at the surface of any body of water, one will be 

rewarded with the best sport of fly casting with the use of dry flies. 

C 
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In order to act as a steward and fish in the best interest of trout, in my case, 

fishing becomes an investment at first light and later in the afternoons and 

evenings. Summer’s longer days means more time out on the water with 

family and friends. 

Early morning birdsong paired with fog inversions along the river bend, 

allows me to reflect upon the history of the lands that I walk and by how I 

approach my fisheries. Whether by land, by river, or by sea—there aren’t 

many excuses to not fish endlessly in the summertime. 

As a teacher, summer comes on the cusp of the fatigue of finishing the month 

of June. Longer days, the warmer classrooms, and the waning attention 

spans of students all mean that there is fatigue that sets its course for the 

month. The beginning of summer is also the bittersweet towards our 

community of students and often staff that are moving schools. 

How do we approach our wellness when a break is on the horizon? I often, in 

previous years, would spend the first two weeks of summer break back at my 

school, often cleaning and preparing my classroom for the fall. I would then 

bookend those chores with the last two weeks of August, impeding my ability 

to fully rest during the summer. 

I have let go of that practice in the last few years and as a result I have 

benefitted from truly resting one’s body, mind, and heart for the entirety of a 

summer season. 

From the living room of my house, the afternoon wind picks up the tops of the 

cottonwood trees. The crisp sound lulls me often into a nap between chores or 

activities on any given day. But I am reminded with gratitude, that this is 

the season in which I must rest the most. There is no other time in my 

profession where I can slowly let the noise of the scholastic year fade into the 

background for a while. That is, if I let myself do that. 



����

Letting go of thinking about education, even temporarily for summer, is 

difficult as it is deeply ingrained in our identity as teachers. Similarly, I 

cannot simply forget about the want or need to fish for my own wellness and 

land practices. 

Listening to ourselves and responding in kind, takes practice. When I need 

rest, I can nap. When I need to fish, I can make time. When I need to be alone 

and read or write, I have the privilege to do so in the summer. 

Although spring may be seen ecologically as a time of renewal and regrowth, 

it is summer that encourages us the most, to maximize our time to ourselves 

and with our loved ones. 

Warm summer nights remind us of the romanticism of the season, and by 

mid-August, with the leaves beginning to turn and fall slowly, we are 

cautioned that change, once again, is near. 

That is, if we are watching and listening very closely. 

Come, sit. 

Close your eyes and stay a while, there are stories to learn from here. 
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‘52 Buick 
 

t had been a tough fish. 

We had arrived late Monday afternoon in hopes of hitting the lake and 

beginning our usual ritual of tying on the flies that we usually felt would 

bring us the most success in catching a fish. Interestingly, both Dad and I 

have very different plans of attack when it comes to fly fishing in the boat. I 

tend to choose a fly and commit to using it regardless of outcome for as long 

as an entire day or long period of fishing until we break for a cabin lunch. 

Dad opts to change his fly within 5 to 10 minutes of inactivity—if no bites, 

then trying another fly became his norm. 

This trip, the lake’s warmth radiated from under our feet when we launched 

the boat. I expected the trout to be somewhat lethargic, as mid-summer lake 

fishing can be in itself a lesson in futility; much of the larger trout will make 

their way to the lowest depths in order to stay cooler and regulate their 

feeding patterns. Dad and I were in for quite the hunt, attempting trolling 

our lines along the deepest part of the lake first—making parallel lines back 

and forth along the glassy surface for much of the afternoon but with zero 

interest for whatever we had put at the ends of our rods. Without despair, we 

decided to start anchoring near lily pad colonies that often surround the 

outskirts of the lake. Their elongated stalks and oversized large greed pads 

house smaller insects that feed off their leaves and provide the ultimate 

shallow shelter for any trout that wishes to slurp insects from just below the 

surface. 

Trout surfaced periodically around us. Trout came to surface and roll back 

into the lake—like a breaching whale, many sounded like an orca-sized lake 

faring fish, like a tease, after six hours of fishing, Dad and I had hit a point 

I 
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where trout would be so brazen as to boil right in front of our boat, inches 

away from our cast lines into the lily pads. 

Dad was onto his twentieth fly. His small foam pad that he kept out to collect 

flies that he had used was quickly filling up and beginning to look like its 

own graveyard. Determined as ever, Dad decided upon what was typically 

used as a river fly, one so big and bright that “if the steelhead that runs the 

Fraser wants this, maybe these lazy trout will take the same.” Logically or 

not, at this point, it seemed like throwing anything out on our lines was the 

right approach, as I learned early on, you can’t catch a fish without having a 

line out. 

I was still hopeful, wrapped in green wool and chenille, its head bright with 

peacock herl and ribbed with gold tinsel and a tail of guinea hen, the ‘52 

Buick was still the consistent fly I wanted to keep casting into the lily pads. 

Despite some of the most imaginative names of different fishing flies, the ‘52 

Buick was meant to imitate the larvae of dragonflies, and at the height of 

summer, it seemed like the right choice. The ‘52 Buick looked like such larva: 

usual, present state of what it needed to be, in plain sight. 

Historically, the car it was named after was simply that, a solid four-door 

super built post-war vehicle, solidly making excellent revenue for Buick as a 

company. This model never deviated from its design, meant to stay in-line 

with cars in the same class, remaining stagnant and frankly, boring. 

Dad and I anchored our wooden drift boat just a few feet from the colony of 

lily pads at the far end of the lake and began the ritual of taking turns 

casting our lines towards the very edges of the large green stalks. Taking a 

deep breath upon casting, I counted to three under my breath and then began 

tugging at the line to bring it back into the boat slowly, “twitching” it to 

imitate a hurt insect that had just landed under the surface. 
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As I brought my line back, more trout boiled behind my dad and I, and I felt a 

twinge of annoyance. 

“You could almost just put a net out and scoop one out, Dad,” I impatiently 

stood, still twitching line ready to pick it up and re-cast it. 

“Desperate times, eh?” Dad agreed, recasting his line by simply half-whipping 

his fishing rod upwards, creating a wave of the line that re-straightened itself 

without changing its distance from the boat. My casting was still a work in 

progress and because of where I was seated in the boat, I would need to stand 

to cast, and use my left arm and hand. Truth be told, I liked casting with my 

left better. 

When was the last time you tried using the opposing hand that isn’t 

dominant for you? Remember how you awkwardly picked up a utensil such as 

a fork or a spoon? Every action became consciously harder, more focus 

required to retrain your brain’s ability to send its messages to your intricate 

system of tendons and muscles to recreate the same feeling you would have 

in your trained coinciding hand. Everything feels stiffer, robotic in nature; 

and yet, that was exactly the mechanics I was lacking on my right-hand side. 

Casting with my right, I had naturally tried whipping the rod with my wrist, 

ensuring snagged lines and frustrated ‘coaches’ like my dad. 

“Ten and Two, not side to side” Dad would murmur quietly while stripping 

his own line when I would cast poorly. Not today, perhaps my left side would 

be the saving grace I had been waiting for. 

Picking up my line once more and casting it back and forth, I was able to 

easily load the rod with more and more line, enough to reach the backside of 

one of the lily pads. My left arm stiff in movement but without compromising 

the cast of the line, I cast straight into a targeted spot I had seen a trout boil 

and disappear. 
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I began to bring the line back into the boat and as I raised my left arm to pick 

up the line, tension struck my line like a game of tug of war. I had assumed I 

had caught the stalk of the lily pad and in frustration began reeling in my 

line. 

“Dude! Fish on!” Dad chimed, reeling in his own line, preparing to grab the 

net. 

It was true. What was the only fly that pretended to be nothing but itself, had 

caught a beautiful, six-pound rainbow trout. Because of the lack of oxygen in 

the lake due to the summer weather, we played no games of tug of war and I 

promptly brought the fish to the net. The ‘52 Buick had already been spat out 

and the fish was returned, rejoining the depths of the lily pads from where it 

came. 

“You got another one like that fly, Kath?” Dad asked hopefully, I was still 

wiping my hands on my shorts from cleaning them in the lake. 
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Photo 48. Jokes in the boat, Logan Lake. 
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How often have we sought authenticity as practitioners in education? 
I’d gander to think more often than anyone in the profession is willing to 
admit. To admit, would in itself, indicate a level of vulnerability. In recent 
conversations with a trusted colleague, we both agreed that teaching may 
very well be one of the few professions where we are expected to be as good as 
the teacher who teaches next to us, or in the next room, or the next school; 
this thinking spirals into notions of shame when we think to ourselves that 
we are not who we are supposed to be or teaching the way we believe we 
should be. My research and my own experience has allowed for a curiosity 
about this tension between who we can be in practice and who we are in 
practice. 

Ted Aoki (1999) asserts that in teaching, 

[our] own skills that emerge from reflection on [our] experiences 
of teaching … that what matters deeply in the situated world of 
the classroom is how the teachers’ ‘doings’ flow from who they are, 
their beings.… Teaching is fundamentally a mode of being. (p. 8) 

Aoki emphasized that teachers often shy away from the idea that their own 
experiences in action, are the teachings themselves. If we are attuned to our 
work, we can routinely learn from our work.  

If we feel that we cannot be who we truly are, how do we navigate the murky 
waters of curriculum, the day-to-day teaching, interactions between 
colleagues and dare I add, a quick look in the mirror to see ourselves and 
take stock of who we are and get curious about who we think we are? 

Albeit, I will be the first to admit that I have not always felt that I could be 
‘myself’ in teaching. That I needed to present myself in a way that I believed 
would be what I thought students needed or that I had seen presented to me 
through mentors or fellow colleagues that I thought were experiencing 
pedagogical successes but relationally, it felt all wrong. 
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I think I had a lot of fear of being ’52 Buick, so I tried on a lot of different 
teaching styles in order to avoid what I thought might be stagnant 
educational practices.  

I don’t believe that I started feeling authentic, as myself, in teaching, until 
my fifth year when I began a graduate diploma program that changed the 
way I looked at teaching, at assessment, at what my purpose and passions 
could and should be when attending to students but also to myself. I see the 
plain consistency of a ’52 Buick as being an asset metaphorically for both 
teaching and fishing. Although not trying to imitate without authenticity in 
educational practice, the principle remains the same. Find your authentic self 
then present multiple ways of knowing, being, and doing for the sake of the 
needs of a lake or the needs of students.  

 
What conditions and contexts lead to help support educators to feel safe to 
present their ‘real’ selves? The list of themes from several in-depth 
conversations with educators but within the current research (Brown, 2010, 
2012, 2018) involving vulnerability, shame, and trust in the workplace 
included (but was not just limited to): supportive administration, 
environments within the school that supported critical thinking, questioning, 
and staff development in areas of their interests and not just those of the 
district vision or school goals. Another source of influencing our ability to be 
ourselves included collegial willingness to hear others, without necessarily 
being in agreement with each other was a huge point of contention. Collegial 
relationships that help one another to support pedagogical goals and 
collaborative efforts, trust between teachers and administrative staff and a 
transparency of actions and decisions between teachers and administrative 
staff were also highlighted. Avoiding what Brené Brown (2018) asserts as 
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“armoured leadership” (p. 78) in which perfectionism or comparison of our 
actions informs achievements, teachers often choose to hide behind their 
classroom doors. A starting solution would be administrators and school 
districts to give more consistent recognition to educators, lifting them up, and 
continuing to validate contributions within professional settings routinely, 
not as a once in a while, employee-of-the-month style (this is applicable to all 
levels of leadership in a school or school district). There can often a 
favouritism to highlight the performance of a select few being chosen by 
district leadership in favour of what might make a district ‘look good’ to the 
public. However, I know after many years of observing and in conversation 
with countless educators, good work is consistently being done in the service 
of children. Nurturing a culture of positive involvement and contributions 
requires those in a position of leadership to consistently provide positive 
feedback to their staffs in order for a culture of appreciation to grow. 

If we are cognizant of the fact that we may be interacting in a negative work 
environment where one or more of our colleagues or supervisors has say, 
expressed distrust or used criticism, then our ability to feel safe to interact in 
this environment continues to diminish until such a time that we are 
removed from the situation, environment or meeting. Our opportunity to 
reflect and act on the events that quelch our ability to thrive in those 
moments is further challenged by the ability to feel we can do something 
about it but most importantly, the importance of how we view ourselves.  

Brené Brown (2018) asserts, “Shame is hidden behind the walls of 
organizations. It’s not dormant—it’s slowly eating away at innovation, trust, 
connection, and culture” (p. 131). 

We allow shame to permeate daily interactions when we do not approach 
others, including the ones we serve (students), with open hearts. This 
interrupts our ability to feel effective, to be heard, and to feel like we are 
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making a difference. Shame is difficult to eradicate because it requires us to 
call upon courage, courage then leads us to feel vulnerable. If we are unable 
to feel like our authentic selves “it is hard to practice compassion … when our 
own worthiness is off balance” (Brown, 2010, p. 11). Thus, courage calls us to 
act in a way which we know is aligned with our true selves, shame provides 
the coverage and imitation of a fly that keeps things as they are. 

I cannot write without acknowledging that I grapple daily with courage and 
compliance, with vulnerability and an arsenal of excuses. I won’t pretend that 
I haven’t expected more from colleagues than from myself. Admittance of 
this, is in itself, an act of courage but also a call to reflect upon what can be 
worked on, what can be put forward in conversations with colleagues; in the 
professional settings that could benefit and in the personal spaces where I 
feel I can thrive. 

 
I checked my fly box for another ‘52 Buick that had been so successful. I 
began to wonder about the hundreds of patterns of flies that were always 
intent on imitating some form of insect hatch. “Match the hatch” became the 
touted slogan of many fly fishermen. Entomology, the study of insects, would 
support this idea of trying to fish with exactly what the fish are eating. It is 
no easy feat, and many fishing enthusiasts become enamored with the work 
of tying their own flies and creating their own new patterns as an evolution of 
a craft. 

Tying flies was something I was most certainly interested in, but knew I 
couldn’t dedicate time to the craft just yet. I was just getting started with a 
lifetime of casting and catching. However, one of the many things that struck 
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me about flies and the different kinds of them was the efficiency of how they 
imitated the grocery that trout eat. 

Staring at the ‘52 Buick, I couldn’t help but wonder: how well can we hide 
who we are when we are seeking authenticity? What good comes from 
denying who we really are when it comes to educational practice?  

“Here,” I dug into my fly box, presenting Dad with another ‘52 Buick, “let’s 
hope this works for you.” 

I know in my heart and by the experiences of both stifling and allowing 
myself to be vulnerable and trusting that we’re not all Buick’s, but we sure 
can’t all be big bad river flies all the time either. Robert Haig-Brown 
(1951/2014) asserts that in choosing the waters we fish, we bring the ultimate 
decisions about how we will approach strategies to adapt to our 
surroundings. That in trying to figure out which flies to use in the waters we 
fish, gives us “something the mind can grasp and the fly box contain[s]” 
(Haig-Brown, 1951/2014, p. 86). But what of the myriad of choices before us? 
Seeking patterns, imitations, hybrid models of local bugs and flies, and the 
natural imitations that are tied in the hopes of catching trout all have their 
place in one’s fly box. The ultimate fishing dilemma becomes more about 
which ones are left behind and which ones make the cut to be in the day box 
on the boat. 

If we have so many ways of being before us, how do we know when we are 
imitating life and really living it? 
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Photo 49. Dad in his element, Batstone Lake. 
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Reel, Receive, Release 
 
e had launched the boat where the line between the U.S. and Canada 

met. 

With hope, we trolled along the massive Ross Lake reservoir towards the 
glacier fed opening of the connecting Skagit River. The water levels had 
waned. We were concerned that our chances of being able to bring the boat 
through to the river might be shot. An intricate winding lane that lay above a 
network of reeds, small grass and finite water that fed from the lake to the 
river approached. We lucked out—just enough water to allow our wooden 
drift boat passage. 

A stark contrast to the Ross Lake Reservoir, which held a deep basin of 
indigo blues. The Skagit River was clearer than glass itself. Composed of 
crystal blue and white tones, the river trickled against our boat as we made 
our way against the soft current, a quiet ripple tone cut through the sounds of 
the wind of the valley. One look over the boat into the murmured silence of 
our prey’s home and your shadow, ever present and ominous, created the only 
shade the day would offer. More often than not, we would pass small schools 
of bull trout and rainbow trout, both skittish whenever I would chance a look 
over the boat’s edge but would swim in unison with our watercraft like 
dolphins often do in the Pacific. 

The wooden drift boat continued along the river banks as we wound up as far 
as the boat would take us until we arrived at an embankment that split the 
Skagit into two. A pristine day, the hot August sun flickered off the surface of 
exposed rocks and pebbles that the river was slowly eroding in its favour. Our 
plan was to fly cast off the outcropping of rocks in hopes to catch travelling 

W 
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trout between the ebb and flow of the river’s small brooks and spill into the 
river catchment itself. 

The Skagit River rises in the Canadian Cascades range and it with its 
tributaries makes its way through Ross Lake and then crosses the 49th 
parallel into Washington state. The greater Hozomeen Mountain’s North 
peak, a statured figure in the background that framed our river expedition 
today stood majestic as always. Hozomeen, Salish for sharp, dates back 
hundreds of years of its indigenous populations using chert, a sharp, flint-like 
mineral substance that the Hozomeen range provided to make tools and 
hunting tools alike. Gracing this part of the land is not only humbling, but 
also a reminder of those that walked these paths long before our boat found 
its way. 

The Skagit is also home to a great many creatures, some small but in most 
cases the creatures we have had the opportunity to see have been either 
bears or cougars. Dad has had the misfortune of having to stay in his car 
more than once while fishing on several occasions due to a visit from a 
curious cougar, but I half-hoped that today we would only brush hands with 
strong and agile bull trout. 

We banked the boat upon an outcropping of rocks that split the Skagit in two. 
A gentle rustle in the shrubbery across the river reminded us almost 
immediately that we weren’t alone. 

“I think we should go,” my immediate response without giving it a second 
thought. I had panicked and reacted rather than paused. 

“We JUST got here,” Dad whined, landing the boat anchor into a pile of rocks 
that softened when impacted, moving the anchor further into the water and 
farther away from our little island.
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Photo 50. Hozomeen dream. 

 



210	

I gave a deep sign and remembered that I truly needed to surrender my 
thoughts and fears and allow this act of spontaneity to relax and rejoin the 
sound of the babbling water next to me. 

We set up our fly rods amidst the heat of high noon and the continued 
rustling of the shrubs that had finally revealed who our company for the day 
was going to be: a yearling black bear. No more interested in us than in the 
blackberries he continued to cull while we began casting to the rhythm of a 
slight wind whispering and the bear puttering around. Our synchronicities of 
purposes settled me. 

I cast over and over, stripping back my line quickly as the river moved with 
fleeting accuracy. Within a few casts, I was back in sync with where I needed 
to be. Water vacillated with the beats of my heart. For each back cast, I drew 
breath and for release, a wooooosh of breath and a hopeful wish for a bite on 
the fly. This action continued for many minutes, half an hour, then an hour 
had passed. The yearling continued to eat its bounty and my father and I 
hoped to catch and release ours. 

The sun warmed my cheeks—refracting light from both the river’s bends and 
water flow. Despite the heat, this was where I could see Dad was the most 
content and in turn, so was I. 

Our infinitesimal existence amidst the giants of the land, the mountain 
scape, the gargantuan river system and the valleys that nestled us 
maternally lulled us into a hymn of quiet reflection and contentment. 

I began to wonder why I had made such a fuss about leaving right away when 
we had first arrived. 

The unknown. 
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It was then I realized how much anxiety had crept into my life. It wasn’t 
paralyzing but it was enough to attempt to stop me from enjoying the 
relaxation I needed the most. It is in this memory that I realize just how 
important it is to act upon spontaneity. 

We caught no fish but one, it had struck on Dad’s very first cast and in the 
early afternoon sun, its slick rainbow appearance danced on the water’s 
surface then thrashed the closer it got to the top tension of dad’s fly rod. The 
satisfaction of my father’s face from the tug, to the reeling, to receiving, to 
releasing: I witnessed pure joy. 

I spent more time photographing our time on the outcropping of rocks then 
eventually sat in the sun with a cold beer from our little cooler in the boat, 
taking in the beauty of the day. A river all to ourselves. Bear had moved on to 
higher ground, foraging further away from us. 

And it was here, I imagined life for dad after the world had finished turning 
enough for him. 

 

Roderick Haig-Brown (1951/2014) wrote, “Fishing, is an art, ephemeral, 
graceful, complicated, full of tradition yet never static” (p. 10) and such could 
be described equivalently to that of life. Given that we live with a temporality 
that reflects our time on this Earth, how do we choose to live? If we seek 
those opportunities that allow us to show us how we are growing as 
individuals and remain awake to knowing how to seize the opportunities of 
growth, what can we learn from times of strife, or what may be better known 
in the world of educators as “survival mode.” 
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A learned difficulty here is that many of us in education have come to know 
what survival mode looks, tastes and feels like. Its tentacles creep around the 
surfaces of our lives, permeating everything from how we view our work and 
productivity to how we maintain our sense of health and diet during this 
time. Typically, survival mode is supposed to be short, limited and worth 
‘putting up’ with when trying to finish a year of teaching, or a term of 
schooling, or a weathered personal storm that we hope has light and dry 
skies on the horizon. But what happens when we are stuck in ‘survival mode’ 
for longer than we should? How does this manifest in our lives? 

I know, from personal experience, how survival mode can be a way of life, 
knowing full well that its tentative legacy in my life was supposed to pass on, 
but without changes, stayed around. Survival mode became a way of life, a 
way of living. A chronic modality of self-preservation, of deprived sleep, of 
questioning when there would be the possibility of stopping the oscillating 
ride I was on. 

Some of it was truly my own doing, I had made myself too overwhelmed with 
tasks, believing that the more that I took on, the more I would look better in 
front of my colleagues as well as my ego. I was overexerting myself, pouring 
my time into a professional funnel that no longer fueled any personal time for 
myself and my family. Family interactions mostly circulated between hospital 
visits to see my mom during this time and wanting to hide the personal pain 
of much of this through telling colleagues that things were ‘fine’. But they 
weren’t. 

This was a time when I placed the highest value of myself upon how I 
performed at work. Was I able to produce amazing projects? I could show 
trustees, the school board staff and the Superintendent’s tours of my 
classroom and show them everything that I was pouring myself into, all while 
losing myself at the same time. I confused this with thriving at the time, as I 
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believed it because I was being recognized for my work professionally, but 
there was a significant loss to my personal relationships and a loss of 
personal time. As a result, I built up resentment against my work while still 
striving to be acknowledged for it. It was a tremendous paradoxical feeling at 
the time of realizing this because I wasn’t sure how to move forward. I felt 
stuck. I was being acknowledged and offered opportunities because I did not 
say NO often enough and the pressure to complete and rise to the tasks being 
asked became a heavier weight of a disproportionate size. The longer time 
went on, more weight of tasks and responsibilities pushed onto my shoulders. 

In the same year that I was overwhelmed with work projects, I was teaching 
in two types of jobs: one at the school district level and one at the university 
level. I got very sick. It wasn’t me who said no. It was my body. 

Three bouts of pneumonia in 2 years was enough to tell me that, with some 
perspective of health and having finished Dr. Gabor Maté’s (2003) When the 
Body Says No, I realized I was putting myself in a position of digging an early 
grave. I had spent a great deal of time focusing on ‘never getting sick’. A 
result of hearing this mantra over and over again not only by my dad but also 
by being the caregiver and voyeur during my mom’s journey through the 
complicated life of living with an auto-immune disease. Admittedly, the 
pressure to live a ‘healthy’ life was wrought with short-term attempts to rid 
myself of extra projects at work, try to exercise almost excessively, and diet 
without long-term supportive eating habits. All of this contributed to feeling 
unwell most of the time. My actions resulted in many wake-up calls. 

Within a few short weeks of thinking I had recovered from my second round 
of pneumonia. I went back to work expecting to have the same level of 
productivity I had before I had taken a few days off. I fooled myself into 
thinking that I would be able to maintain the same level of expectations. I 
was out of focus, I was exhausted. I would cry often, mostly because I was so 
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tired of keeping up. I ate poorly, my health continued to decline because I 
feared that taking what was ultimately needed (rest), I would be seen as a 
disengaged employee. I lost trust with superiors often because of my erratic 
absences. I would go back too early after feeling an ounce better only to take 
more time off work. Administrators I was working with at the time did not 
seek to understand but responded systemically through still demanding the 
same results despite the lack of time to complete tasks. Many times, the 
demands were for classroom data, all of which served institutional purposes 
but did not directly impact the practice of the teachers in their classrooms 
other than to make them feel as though there was one more thing to report 
out on for their students. I remember when I was made responsible for an 
entire school’s reading data collection and several teachers had met with me 
in hopes to get the quick answer to getting data, but I knew in my heart that 
there wasn’t enough time provided to either of us. Collegiality eroded as a 
result. 

“I wanted to get going on planning the rest of my year around 
English Language Arts. I had assumed you would have started 
the assessments today.” I stood taken aback by the comment, 
unable to speak, only managing, “mm-hmm.” 

I am being asked to provide tangible reportable data on a 
classroom of students that have only met for under an hour. In 
my observations, I don’t see an access route to assessing any of 
these kids until better time and rapport were established. 

“This way, once I have data, I can plan. You understand this? 
Right?” the colleague’s voice is strained. I can tell now that this 
conversation is not going to go well. 

“Ok, yes I am hearing you. Based on my observations today, I 
don’t feel confident that many of your students would sit for 
longer than 15 minutes at best. I could at least do some of the 
reading portion, that way I could get to know some of your 
students to assist in a more wholistic approach to assessing 
them, maybe it will help them be more comfortable with me. You 
have reading data from June of this year, yes?” 
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My inner monologue begins to trail into my own thoughts and 
mind. I didn’t know their names yet; it was clear that they 
weren’t listening. This was a tough class, how is one to even 
begin to “teach” without relationships? This was missing, but I 
couldn’t keep pushing it. I could feel the tension in the dialogue 
rising. Maybe it was a struggle to be “the better teacher” or 
maybe I was just tired of not being taken seriously for what I 
could try to offer when being asked for my expertise. Clearly, 
there was some disconnect. 

“Yes,” they reply courtly. 

“Well then I’d say that that is all you need to at least get started 
for now. You’re a great source of data yourself! Maybe hone in on 
what you are observing from your students over the course of 
the next week or so and that can provide you with some 
anecdotal evidence for learning and feedback to the parents?” I 
try to suggest without telling. 

I know that neither of us are seeing eye-to-eye pedagogically. I 
start thinking about how much this job is not actually coaching. 
That this isn’t a good fit, and that I am being constantly 
misunderstood. 

“Yeah. OK. Thanks. You can leave now.” I am cut off and cut 
down, there is no room for reciprocity of learning from either of 
us here. 

“Thank you for your time and having me in your classroom.” I 
politely excuse myself from the meeting. I left discouraged. 
Attempting to separate my ego and my job, the perceptions of 
my role as a coach, the misunderstandings, the misalignments 
and my mind swirling with questions. I think to myself, if there 
isn’t a clear awareness of a need for relationships, what good 
will my role as a coach in this classroom do? How is it that a 
brand-new teacher could so easily dismiss suggestions that were 
at the core of tapping into a good shift? Am I that inside/outside 
that I cannot be seen without an agenda? How can I help 
support this teacher to own their own practice? How can I 
support them in celebrating their strengths and help shed light 
on the stretches I am seeing? Will they be open to hearing any of 
it? I ask all of this of myself while starting up my car, leaving for 
the day to drive two hours into downtown Vancouver to be with 
my mother in her hospital room. I’m gutted, feeling useless and 
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frustrated because I know at my core that I’m knowledgeable 
and can be of help. So what’s wrong with me? 

I felt like I couldn’t appease anyone by the end of that scholastic year end. I 
rolled into the summer completely deflated and prepared to stop teaching for 
good. A result of being disenchanted with how the education system was 
working at the time as well as my general mindset was still in survival mode. 
I was slowly learning that this was an extremely exhausting way to move 
through life. 

Many of us experience extreme cases of the wake-up call. Huffington Post 
CEO, Ariana Huffington, passed out at work due to exhaustion (Huffington, 
2015); Brené Brown renamed her own 2017 emotional breakdown as a 
spiritual awakening—a call to action to no longer engage in work that didn’t 
matter. 

Our awareness and ability to remain ‘wide awake’ is our lifeboat and 
lifeblood. The gift of being aware and asking ourselves what is of the utmost 
importance to us, can help serve as a compass when we inevitably fall off 
course from time to time. 

What do we wish to leave behind for those to reflect upon and appreciate the 
most about how we move through this world? 

I think that I would be appreciated for how well, for example, I cleaned and 
organized a book room, or how awesome the fifteen projects I completed this 
year contributed to my overall optics of looking like a deeply engaged 
colleague in education. The relentless pursuit of metrics such as income and 
professional prosperity won’t work to measure my success and where I want 
to go anymore. They’ve brought me feelings of success, empowerment, 
influence and worthiness; but the new metrics by which I wish to live by 
include living with a whole heart, more time for heart filling pursuits such as 
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fishing, family and fortitude in my ability to be a good educator when I’m 
rested, supported and valued. Therein, I will thrive. 

My way of being in the world in the drift of a wooden pram boat has changed 
as a result of collective experiences that I allowed to teach me and allowed 
me to slowly begin to take care of myself. 

 

The boat’s tracks broke the river’s water ethereally. 

Just as the space that permeates between my dad and I and our fishing rods 
in the pristine calm waters, is the conversation between what we love to do 
and who we wish to be. 

As the boat glides through the homestead, 
murmuring tiny bubbles rising to the glassy surface 

of our world’s mirror, 
is all that we leave behind. 
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Photo 51. Batstone sunset, 7 Half Diamond Ranch. 
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Girl Gang 

 

Photo 52. Salty Nanaimo. 

 
rom a very early age, I knew that I had no sea legs. 

It had started as early as the age of 17 on a very windy trip out to Molokini, a 
small crater outcropping off the shores of Maui. A terrible sail across giant 
waves ended in nothing but fine misery for me and a few others who also 
“didn’t have the legs” and were encouraged on board to go to the stern of the 
boat and “shoot for distance.” There are few things I would not wish on any 

F 



220	

mortal enemy of mine, and chronic nausea may have been on the top of the 
list.  

Another futile attempt 4 years later, this time travelling from Maui to 
Molokai’i, had us set sail on calm beautiful seas but only to return to waves of 
Poseidon strength that sent all of us reeling and feeling more grateful for 
being back on land than I could have ever possibly imagined. Even the staff 
of the boat charter looked relieved to have returned and I began to imagine 
the possibilities that the sea was telling me that I was an unwanted visitor. 

Big ferry boat? No problem. Anything smaller than the MV Queen of 
Cowichan and I was in trouble. 

Moving forward, I tried my best, not to step foot in the big sea. The 
anticipation of the nausea itself was reason alone to stay land-based on either 
walking the rivers or skimming the surfaces of stillwater lakes. But still, I 
missed the opportunities to fish for the larger species that roam the deep 
blue. 

When you are on a lake and you know what it’s been stocked with, when your 
line is struck, there’s the excitement of how big a rainbow trout may be, but 
there’s no doubting what is on the end of the receiving line. 

Going out to sea, I think there’s always a bit of a deep blue gamble. I know 
many local guide fishermen who know what they are attempting to target 
and are very good at choosing bait and lures that will bring them the bounty 
they seek. However, they too, admit that when the line goes and there is a 
moment between setting the hook and beginning to reel that they’re not quite 
sure what just might be on the other end. That in itself, is enough mystery to 
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keep my interest peaked17 and my naivete of my sea legs’ ability to consider 
one more try. 

The opportunity to set off on sea adventure occurred in the summer of 2020. 
As the global pandemic continued, small groups of charters were still allowed 
to set sail and I took the opportunity readily. The few days before, my anxiety 
over if I was to get sick, set in. I most certainly didn’t want to be the only one 
on the boat that couldn’t keep it together, but I also didn’t want to give up on 
what had become an epic season of fishing so far, and heading to sea would 
add to the repertoire. Knowing my limits and seeking to push past my 
discomfort seemed to be a running trend in not only my fishing life, but my 
professional one as well. 

As the boat set off for its course, sunlight and a calm sea awaited us, until we 
pushed past the giant tankers anchored in the Strait of Georgia. We clung to 
the shores near Bowen Island and began to set the downriggers; all the while, 
the sea chop had begun and my constant look to the horizon was met with the 
fear that I might still be that person on the boat today. 

Hour one: so far, so good. 

Hour two: more horizon please, but that second round of Gravol is keeping 
me sane. 

 
17 On a conservatory note, there is a tremendous pressure on some of the local fisheries of 

British Columbia. Disagreements over management of some of the healthier fisheries 
continue to be contentious issues in relation to regulations set by the Department of 
Fisheries and Oceans (DFO). Despite solid data and scientific studies presented to the 
DFO from the Public Fisheries Alliance, as of 2019, the limitations on certain areas of 
fishing in the open seas of British Columbia are still a point of contention. Indigenous 
communities are also implicated as the decisions made by the DFO around which areas 
that can be fished, impacts their ability to fish and access waters to continue to feed and 
sustain their communities. 
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Sea chop and winds pick up, now the boat begins to really rock and roll while 
we fish. 

“Fish on!” the captain yelled, cacophony of women chatting breaks into who is 
going to reel in the first fish of the day. 

“Well go on Kat, you’re the closest!” a voice calls. 

“OK, I’ve got this…” I am now pulling up fish, while keeping down breakfast. 

Reel, reel, reel, reel, hold, pull up on rod, reel, reel, reel. 

“Keep reeling, it’ll feel like you’re pulling up a barn door until they break the 
surface” our captain reassured me, as I was losing steam fast. After 10 long 
minutes of the struggle, a large silver line breached the surface of the ocean 
waves a few feet from our boat. 

“Coho!” Our captain yelled. There was celebration aboard the ship and I 
figured with the first fish caught, the nausea would cease, and I would not 
fall victim to another sea legs experiment. 

Another hour passed, but no other fish was caught or had found our bait. Our 
captain waited impatiently to take us across the straight to the shores off of 
the coast of Vancouver Island, in front of Nanaimo. The winds had picked up 
significantly.  

Crossing the wavy chop of the seas was intense. We huddled in the smaller 
bunker area of the bow of the boat, I clung to the captain’s chair as we 
navigated waves that broke, at times, over top of our boat. 

An hour later, we had managed to survive the ride, all of us a bit more 
soaked than how we started, but the late July skies of sunshine dried out our 
clothes as we continued to fish. 
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Sitting in the rocky chop, after the fourth hour, I finally gave up. 
Leaning over the side of the boat, breakfast was served. 

The women aboard, polite as ever, asked if I was OK and empathized as they 
knew how bad nausea could be. I was relieved that they didn’t make too 
much of a deal of it and luckily, I was done. 

But the nausea wore on. And yet, the best day of catching all types of species 
in the big blue continued. 

Up came my time again to bring in some bounty from the sea. At this point I 
was running on two triscuits and half a bottle of ginger ale so I alternated 
reeling in while breathing out. 

Reel in, breathe out, reel in, breathe out.  

The only mother amongst the group chimed, “it’s like a birth girl, you’ve got 
this, reel it in!” The group burst out laughing, me included as I kept trying 
my best to keep composure, as my feet were both on the deck of the boat. But 
I felt supported and in no way willing to lose a fish. 

“Kat, if you’ve gotta puke again, do it, but don’t let go of that reel!” another 
voice chimed in. 

My nausea had set off a chain reaction of light-headedness paired with shaky 
legs and arms, so I was not in fighting form, but nonetheless, I brought in the 
behemoth that was one of the biggest chinook salmon of my life. I had caught 
many of their river kin in my teens, but nothing compared to the King 
Salmon, whose solid girth and silver glimmer, left me both in shock and in 
awe. 

I cycled through these catches of several more beautiful chinook a few more 
times before deciding that the drowsiness might win the next round. 
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For the remainder of the day, I stayed on the shady side of the boat, propped 
up by a cushion, and fended off the heaviest eyelids while still seeking the 
horizon of Nanaimo’s mainland. 

I had to laugh at myself, for trying again, for hoping that this time would be 
different, or at least hope that someone else would have been the one to lose 
their breakfast. But I was still surrounded by good company, a girl gang, one 
of whom didn’t make fun of me, served up triscuits, still kept me catching 
huge fish all day, and welcomed any further attempts to wane off the nausea 
while I also still caught fish. 

 
Camaraderie of the professional kind can withstand a lot of school moves, 
time, and pedagogical shifts. However, there is another unique category of 
colleagues that I trust my most vulnerable aspects of my practice inside and 
outside of my classroom. It is the role of a critical colleague. 

The constant, I believe, is the commitment to support one another regardless 
of whether or not we agree with each other all the time. Aptly named critical 
colleagues, the role of such a person is not only to provide support or 
mentorship professionally, but also willing to offer honest, vulnerable, and 
often candid feedback meant to push forward your professional practice. 
Critical colleagues are also often instrumental in influencing school-reform 
and teacher agency (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009; Fichtman Dana & Yendol-
Hoppey, 2019). 
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Admittedly, I never had a girl gang growing up, but I came to learn the 
importance of having a group of people that I could be vulnerable around 
when I needed to celebrate or commiserate life’s celebrations and challenges. 
This need for a connection to a community extends directly to how well I can 
thrive amidst changes and challenges in the workplace. 

I aptly remember when one of the most important critical colleagues came to 
be in my life. They were a student of mine in a graduate diploma program- 
my very first one that I was taking on after a much loved professor was 
retiring. 

It was the year of bargaining and strikes for teachers and also 
the first night of what was supposed to be my big teaching 
teachers debut. I had spent hours agonizing over the 
PowerPoint, what to say to the group, how to rally morale with 
the strike being background noise in my view of trying to make 
sure that my job teaching this cohort was done in a calibre of 
way that I had imagined I’d be judged for. As I arrived in the 
classroom where we were setting up for the cohort for the night, 
this colleague came up to my desk right away and introduced 
themselves. 

“I don’t want to make you feel as though you are not welcome, as 
I am really looking forward to learning from you,” they started, 
“but the group is really sensitive right now with the loss of the 
previous instructor, and the looming job action has everyone on 
a massive tilt of not being present for maybe what you’ll be 
starting with tonight” they conceded. 

“OK, do you want me to televise the townhall? The PowerPoint 
can wait” relief was all across their face when I presented this 
offering. 

They could see I was listening to them intently. I fought 
internally about how this might affect the perception of who I 
was supposed to be as the instructor, but in that moment, I 
realized that rather than put up a PowerPoint about teaching 
when these teachers needed it the least, listening to the request 
for them to see the live televised townhall on the decision to job 
action and having meaningful conversations and providing the 
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space to do so, was beneficial to forging new understandings of 
who I could be as an instructor with them and not for them. 

Years have passed and I have expressed my outward gratitude 
for this colleague to have had the courage to share their 
thoughts in hopes for a better cohesive climate amongst their 
colleagues and the learning in the cohort at the time. Had I not 
listened to them, I believe my efficacy and relationship to the 
cohort would have been miles apart and much different in terms 
of how the cohort viewed me, treated me, and supported me as 
their instructor. 

It’s about the equal importance of aligning yourself with those that share 
similar values and ways of thinking about teaching. I often think back to the 
time when I struggled with maintaining a collegial community. When I felt 
betrayed as an instructional coach, I took to insulating myself, only 
commiserating with one or two very close confidantes with whom I could talk 
to. Despite the gratitude for those friendships, it still felt like a tremendous 
lonely time, one in which I questioned daily my purpose in teaching as well as 
my ability to remain in the profession. 

According to Cherkowski and Walker (2018), 

The essence of a Flourishing Learning Community (FLC) is 
belonging to a group with whom we can derive meaning for our 
work, and hopefully, for our lives. We want to know that what we 
do matters. We want to know that we are seen and valued, and 
that we are contributing to making a difference and helping to 
make our world a better place.… Flourishing Learning 
Communities recognize the roles of purpose, belonging, meaning-
making, and support in the deepening of connections to school 
environments and the infinite value of collegial support as 
teachers seek to sustain their commitment to the profession of 
teaching. (pp. 98–99) 

That year and in that experience for me, I lacked the ability to connect with 
such a community. I felt already dispersed greatly geographically as I 
bounced between school communities, but also within the schools, I felt a 
great tension around my role, the opportunity to connect with colleagues 
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because of my role, and the consequences of choosing to properly ethically 
align myself with my colleagues at the detriment of no allyship with 
administrators. 

The importance of having a critical colleague or a community of colleagues 
when we are challenging our own assumptions in education is mired in trust. 
When we no longer look head on at some of the problems faced when 
teaching, or of our own personal and professional struggles; we lose the 
impact that leaning into a group or individual can have on helping us 
navigate challenges and difficulties in the profession. We also lose trust in 
ourselves, our situations, and each other. Critical colleagues can support us 
when we need it the most while reserving judgement but providing respectful 
feedback when they might disagree with us, or need to serve up some of the 
hard truths that others won’t. When we can feed the foundation of healthy 
collegial relationships in a school, relational trust is built and maintained 
over time. In turn, the amount of relational trust between adults in a school 
impacts directly the ability of students to learn and thrive (Aguilar, 2018). 
We must trust each other, in order to see all levels of community within a 
school thrive. 

Looking back on why I faced so much scrutiny from both classroom teachers 
and administration in regards to my role as a district instructional coach, I 
realize so much more how the role of relational trust directly impacted my 
experiences that year. 

Aguilar (2018) writes, “Trust is influenced by the conclusions we draw about 
our colleagues’ intentions” (p. 102). I recognized that even my supervisors 
(administrators and Assistant Superintendent) lacked the relational trust to 
understand that I was, in fact, working extremely hard and that I held the 
curricular competence to carry out my role as a coach. 
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The complexity of how to gain trust relationally when placed in a complex 
role such as an instructional coach was rendered even more difficult when the 
ability to influence relational trust is not for me to do so. What I mean here is 
that relational trust is influenced through assumptions made by an 
individual around factors such as “previous interactions, assumptions about 
race, ethnicity, gender, age, and educational background” (Aguilar, 2018, 
p. 102). How did this impact me? I can only assume or presume that my 
previous experiences having returned from working at a top tier university, 
made others assume that I knew a lot, and that I would be immune to 
making mistakes. I was often asked, “Why did you leave the university?” Or 
comments were made in district meetings, such as, “What we do here isn’t 
like how you did things in the university.” The culture of distrust diminished 
and shamed the years of work I laid down working with teachers who taught 
students in schools for the betterment and thriving of students and staff 
alike. 

Aguilar (2018) writes, “Trust is complex and nuances, and it lies at a nexus 
point of our past and present, our identities and purpose. An understanding 
of trust helps us make decisions that can foster our resilience and help us 
find health communities” (p. 103). 

Although I feel as though I cannot directly convince others of my 
trustworthiness, I provoke reflection here, as I know that I could refine my 
own practices that led to relational trust, but the actions of the organization 
and several of its individuals in that moment of time, created a barrier to me 
sitting in relation to trust. Today, I acknowledge that the buildings within 
which I was working were fraught with a lack of relational trust, and in turn, 
I too, lacked the relational trust to feel that I could do my job with confidence. 
If I couldn’t trust that an administrator was competent and capable of doing 
their job, why was it so impossible to think that they could feel the same way 
about me? 
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Moving over this hurdle of relational trust meant that I needed to 
acknowledge my own role in how I perceived my level of trust to others in my 
work setting. Just as I had with the captain of my salmon charter and the 
gang of gals I had chosen to surround myself with for the day, I set foot upon 
that boat with a perceived level of competency of the group and our ability to 
navigate the uncertainty of the seas. 

On a basic level, I trusted that our captain would not make any choices that 
would possibly endanger me or our group. Losing your life to the squall of 
waves? However, one can do everything that they possibly can to mitigate 
any potential barriers to their perception of trust, or in my case on the boat, a 
good dose of Gravol. It doesn’t mean that you still might not be losing or 
retaining your breakfast. Sometimes, there are contexts in which we can’t 
mitigate all risk. However, in learning this through many different teaching 
and learning contexts, I can say it behooves us to presume competence for the 
sake of building trust and in turn, developing thriving learning communities 
for both adults and children. 

We talk, we thrive.  
We respectfully navigate conflict, we thrive.  
We trust, we thrive. 

On critical colleagues, Dana and Yendol-Hoppey (2019) wrote, “Teacher talk 
enables teachers to examine and critique [assumptions] in education” (p. 86). 
On having the bravery to journey to find and contribute to new communities, 
Wheatley and Frieze (2011) asked, “What if we stopped pursuing the perfect 
problem-ending technique and decided to become experts on being there for 
each other?” (p. 183). On the importance of a flourishing within a learning 
community, Cherkowski and Walker (2018) wrote, “Positive relationships are 
a key element of fostering and sustaining wellbeing; [improving] our sense of 
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resiliency, our ability to adapt and grow in the face of our constantly 
changing dynamics of life” (p. 99). 

On making sure that you sustain a level of enjoyment professionally and 
personally along the way, my dad wisely asks, “If you’re not laughing, what’s 
the point?” 

 

Photo 53. Chinook harvest, Nanaimo. 
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Dogmatic Fruit 

 
Photo 54. Vesper, Lundbom Lake. 

 
ot a week prior, our success on Lundbom Lake had produced numbers 

caught well-above the 30s. 

It had been one of our most fruitful trips of catching and releasing trout and 
we were eager to recreate its results. 

When we had last visited, the lake had been busy with a few boats, but its 
size made it so that you felt alone on the water. There had been no campers 
visiting due to public health order restrictions, and the weather had 
cooperated beyond our expectations. 

N 
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This return trip would not yield so much but one thing: a banana has no 
place in a fishing boat, near any fishing gear, or in the possession of anyone 
intent on fishing. 

But I digress, and I will get back to this later. 

Our return trip involved trying to find parking for our boat trailer and car as 
camping restrictions had lifted and quarantined families had all flocked to all 
major campsites in hopes to regain a sense of normal for their summer 
vacations. The cacophony of sound while we loaded our boat was enough to 
leave. I counted more than forty boats on the lake already and my heart sank 
when a speed boat ripped through the calm waters blasting terrible country 
music. The smell of marijuana plugged the air. 

This was not going to be the quiet fishing day either of us had expected, but 
Dad and I both quickly committed to getting on the water in hopes that the 
number of fish to catch would outweigh our ‘ambiance.’ 

Two hours later and not a single fish nibble or bite to our lines, I turned to 
Dad: “You want a snack?” 

I rifled through my large bag of treats and pulled out some little mini 
chocolate bars and opened a bottle of water. 

“Can’t believe it, not a single fish, YET… and I’ve changed my flies every 10 
minutes,” Dad lamented over the noise of a passing boat with a couple that 
were talking so loudly you could overhear them from the other side of the 
busy lake. 

I sighed deeply. “We’ll catch, I know it…” my voice trailed off while Dad 
continued to grumble. 
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“You know I feel bad,” Dad started. “I know you’ve bought that new rod with 
the sinking line and I passed by your old pink rod in the hallway when I was 
leaving this morning saying goodbye to it, and wondering if we should have 
packed her for good luck,” he chuckled, but I knew he was serious. 

Fishermen and fisherwomen often subscribe to their own types of dogmas 
and beliefs as they journey through their fishing adventures. Pinky, had been 
the first fishing rod I had started fishing with when Dad and I started back 
fly fishing. Despite its amazon.ca price and calibre, this rod had caught some 
of my biggest stillwater trout, and was a lucky talisman of sorts. I was not 
beginning to subscribe to the belief that leaving Pinky behind really might 
have screwed up our luck. 

“Well, why didn’t you pack her anyways, dude?” I whined, looking around for 
more snacks. 

“Because I didn’t think we’d need her, but now we’re headed into the fourth 
hour of not catching a damn thing; not even a nibble, on the loudest, busiest 
lake I think we’ve ever fished…” Dad’s words competed over the yelling and 
crying of nearby children in a campsite by the lake’s edge. 

“We’re having such bad luck here so far, I gotta ask, you have a banana in 
there? You know they’re bad luck, right?” Dad said factually without thinking 
I’d actually have one. 

But there, in the clear Ziploc bag in the boat, it revealed itself and I couldn’t 
help but bring it out and place it in view of its captain. 

“NO F*#king way! You DO have a banana! Get rid of it, throw it overboard, 
or I’ll take you back to shore to get rid of it. No wonder we’re not catching 
anything, and now it won’t matter—we’re CURSED.” 
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Dad’s words spun a tale so fast, he had convinced himself in less than twenty 
seconds that our trip was a bust and that no matter what we did, we would 
not catch fish today. 

Who knew bananas were bad luck on a boat? Had I missed a memo? For 
someone who is attentive to details about fishing, I prided myself on having 
done a lot of research and learning while also tending to the pastime of 
fishing in boats. How did this banana elude my knowledge? 

“First Pinky, now this banana!” Dad continued, stopping the boats trolling 
motor to change over his fly once more. The sun’s rays continued to intensify 
at the same rate as dad’s dislike for our entire fishing situation. 

I sat quietly wondering if it was the expectation of catching that was really at 
play here. All fisherpeople will tell you that a day catching is a day better 
than not. No one likes to be skunked all day, and yes, there are the sayings 
that a day fishing and not catching is still better than a day not fishing at 
all…but clearly, the climate in the boat told me clearly that we were above 
reproach on the matter and the yellow, tasty snack nemesis was to blame for 
all of our noncatching troubles. 

Refusing to toss the banana to the lake, I sat and ate it, to my dad’s horror. 

“Since when did we get so worried about catching a shit-ton of fish?” I asked 
frankly, still chewing up the yellow-tinted talisman. 

“Since we caught more than 30 here last time,” Dad threw the frankness 
back. I clearly had missed out on the addition of this new dogmatic18 order, 
where counting numbers had become a new tenet of our beliefs in the boat. 

 
18 Dogma, as defined by Merriam-Webster online, is “something held as an established 

opinion” (“Dogma, “n.d.” para. 5), especially “a definite authoritative tenet” (para. 6) or “a 
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I had to ask myself, since when did we become so competitive in our catching 
and returns of fish? Had the simplicity of getting out on the water waned? Or 
evolved to a new level of expectation to always catch fish? 

In the matters of fishing: had we become too extreme? 

 

Often, in matters of teaching, we too, subscribe to dogmatic rules within 
schools and our own classrooms. Some of these beliefs are born early, I speak 
from my own experience as a student-teacher, that much of what I learned 
and applied about assessment planning and practices. I continued to 
promulgate for several years without question or assertion of whether or not 
it was benefitting my students and my practice. I think that is why I became 
so engaged in classroom inquiry when I signed up for a graduate diploma in 
education. It is where my passion for asking some tough questions about my 
practice began to emerge, and I earned tremendous satisfaction from 
investigating my own classroom practice while also learning and reading the 
work of educational researchers that could help bridge theoretical learnings 
to the daily practical aspects of my teaching. I found that I could reconnect to 
what I was already learning and doing in my life to my work as a teacher. 
Within several years of questioning my earlier dogmatic ways, I wondered 
how could I have followed so blindly in the beginning? With kindness and 
grace, my self today would answer gently: because you don’t know, what you 
don’t know. That’s how. 

 
code of such tenets” (para. 7); pedagogical dogma or a point of view or tenet put forth as 
authoritative without adequate grounds. 
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I quit my work as an instructional coach because my heart needed to go back 
to the classroom. So into the following Fall, I did just that. I accepted that I 
would not thrive in the throes of inauthentic coaching opportunities fraught 
with intrusions from the demands of institutional data and surface-level 
professional relationships. 

I had forgotten just how much there is to do when you get back 
into the classroom. Or is there? Something has happened or 
perhaps transformed for me as a person and a Teacher. I am 
seeing things anew but also in ways I wouldn’t have normally 
approached when I was teaching in a cycle of year to year. 
Examples of this include the RUSH to have the classroom 
perfect. 

Instead, I chose patience and presence. 

I have been gifted with a group of 27 grade eights. Each of them 
comes with their own sets of complexities and learnings. I have 
begun to notice, even more so than before, the power of 
relationships and how I can see this playing into the importance 
of what we teacher folk like to call “a good year.” I have made a 
lot of attempts over the past few days to really SEE the kids. I 
keep watch, hear their calls and answers to the daily rituals of 
schools and schooling. 

I am seeing more of the school culture. This is a ginormous 
school. It hosts over 1,200 students; only Grades 6, 7, and 8. It’s 
an amazing feat, middle school. The students have lockers in our 
classroom and I have made successful attempts at bidding wars 
to outfit the classroom with some furniture- tables, couch and 
some comforts of patio lights, as the fluorescent lights drive me 
nuts. 

I am pleased to be separated from the background noise of the 
district office job I embodied last year. The job’s complexities 
and call for an inauthentic duality took its toll on my stress 
levels and my heart. Now, I notice more and more that by 
returning to classroom practice, I am recuperating more of 
myself. I feel more myself. I have begun my own rituals of 
reading at night instead of constantly preparing for another 
meeting that could have been an email. I feel less anxiety about 
“getting it done.” These kids are wonderfully complex and view 
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life through lenses that are continually developing as they 
interpret their own worlds. 

I know now, what maybe I have felt all along last year when I 
felt the most challenged professionally. I don’t fit in the ‘box.’ 

I can finally say I am ok with that because I know that by 
choosing a better path for me, I was finally showing myself some 
much deserved love and encouragement. 

Fichtman Dana and Yendol-Hoppey (2019) define the journey of classroom 
research as “a desire to explore the relationship between your beliefs and 
your classroom practice; an investigation of the intersection between your 
personal and professional identities” (p. xv). The essential function of teacher 
inquiry is its use as “a vehicle that can be used by teachers to untangle some 
of the complexities that occur in the profession, raise teachers’ voices in 
discussions of educational reform, and ultimately transform assumptions in 
discussions of educational reform” (Fichtman Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 2019, 
p. 3). 

When I applied teacher inquiry in my own classroom, I felt empowered. I also 
discovered activities in my practice that I didn’t like and that I hadn’t looked 
at, but needed to question about my practice. It gave me the voice I needed to 
reinforce what I knew in order to support the complexities and paradoxes 
that existed and still exist in what teaching looks like daily, monthly, and 
yearly throughout my career so far. Using current research and data to 
support my decisions around how to best support diverse learning conditions 
and students in my classroom, was imperative to my own professional and 
personal growth. 

Without the reflective practice of teacher inquiry, I may have been destined 
to continue to bring bananas into the boat. 

Without deeper awareness of the why and how of teaching practices, I may as 
well have asked someone else to continue to produce the knowledge needed in 
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order to maintain a classroom. Thus, stripping me of my ability to construct 
my own knowledge and facilitate my own changes in classroom practice as a 
result of my own research grounded in investigating my own problems and 
complexities in teaching. 

Within several years of making teaching inquiry an ongoing practice and way 
of being, I realized its impact not only on my practice but on the practices of 
others through my work at the university teaching graduate diploma 
programs that focused on this practice; as well as my work as mentor for 
teachers that were also learning how to make teacher inquiry a way of 
thinking and being in their classrooms and within their practices. I believe 
that in all my years in education so far, believing in the autonomous power of 
classroom research and teacher inquiry, opened my eyes to maintaining 
longevity in a profession that can so often eat away at your self-worth, 
advocacy, and creativity. Classroom inquiry allowed me to pay close, 
deliberate attention to my practice. It also helped me find bright spots and 
successes in my practice which made me thrive.  

Through the cyclical process of researching aspects of my practice over time, I 
feel like I continue to grow, continue to learn and as Cochran-Smith (1991) 
asserts, I continue to “become a part of a larger struggle in education—the 
struggle to better understand, inform, shape, reshape, and reform standard 
school practice” (p. 280). 

Through applying classroom research and teacher inquiry frameworks in my 
practice, I learned that I didn’t need to know it all but could learn over time. I 
gave myself the permission to accept that my authenticity and voice mattered 
and could be shared with fellow colleagues regardless of my lack of seniority 
at the time. I was able to advocate for students more efficiently while 
bridging better relationships with parents and the surrounding community. I 
learned that sharing my experiences with others matters. Marilyn Cochran-
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Smith (1991) poignantly shares why the commitment to inquiry into my 
practice holds so much complexity and reward: 

Unlike researchers who remain outside the schools, teachers who 
are committed to working against the grain inside their schools 
are not at liberty to publicly announce brilliant but excoriating 
critiques of their colleagues and the bureaucracies in which they 
labor. Their ultimate commitment is to the school lives and 
futures of the children with whom they live and work. Without 
condescension or defensiveness, they have to work with parents 
and other teachers on different ways of seeing and measuring 
development, connecting and dividing knowledge, and knowing 
about teaching and schooling.… Perhaps most importantly, 
teachers who work against the grain must name and wrestle with 
their own doubts, must fend off the fatigue of reform and depend 
on the strength of their individual and collaborative convictions 
that their work ultimately makes a difference in the fabric of 
social responsibility. (p. 285) 

The ability to move past previous beliefs that held me back from developing 
the teacher identity I continue to form today, formed out of a conscious 
decision to continue to learn, to educate myself, and to advocate for myself in 
a deeply complex profession that isn’t always easy to continue to endeavour 
without a heavy heart and mind. 

 

I realized then in the boat, that dad’s competitive nature of having more fish 
caught, was getting the better of him. Of course, naturally one fishes in hopes 
to catch a fish, but if the sole mission is to catch—what else do we miss in the 
meantime? Making meaning of who and what we believe transcends not only 
our personal lives but that of our professional ones as well. 

There would still be bananas, as there would be beliefs and convictions of 
who we are, how we come to know what we know. I’m willing to reflect on 



����

why I probably will never bring a banana into Dad’s boat again, despite really 
not believing its power over my ability to catch a fish. However, I would not 
just simply reflect on a day of fishing or teaching in the same way again as I 
know my thinking and way of seeing has evolved. Intentionally, I have 
reflected on both my fishing and teaching practices. This engagement level 
allows me to learn from and for the purposes to be present in my practice. In 
teaching in particular, increasing the application of current theory in 
educational practice with authentic curiosity for wanting to learn more about 
how to pay better attention to the needs of my students was done by taking a 
student-centered approach to practices. I learned over time that I could find 
ways to help my students while feeling empowered in my work with my lens 
of classroom inquiry looking onward.  

Engaging in reflection, but also asking critical questions, organizing my 
questions, findings, collection of data; all while focusing on a specific area of 
inquiry. If not assessment, it may be how to target rainbow trout in a mayfly 
hatch. And therein lies the difference between letting a piece of fruit wield 
some power over the outcome of the day. Dogmatic or not, there will always 
be those that will not question their practices or beliefs to the same intensity 
or level as others within the profession. But I know from my own personal 
experiences, that without making my reflections and inquiries into my 
practice intentional, I would have never known to question myself in the first 
place. 

 

Weeks later, Dad and I found ourselves amidst a lake all to our own and 
while setting up the boat, the topic of bananagate re-emerged. 
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“I didn’t pack a banana today,” I started. Dad fiddled impatiently with setting 
the motor on the back of the boat. 

“No, glad you learned that one,” Dad assured us both, but stopped, his legs 
mid-calf in the lake. “But you know, they say that even talking about the 
thing, warrants some guys to not be allowed on the boat from the 
beginning…” his voice trailing off, as he turned back to tend to the motor. 

“What do you mean?” I bit, the rabbit hole of dogma returned swiftly. 

Dad stood up from his crouched position again, now holding half the motor’s 
handle while trying to explain the significance. 

“I’m saying that even if a guy showed up at the beginning of a fishing day and 
told his charter, Hey guys, I didn’t pack a banana! Shit, even the mere 
MENTION of said banana might be enough to not let him on for a day of 
fishing.” Dad set the handle of the motor then turned to his next task almost 
nearing time for us to embark on our own day of fishing. 

“Are you ready to roll out?” Dad asked, almost impatiently. 

“Yeah, new leader on the line, going to try out a new fly today and see who 
comes calling” I confidently beamed. I walked over to the edge of the lake, 
dipping our net in it to wet it.  

“What are you doing?” Dad asked inquisitively.  

“I always wet the net before we start fishing.” The irony of this statement is 
not lost on me in the least.  

Our boat set out to the darker waters of Batstone Lake and with it, more 
questions. 
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“Hypothetically speaking, what if I didn’t tell you I had a banana with me but 
had one, and we still caught fish,” our voices trailing off from the shore while 
the sounds of the boat gliding peacefully through the fresh layers of marle 
and algae cleaved with the wooden knocking of moving our items around to 
get comfortable and into position for a day’s worth of fishing. 

Coots, ruddy ducks, and other lake fowl and their babies called out to one 
another. 

The cacophony of our conversation and theirs became the collective of voices 
that convened on the lake. 
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The Casting Lesson V 

 
Photo 55. The casting lesson V. 

 
e had returned to Batstone Lake for what promised to be a few rounds 

of tremendously hot summer days to celebrate Dad’s birthday. 

By this time, I had fished over 25 days since March, and I wasn’t planning on 
stopping the momentum anytime soon. Clearly, I had the passion, the drive, 
a few dollars to get me there, and the freedom of a summertime schedule to 
get out as often as I could. 

W 
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Arriving at the lake, I was excited to get out on the water, as the sun’s heat 
continued to rise in the late morning. After setting up the boat, we realized 
we would have the lake to ourselves today, a tremendous privilege on its own. 

We set out to troll along the shoals of the lake where the topography of the 
lake drops off from a short height into the deeper waters, where most often, 
trout rest and receive more oxygen in the heat of the summer months. 

Today was no exception and within minutes of being on the lake, Dad caught 
our first fish of the day. As with any trip, catching the first fish is like 
breaking the curse of the worry that you won’t catch anything at all. With a 
sigh of relief, we inspected its rosy, belly side with golden speckled hues that 
adorned its thick head, rainbow colourings laddered down its spine. Dad 
released it back to the clear aquamarine lake and within moments, its tail 
was the last to disappear into the wide abyss. 

I had been dying to show off my casting skills because I had been fishing a lot 
and I had been casting more and more. Practice had helped me refine my 
form, allowing me to cast freely in sync with body and mind. 

But no sooner than I had stripped out enough line to begin casting standing 
up in the boat, then I experienced my first bird’s nest of a tangle at the tip of 
my rod. I clearly still had miles to go. My frustration grew as I tried my 
hardest to remedy my own tangled issue while Dad continued to fish. 
Determined not to rely on anyone this time for my saving, I sat back down in 
my chair in the boat in a huff. I was forced to break down the rod in half 
while I tended to the cat’s cradle of a mess that my fishing line created. One 
knot and loop loosened, while another one developed. Twenty minutes passed 
and frustration moved to fury. 

“This god damn line!” I shrieked, while the local ducks dispersed at my 
outburst. 
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Clearly, I was not one with nature in my current state and lacked the ability 
to regulate in any way, shape, or form. 

“You need some help there?” Dad teased with a playful accent and tone. 

Admittedly, I should have taken the help at the very beginning. That’s the 
complexity of knots, once begun, if intervened upon with a collective assist in 
the boat, can make or break about a half an hour of your fishing time on the 
lake. 

“No, dad, I’m going to try and sort this one out myself.” I replied with more 
calm and fortitude with the task-at-hand. 

After fiddling with the ever increasing bird’s nest of intertwined fluorocarbon 
line, its finite thinness in nature made it an easy prey for even more knots. 
The trial-by-fire push on the patience of a fisherwoman so hell bent on trying 
to prove she could cast, was now costing her precious time out on the lake. 

After 20 minutes, I finally cut the line myself and retied all of my leader and 
tippet materials together, then finalized it with the fly I had been dying to 
cast into the lake. I was proud to have managed to take control of my 
situation because I recognized that I no longer needed to ask for help unless 
absolutely necessary. I knew Dad would have helped me if I had asked. But 
in a bittersweet blink of a moment while I cut the excess tippet away from my 
freshly tied knot, I realized that I wouldn’t always have my dad there to solve 
my knot problems. The realization stabbed at me but I regained my 
composure and lifted my rod in preparation to cast. 

Letting out enough line to allow the fishing line to feed through the rod 
properly, the line danced in the air, creating a perfect balance of loop to 
straight feed forward. As the dance of the rod and line continued, I partnered 
with letting out the line slowly so that the casting line would reach farther 
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and farther away from me the more I pushed the rod forward towards my 
intended landing area on the lake. 

After the third load of the line, I stopped my rod at the clock position of ten, 
and watched, as the line shot a straight line out to the lake landing gently 
twenty feet in front of me and presenting my fly and hook effortlessly, in 
hopes of catching a fish. 

I stood in shock, the first cast that had actually worked with no mechanical 
(or human) error on my part. 

“Great cast, Kath.” Dad’s comment almost fell deaf on my ears, as I was still 
shocked that after all that practice, I was actually capable of becoming who I 
thought I could be: a fly fisherwoman. 

All the while, in my state of awe, a nibble to the fly I had presented the lake 
and its inhabitants struck more quickly than expected. Lifting my rod to try 
and set the hook, I missed completely. But a strike to my line shortly 
followed. In a mere matter of twenty minutes I had gone from absolute 
frustration to hope.  

And it was there, in the boat, hours of quiet and cacophony. Of 
contemplations or talks of stories of the past and dreams of the future. The 
lake’s hatch of blue damselflies surrounded us for the majority of these hours 
fishing until my most cherished of times fell upon the water around us. The 
rich oranges and pinks in the sky marked the last hour of the day in the sun: 
golden hour. In the last of the time we had for the day, both my dad and I 
stood, barefoot in the boat together; back to back in order to right the boat 
and keep it balanced. 

In the halcyon of sunset, our silhouettes took turns casting in good faith that 
maybe, just maybe one of us would reap the rewards of a cast well set. 
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Neither one of us took turns to talk, but rather allowed for the longest 
silence, to sit well and just while we both admired the chromatic colours that 
flickered with the slightest ripple in the water below us. 

One thing I believe to be true is that when the world stops turning for either 
of us, this is where we’ll find each other again when the time comes. In the 
boat, having some laughs, fostering unaffected pauses, admiring all of the 
visceral ecology before us, and casting in hopes of catching and letting fish go. 

 
Photo 56. Boat selfie, Englishmen Lake. 
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FALL 
Salmon are constantly faithful in exposing their underside to the 
current coming at them. Mysteriously, it is the physics of this 
courage that enables them to move through life as they know it 
so directly. We can learn from this very active paradox; for we, 
too, must be as faithful to living in the open if we are to stay real 
in the face of our daily experience. 

– Mark Nepo, The Book of Awakening19 
  

 
19 Nepo (2011, p. 357). 
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Photo 57. Fall and fancy free, Kwikwetlem River. 

 
eeing one’s breath in the air of any particular morning in the last week 

of August, signals fall is coming. Chartreuse greens make way for crisp 
auburn leaves and the cooler breeze. 

Fall can be suppressed by one or two weeks into September, the season will 
try to go out in a blaze of glory, involving high temperatures and wishing that 
you hadn’t packed away your shorts in your wardrobe. However, the change 
in light and colours of transition in the leaves and foliage tell us that a new 
type of rest is upon the world. When the afternoon summer wind stops 
rustling the tops of my neighbourhood cottonwood trees, and the last of the 
evening light arrives earlier and earlier—I know fall is here. 

Fall is also the high time for trout as temperatures conducive to improved 
feeding patterns begin to emerge once more. Rivers renew their water levels, 

S 
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making time for murkier bottoms in preparation for spawning runs of coho 
and sturgeon along the Fraser basin. 

Summertime fun makes way for anticipatory planning for the school year. 
Fall indicates all that is hopeful for a year ahead. Imagination stretches far 
beyond what the walls of a classroom may look like. Questions arise: who will 
the children be? How will I help them? How will I keep taking care of myself 
as I navigate this year? All good questions that serve to prepare us anew into 
the season. 

In previous years, I would return to the school a few weeks into August, in 
preparation for the fall. However, I have come to realize that this practice no 
longer serves me. I have learned generously over the years that there will 
always be things to do, things to prepare, lessons to gather, and spaces to 
makeover. I have learned that the children will help me prepare, they inform 
how the space may need to be used, and help me to see that navigating the 
fall is like preparing for a marathon—it is not about a fast start, it is all 
about pacing over many months in order to finish strong and not in a state of 
exhaustion. 

As all things cyclical, I sit on the river banks of the Kwikwetlem River with 
my cherished dog, Nora, while we wait patiently with the last of the heat of 
the day from autumn sundown. We wait for the first signs of spawning chum 
salmon who have once more returned to the river. Traditionally, salmon are 
animal people, spiritually connected to the land. It is said that each year, it is 
imperative for us to work with the animal people to ensure their continued 
return. It is why the conservation of the salmon and its variety of species is 
tireless work, never ending, to continue to practice sustainable fishing and to 
honour the Indigenous peoples who rely on their fisheries to sustain and 
maintain their lifestyles, traditions, and rich histories of knowledge 
(Indigenous Tourism British Columbia, 2019). 
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A return to rivers and lakes that reflect back beautiful autumnal hues of red, 
orange, and green, are now reserved to weekends as my time re-invests in my 
work in education. With a lot of unknowns always hanging in the balance of 
the start of a new school year, I take comfort in the constant of fall’s cyclical 
and true ways of showing itself. The bluebird juxtaposed overcast skies of 
September have arrived. Sunshine filtering through the clouds warms me 
through my jacket. However it is also my last kick at the can to wear shorts 
before the true fall fishing fashion will be required. 

Fishing is never far behind, except in the case of the world now20. Since the 
world’s sudden stop during the pandemic, I have returned to school and new 
worries arise as it continues to affect how I can fish with my dad. We have 
luckily shared a car, but now we wear masks and we do not share snacks or 
gear. 

This is fishing during trying times. 

I think about human resilience during this time and when I visit the 
spawning river channels of the chum salmon again, how they offer us a 
window into what they have always known, but that we as humans often 
forget. 

Mark Nepo (2011) affirms, 

Salmon	offer	us	a	way	to	face	the	truth	without	shutting	down.	They	
show	us	how	leaning	into	our	experience,	though	we	don’t	like	the	hit,	

 
20 In late January, 2020, China, in cooperation with the World Health Organization 

(WHO),confirmed multiple fatal cases of a virus; SARS-CoV-2 (Novel Coronavirus), which 
has, to date, spread to over 70 countries. At the time of writing (March 24, 2020); British 
Columbia announced that it was under a state of emergency. Currently, all BC Schools are 
closed and teachers are preparing for a return-to-work protocol during a time of what the 
WHO has called a “global pandemic.” Social distance measures as well as closures of many 
non-essential businesses and services have begun as fatalities and confirmed and 
suspected cases of the virus continue to rise. As of March 24, 2020, I had no direct contact 
with either of my parents or extended family as recommended by the CDC and Public 
Health Officials of Canada. 
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I think about how we must continue to focus steadfastly on our ability to 
realize that we are always in process, that we are in movement of some kind.  

 

Having an extremely slow day on the lake, Dad and I stop trolling along the 
lake and decide to anchor our boat in the shallows near the edges of the lake. 
Typically, trout feed on the areas where the majority of synthesis occurs, so 
we decide to float amongst the edges of the weeds in the lake. 

I turn and stand to begin casting. 

The anticipatory pace between when I cast out my line and watch it wade 
itself in seamless trajectory with the lake’s rippled current caused by the 
wind. My line curves and bends in tandem with its carrier, letting my fly 
wiggle freely like the real thing. On baited breath I wait, begin to strip line in 
through my middle right finger, the cold, fresh texture of the line slides freely 
through and gathers in a floating pile near my wading feet. 

A STRIKE! It’s still a zinger to my heartbeat, every time it happens. 

The violence of the take to my fly on the hook. I imagine my fish, its body 
writhing back and forth, shaking its head, knowing it’s been snared. The 
connection between the hook and its mouth and the sensation is 
imponderable, a caveat only I can dispel when I release it. 
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A silver figure emerges from the crystal green abyss a few feet from me, fast-
moving, thrashing in jolts of head shakes back and forth, the tension on my 
fly line holds tight, as if I’ve just inhaled and I am holding onto my last 
breath. 

Then exhale. 

The tension, dead and limp as if the line had just been cast. 

“Fish off,” I say, under my breath and slump back into my chair in the boat. 

And so, much of living in the fall, has become a practice of living in the day-
to-day, inhaling and exhaling to the rhythms of a world changed and new, 
calloused beginnings. 

The lesson from the return of the salmon and the anticipation of fishing, are 
both intertwined in the vulnerability of a moment and the importance of 
being present. 

Come, sit. 

Close your eyes and stay a while, there are stories to write about from here. 
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Barometer 
 
our hours of driving, including the dusty, unpaved one-laned road, 

brought us to our next lake. The sun, peered out from the high cumulus 
clouds and the darker shades of sky coverage seemed to be moving westward 
away from our new bounty: Shae Lake. 

Upon unloading the boat, I watched a lake snake slither around the boat 
launch, also peering as curiously at me as I was at it. 

Dad and I unpacked our gear and set up the boat in time for the wind to pick 
up slightly, but the sun continued to ray upon us, the air pressure building. 
This was a good sign, as a dropping barometer, is a fisherwoman’s friend. 

Fish can sense when the air pressure is about to drop. Typically, it is in the 
timing of measuring the barometer dropping that we often catch the most 
fish. Fish respond to the change in air pressure by changing their eating 
patterns, usually in a voracious kind of way. I couldn’t help but appreciate 
this learning about fish like humans; under enough pressure, fish gravitate 
to food. Feeding patterns will increase right as the barometer dissipates and 
drops. Continuing to fascinate me, these fish and I, we felt like kin. 

So on this humid, sunny day, I was hopeful. 

Ready to tempt the unknown, Dad and I both began to strip out our fishing 
lines to the dark abyss of the lake. Its muted tones reflected the ongoing 
changes of clouds and sun rays, but increasingly, the overcast skies began to 
shroud the majority of the sky’s palette. 

Today’s fishing required a full lead-core line. This line, heaviest of its kind, is 
what it is—line with lead at its core to allow the line to fully sink to the 

F 
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bottom of some of the deepest lakes. Shae was no exception, being profundal 
in nature, the mystery of its depth would be a part of our discoveries today. 
Depth plays a tremendous role in figuring out where best to troll a line, and 
in our case, up to 30 feet of line, right to the backing of our reels. 

We trolled all around the edges of the lake in anticipation, but as the 
humidity held, the fish abstained as well. Clouds continued to gather, darker 
now, more sinister, and at this point, the barometer began to drop in 
increments of single digits within a moment’s notice. 

Without any warning but the accumulating achromatic sky above our heads, 
the first roll of thunder, presented itself. 

BOOOOOOOOMMMM 

    Sky announces itself. 

Barometer drops again. 

Dad and I stare at each other as both our fishing rods begin to pull 
vehemently towards the lake, clearly, the fish are hungry. 

BOOOOOOOOMMMM 

    Sky rejects any fish that will be caught today. 

“Kath, we gotta reel in and get off this lake,” Dad begins while he still 
continues to reel in a fish but with the same accuracy of a new angler, 
keeping the line too loose, almost hoping the fish will release itself, and with 
it, the line. 

I realize he’s seen something behind me, an electric whitening in the sky. I 
too begin to play fast and loose with the fish I have on my line and within 
seconds, both of us now sit vulnerable to Thor’s power out here. Not even 
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counting the possibility that the very same instrument I have come to learn 
as my catching mechanism would be the conduit to my demise. 

BOOOOOOMMMMMMM 

    Sky pours down, a cloudburst of hard rain arrives. 

Soaked in a matter of a minute, we hit the electric motor’s power on high, 
hiding all our rods by our sides, but no matter, when you’re out here in a 
boat, the protection is all in its underside. Like a turtle turned on its back, we 
too, lay exposed, trying our hardest for shore. 

Sky’s temperament was the leaden-grey of a concrete hue with blotches of 
sinister dark, it’s tears shed heavily, as a sign that we were no longer 
welcome on the lake. 

Dad and I reached the rocky dirt of the self-made boat launch; ourselves 
drenched to the point of shriveled skin and a hint of shivers as our body 
temperatures kept dropping. We hustled to take apart the boat, this rush, 
reminiscent of the first time you camp without a canopy and your tent is hit 
with rain. 

There is nothing worse than packing up a wet camp. In our case we were 
packing up a wet boat, tons of gear, two chairs and packing up our ability to 
fish for the rest of the day. With not even a change of clothing, we heaved the 
boat onto the car trailer, secured it and began our long drive back towards a 
paved road, while tiny fissures of rushing rainwater travelled through the 
seams of the gravel road; our car and trailer cautiously moving down the 
remote route home. 

Lightning persisted and we drove cautiously until we found our main 
highway again. The closer we got to the highway, the sooner the clouds gave 
way to sun, creeping out of a slumber from its bed of grey matter. 



257	

As we neared the first sight of ‘civilization,’ where gravel road reunites with 
the pavement princess, we pulled over to quickly wash the back of the 
trailer’s lights, and take a good look at the behemoth of a storm we had 
pulled ourselves out of. Now sticky in the aftermath of wet clothes and 
humidity from the sun’s heat, dad and I both got out of the car to take in the 
scene. 

A juxtaposition of blackened grey clouds and bright iridescent light, through 
a thin veiled curtain of rain, stunned us in our faces. 

It is here that I was reminded that we’ll never have the ability to control our 
days. Any hint of this delusion, sat quietly in my thoughts while ringing out 
rainwater from my shorts. 
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Photo 58. Cloudburst, Kane Valley. 
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Awe 
  

 few days ago, I’m still reeling from what has been a few days of absolute 

turmoil.  

Fresh from another round of negotiations in my divorce proceedings and my 

sleep has become a commodity that I am short on while I also shuttle back 

and forth between my parent’s house after work and visiting my mum in the 

ICU. Her double pneumonia has progressed to a point where the doctors are 

now simply asking us to ‘wait and see.’ My mind is a foggy boil of resenting 

being at work at the moment, as I am tired and any small infraction on school 

rules or the idiosyncrasies of colleagues is weighing heavier on my already 

thinned out patience. I would take a day off, as I know I am in need of one, 

but I am trying to save any last sick days banked for what is looking like end-

of-life care for my mum.  

After getting off the phone for the fourth time with the hospital to sort out 

plans for my mum, a student walks into my empty library.  

Normally, this wouldn’t surprise me but recess has barely passed, and 

despite this usually being such an open space, this visit feels like an intrusion 

on the small amounts of private moments I have left in the day. I should have 

way more patience, but I don’t, and I hide my displeasure behind my medical 

mask, as we are approaching the second year of the pandemic. All of these 

stifled emotions of helplessness around my mum’s situation and my absolute 

seething frustration at the process of ending a toxic marriage, but here is this 

kiddo.  

A 
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I try my best to respond kindly but I’m frustrated because I am feeling 

increasingly that I am constantly being interrupted. A by-product of stress 

and lack of control of many of my current personal situations. 

“Are you with a class coming for a visit?”  

The student takes several more steps into the walking area of the library not 

addressing me yet, but still looking around at all the shelves.  

After the longest of moments, they stop and turn to look at me, letting out a 

deep sigh: “I just love books,” their little voice washes the flurry of my stress 

aside while I appreciate the simplicity of this interaction. 

Tone softens, patience returns. A small smile returns. 

“I just wanted to look at them all, take it all in, you know?” They ask 

inquisitively and with appreciation. A graceful reminder of the world outside 

of my own.  

Another moment passes in silence as they continue to look around before they 

turn around to leave. “Well, see you later!” Their voice trailing off down the 

hallway. 

 

Heart, full.  
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Photo 59. Learning commons, 2022. 
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Brookies 

 
Photo 60. Sundown on another season, Douglas Lake Ranch. 

 
e pushed our stillwater season to the first week of November. 

We had hoped that the weather patterns that had remained steady in the 
week, would reward us with clear, dry, skies and hungry trout. This was the 
latest we had every tried fishing and after much deliberation during the week 
of whether or not the Coquihalla Connector would remain dry, we ventured 
out towards Merritt for one last kick at the lakes. Three hours and a coffee 
stop later, we arrived at one of our favourite lakes but the closer we got to it, 
the sooner I realized that fall was about to play its first mean trick of the day. 

W 
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While the engine of the car still idled, I got out swiftly, hit with the brisk air 
of the upper alpine. Suddenly, the fishing had gotten real. 

Approaching the banks of the lake, a layer of glassy ice stared back at me. I 
stepped on the first edge just to test out its fortitude, with barely a crack left 
behind. 

“Well, shit…” I realized we were out of luck for this lake. Feeling like an 
amateur but also now thinking in fishing survival mode. The air was cold but 
the sun was out, this was to be prime fishing weather, but the lake told me 
differently. 

“We’re gonna have to try a different lake Dad.” I started to climb back into 
the heat encompassed vehicle, “I hope you’ve got layers.” 

And so our car rolled on until we came upon the last of our choices along the 
gravel road. Pristine and glistening, the November sunshine was inviting. We 
had only one caveat, a layer of ice, about 6 feet in length from the boat launch 
area to where the remainder of the ‘ready to fish’ water. 

I got out, and tested the ice again. It was easily two inches thick, but when 
you need to fish, you need to fish. Out of options and ready to take on the 
task of icebreakers to get to our lake, Dad and I began the process of setting 
up the boat and preparing the wooden oars for a job other than rowing us 
home. 

For several minutes, Dad and I broke up the ice closest to the ground where 
we would launch the boat, and for a few minutes, hope had appeared. 
However, the work involved in breaking the remainder of the ice became 
another hour’s work ahead. 



264	

Once in the boat, Dad would chop at the ice methodically clockwise from his 
left shoulder, to the front of the boat, to his right. I would push forward with 
my oar to propel our boat a bit more into the water. 

I would maintain the stance of the cheerleader, yelling, “We’re so close! Just a 
few more minutes now,” from the stern of our wooden stead. However, I 
wasn’t even sure of my own words anymore. Minutes, then a half-an-hour 
went by, and yet, it felt as though we had barely set sail from the shoreline. 
Dad’s hands had begun to develop blisters as he had refused to wear gloves. 

“Maybe we’re in too deep, Dad! Should we stop? I know it’d be a pain, but 
really, you’re getting blisters.” My voice trailed off as Dad continued to chop 
at the ice as the oars’ repeated beatings had now begun to split the wood. I 
had clearly overestimated the ease by which I figured we’d be able to cut 
through ice. In these moments I saw where my tenacity had been formed, in 
the belly of the dad’s unwavering move to keep breaking the ice to fish. 

After more than an hour, we had broken through 20 feet in length, and had 
finally broken through to the other side: a cold yet inviting lake to search for 
our elusive trout friends. 

Almost not believing ourselves or our tenacity for wanting to fish so badly, I 
had to laugh at just how dedicated we really were to getting out on our last 
weekend of the season. 

Dad sighed, “You gotta do, what you gotta do, when you want to fish, right?” 

And so our boat broke through ice by oar, in order for us to enjoy a day of 
crystal aquamarine colours and catch a few brook trout. Their bodies, 
coloured like a fall menagerie of trees: browns, yellows, whites, and reds. Fish 
that were the universe held in two hands, returned back to the depths in 
preparation for winter. 
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Photo 61. Brookie’s universe, brook trout. 
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Dinosaurs 

 
Photo 62. Sunrise on the Harrison, Harrison River Tributary. 

 
turgeon are the dinosaurs of the mighty Fraser River. 

They have survived humans and the land since the actual time of the 
dinosaurs. Spawning only once a decade, these Jurassic beasts have been on 
my fishing bucket list for years as a result of selfishly wanting to be in the 
presence of the oldest and largest North American freshwater species of fish. 
Revered and protected, white and green sturgeon roam the Fraser River in 
smaller numbers than prehuman time. Once hunted for their eggs, their 
numbers have begun to increase again now that they are a species that can 
only be caught and released. Green sturgeon are so endangered, that they 
cannot be caught at all, and if miscaught, must be released immediately. 
When the opportunity to go out in search of these prehistoric giants, in the 

S 
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first week of the warmest November I had ever experienced, I could not say 
no. 

Fall’s typical season for Dad and I with great weekends in local stillwaters 
had been cut short this year. My mum’s health had continued to decline 
further than we had ever been used to, despite her chronic condition and 
regular routines of hospital stays. This time, things were shifting, especially 
as rising concerns over any possible stays amidst a continued pandemic. Dad 
stayed closer to home, and we both accepted that our fishing season together 
had come to a close. Dinosaur hunting would have to be done with the girl 
gang. 

While on route up the Harrison in our boat that morning, I was so relieved to 
be fishing, as I had accepted that my stillwater season was over, as too, so 
was my marriage. I had asked for a divorce, and despite many unknowns at 
the time, fishing seemed to be the constant in a much needed reprieve from 
the entirety of the situation. 

Our focus for the morning was to target several chum salmon to catch and 
keep as bait for the sturgeon. Turns out that the dinosaurs appreciated a 
feast of fish themselves, so we fished the banks of the upper Harrison River 
and one of the girls had managed to hook herself a beautiful chum salmon to 
complement our trip. Once harvested and cut into giant steak pieces, we 
continued on route and began hunting for our prehistoric fish. 

November had turned unusually warm, feeling more like an early September 
heat, the blue skies and sunshine were welcomed in our boat as it trolled 
slowly in the depths while we let out two lines in hopes to catch. Much 
laughter and chatter consumed the boat, and I was able to finally let go of the 
worry and anxiety of the health crisis of my mum’s as well as that of my 
matrimonial one. Without a minute to even allow the thoughts to enter, one 
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of our rods dipped low, slowly until the rod tip almost touched the surface of 
the water. 

Our guide ran furiously to the back of the boat, grabbing the rod violently, 
setting a hook by raising the rod vehemently, causing the reel to begin 
screaming out line. We had called, and prehistory answered. 

“Who wants to take this one?” the guide called out. “Take it quick!” 

I volunteered immediately and took the rod, realizing that the weight of the 
rod and the pull were no match for mine so I would need to sit and pull 
slowly. This was no trout, or trout style fishing. Used to pulling in six or 
seven pounds of a fish, I was now pulling up what felt like a barn door from 
the depths of the river. 

Minutes passed, as the rhythm of pulling up on the rod slightly, then reeling 
in any loose line quickly. Puullllllll, retrieve. Puulllllll, retrieve. 

More time passed, we had now been dancing, this dinosaur and I, for over a 
half hour. Yet to breach the surface, I had a friend in the boat begin to help 
push the rod up on the pull up, as my arms had tired to a point of exhaustion. 

The reel screamed again as it pulled the line back out into the deep. Realizing 
that I would need to reel it all in again. The pain in my arms seared and my 
screams mirrored those of the reel, matching frustration. 

 
I couldn’t help but think about how this push and pull finds itself in 
professional practice as well when it comes to our newer colleagues in the 
profession and those that have withstood the weathering of time, of 
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experience, of long-standing classroom practices that may or may not serve 
kids well. 

I vividly remember as a teacher candidate the frustration of working so damn 
hard but paying the tuition at the same time. The longest days met with 
taking the public transit bus home as I did not have a car at the time. 

 
Photo 63. White sturgeon, Fraser River. 

Just freshly returned from the first half of my practicum in Trinidad, I was 
experiencing massive culture shock again, and re-establishing my time back 
in British Columbia had been difficult. I came into teaching with ‘new’ ideas, 
ways to connect curriculum to students, but with less experience in the rigour 
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and less wherewithal when it came to understanding the challenges of 
teaching long-term. I still had rosy-tinted glasses from which I was viewing 
the world of pedagogy and practice. My filtered glasses were soon crushed, as 
I learned slowly, that the complexity of teaching was fraught with what some 
of my fellow teacher candidate colleagues were calling dinosaurs. 

Dinosaurs, it turns out, was a crude reference to seasoned teachers that were 
seen as practicing ‘old and out-of-date kind of things.’ To this day, I’m not 
sure what those practices really were. Maybe it was the use of a scantron or 
even just the presence of chalk in some of the classrooms. I took a lot of what 
fellow teacher candidates said during my practicum year with a lot of grace. 
All I used in Trinidad was chalk, as that was all that was available, so I knew 
that measuring a colleagues ability to stay relevant to their classroom 
practice could not be measured by the tools at their disposal. Years later, I 
know better. Those dinosaurs had been sitting dormant, minding their own 
practices as the trends and flashy lures in the form of educational programs 
or district initiatives continued to roll by. Despite many attempts to dress up 
these initiatives, they were still often recycled and Jurassic themselves: 
repetitive and not useful for teachers who had spent enough time in deeper 
waters taking their time to grow personally and professionally. 

While I had the chance to talk about teaching practice with my mum while 
she was alive, she would always remind me that kids just couldn’t be 
calculated. That most of teaching would have to play out while it was 
happening, and that not all teachers were ready to accept that truth about 
the complexity of human development. 

Jurassic or not, you could still make a difference. 
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“NO WAY! Not today! I want to see this dinosaur, I’m not losing this fish” 
realizing that I had put not only the pressure to succeed on reeling this 
sturgeon in for myself, but that all my frustration about my personal 
situations had come to a head as well. I buried it deep, focusing on the pull 
and retrieve motions of bringing up the sturgeon. 

More time passed, and I realized that this was a game of patience in a 
different way of retrieval than fishing trout. 

“I think you’re getting close now, you’re doing a great job, it’s not easy 
bringing these guys up,” my guide coached me through the burning pain of 
my arms. The heat of them is almost obsolete, and the regret of not packing 
Advil was in the forefront of my mind. 

In the blink of an eye, the calm muddied river waters were disrupted with an 
explosion of a giant white fish breaching its seal. Shaking its colossal head 
back and forth trying to lose the hook we’ve set, this river leviathan has lifted 
massive amounts of water with it. Like watching a humpback whale break 
the ocean top, our behemoth of a dinosaur’s grey and white body shines in the 
sun before writhing back into the shallow surface of the river. 

Astounded, I loosened my grip on the rod. 

“Hold that rod tight!” my guide yelled. “This is often where we lose them 
because the line loses all tension.” 

Reeling it in closer, we realized it was long enough to bring to shore to inspect 
more closely and I could finally stand next to a dinosaur that almost ripped 
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my arms off their sockets. Pulling into a sandy bottomed bank, our guide 
assisted us with removing the hook and having a few moments to admire 
what had been lying in the depths for over eighty years. Holding its head, its 
eyes were almost completely whitened, as it has adapted over the years to the 
dark comfort of the bottom of the river floor. Its grey and white head is 
covered in tattoo-like spackle, forming small snowflake-type designs which 
I’m told are caused by their ability to lie on the floor of the river for long 
periods of time. 

As I knelt next to the sturgeon in preparation to release it back, I thanked it, 
as it reminded me of perseverance and strength. Its years on this earth were 
another indication that despite my presence today, it had always been there. 
Sitting near the bottom of the river’s depths, sturgeon lay kin to their host. 

Like the absence or presence of my mother, she was really always there. 

By the systems of streams in my blood and in the cartilage of my bones. 
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Photo 64. Mum's soliloquy, Nicomen Slough. 
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SOLSTICE 
“Well, it can’t all be sorrow, can it? 

But what is grief, if not love persevering?” 

– Vision, Marvel Avenger21 
 

  

 
21 Vision, portrayed by P. Bettany (as cited in Donny & Shakman, 2021). 
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Photo 65. February frost and glow, Port Kwikwetlem. 

 
arth determines a day in which the light begins to return. 

As winter shoulders itself into spring, approaching the time of solstice, the 
Earth grants us grandiose sunrises amidst days that begin to lengthen in 
light incrementally by the minutes we breathe.  

The word solstice is derived from the Latin sol (“sun”) and sistere (“to stand 
still”), because at the solstices, the Sun’s declination appears to “stand still”; 
that is, the seasonal movement of the Sun’s daily path (as seen from Earth) 
pauses at a northern or southern limit before reversing direction (“Solstice,” 
2021, para 5). 

Ecologically, winter provided a pause to my fishing practices, the land’s 
dormancy healed in anticipation of a renewed season of growth and rebirth. 

E 
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Personally, winter abruptly paused all sense of normalcy for my father and I, 
while we navigated the challenges of my mum’s health in decline and the 
demise of both our marriages in different ways. 

Our lives, ever intertwined, faced an apex of sorts. 

At the time of the winter solstice, we lost the ability to have any physical 
contact with my mum while she was hospitalized for the last time. 
Alternatively we relied on FaceTime and phone conferencing to connect us to 
her during her last few months, but the disconnect between us weighed 
heavily on our ability to feel capable of helping her. 

Although our lives during this time did not have an opportunity to reverse, 
we navigated through the new direction of new light that was presented to 
us. 

My mother passed away on February 1, 2021, and somehow, the rest of the 
month escaped me, as a fog of grief set in. 

My father and I stood in our grief differently at times. The night we returned 
from the hospital after spending the last hours of my mum’s life with her, I 
immediately took to writing my grief. Writing was often the only thing in 
those first few weeks that helped brace the waves of my feelings of intense 
loss and sadness. Perhaps February moved on with words while the rest of 
the world hustled. Losing a loved one, let alone during a pandemic, is an 
insular experience. Returning to work was a burden. Bereavement time is an 
awkward askew of an experience and being required to return to your place of 
work several days later with a brave face, minimal sleep, and endure an 
onslaught of well-wishes from colleagues is enough to cause anyone to apply 
for a longer leave of absence. 

In a nutshell, it was all too much—really. 
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So as a precaution, I actually sent one of my pieces of writing to my teaching 
staff. 

There were no words, I was fresh out of them, and really wanted to save 
myself the emotional turmoil upon return to teaching, to have to explain the 
intensity and complexity of my situation. 

While the light in my mum’s season lengthens the days, I walk and I fish a 
land while trying to make sense through the stages of my loss of her. 

Come, sit. 

Close your eyes and stay a while, there are stories to learn about from here. 

 

 
�  
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Exit 
 
he white noise of the oxygen machine rings high while mum remains 

lucid for a few short hours. 

“Hey mom,” I ask, with a slight chuckle thinking of the memory already; 
mum turns in my direction. 

Her right hand and fingertips are in my gloved hand—it feels like I’m holding 
an ice-cube. 

Necrosis has set in, and I am still hoping for peace. 

“Remember that boat trip to Molokai’i?” I ask. 

A slight crease of a smile presents at her blued mouth and an uttering of a 
chuckle showing that clearly she does, and my tears slowly pool behind my 
face shield in the N95 mask I’m wearing; making the whole experience more 
clinical than ever. 

“I found the book I bought over there, waterlogged and re-dried, in my 
storage box the other day.” 

Mum’s breathing labours while she struggles to get comfortable. 

“I can’t help but laugh every time I think of how tough the seas were, and the 
assistant captain who came running up clutching onto anything he could, 
while the boat raged in the seas, to ask how we were all doing.” I laughed, 
dad chuckle-cried and mum smiled. 

T 
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A temporal moment of immediate warmth and love. And a reminder of a 
tenet we have been living with since this is the first time able to see my mum 
in almost 4 months due to her ongoing hospital stays since late October. 

She has cycled through five hospitals for various circumstances and has 
landed for her final travel out of VGH. Our quiet room remains just that, 
quiet, with no sirens.  

Dad turns to my mum, “Carol, tell me…do you love me?” A playful tone, I’m 
caught off guard by my dad’s demeanour and mum responds in kind, 

 
Photo 66. Holding her hand for the last time, Vancouver General Hospital. 

“Of course, yes, I love you,” she confirms, grabbing for his hand, and struggles 
to want to turn her body towards him but no longer has the strength to roll 
over onto her side. 

I’m witnessing an inside joke of 46 years; 46 years that began with my mom’s 
diagnosis of Lupus from the day she returned from their honeymoon. 
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“Well, I’ve loved you since the day I first saw you,” dad starts, bursting into 
tears, wiping away excess drops from his face shield, and I in turn, cringe in 
tears because this is probably the fourth and only time I’ve seen my dad 
express the truest of sadness. 

Medically, mum’s pain and discomfort was appeased with hydromorphone. 
Her kidneys have finally shut down after three decades of continual decline 
amongst a laundry list of other chronic issues. 

Her breathing shallow, and small delusions played in the form of 
conversations she had with medical staff in the past. She slowly moved into a 
settling rhythm of breathing, small gasps of air muffled. 

I turn to the window overlooking Vancouver, rain and greys cloud the view 
while taking deep breaths of my own. Both the syncope in our breaths, mirror 
the frailty of our being. 

I think about where the maternity ward would be in relation to us here on 
the 16th floor, and how her muffled, deliberately slow gasps, mirror that of 
the cries of new life, while hers slowly dims. 

Mom’s chest rises slower and slower and her gasps slowly transition to 
quieter and quieter breaths, more lapses of time between when she opens her 
mouth until she finally resolved to breathe only in her chest. 

Peacefully, we watched until her chest simply stopped rising, a palindrome to 
the pain and heat in my own heart. 

“Dad, I think she’s gone” I cry, grasping her icy hand, and scrunching my face 
shield against her bedside. Leaning in, looking intently at her mouth and 
chest. 
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“She squeezed my hand,” dad’s voice trails off, and while there aren’t any 
more words to breathe into the room, there are sobs and peace. 

At the end in her last hours, my mom knew; 
that she was loved,  
that she was not alone,  
that she had been able to make the decision for herself,  
and she was able to go peacefully without any pain. 

Rest easy mum, you beautiful soul. 

Xo 
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Scenes from Grief 
Monday night’s sleep became rock-bottom in the world of worst slumbers in 
my books. 

The memory of mum’s last three hours is on replay in splices of my 
functioning brain and the rest remains a fog of grit bordering on functioning 
grief. 

Dad and I spend most of the day making phone calls, arranging cemetery 
visits, reviewing the will. All is overwhelming and underwhelming at the 
same time, and despite hunger—I’m not hungry. 

I kept thinking of the “should haves” while we were still in the room with my 
mum. Then the questioning period begins: “Did we spend enough time? Did 
we do everything we should have? Should we have…” 

It was exhausting enough inside my mind before my mum’s death, but now 
it’s a marathon hell-bent on making sure I don’t sleep properly for the next 
twenty-four hours. 

By evening, I’ve managed to settle Dad, reheating the pizza we ordered on 
death day. We both take turns in-between bites having little cries, then 
attempting to forge forward in more decision making. 

It is clear that crying will now moonlight as the unfortunate stain that 
happens every time you drink coffee in the car. Occurring at all the most 
inconvenient times, clumsily, with almost a full expectation that it will 
happen regardless of any intervention put into place. 

It is also at this time of the evening that dad has informed me that a couple 
of raccoons have made their way to making a home under the neighbour’s 
shed right next to our open carport. I shudder at thinking that I need to 
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worry about one more thing, having Nora in tow at my parents’ house—
taking them outside after dark now becomes a cover-fire mission. 

Without knowing my dad, you would need to know that a year prior, he 
managed his local woodpecker issues around the house by firing his bb pellet 
gun at the winged intruder at any time of the day; dressed or not dressed, 
and I believe the child in him quite enjoyed the firing practice. 

Fast-forward to tonight and in the midst of cleaning up dinner, and listening 
to my dad wail “quietly” while nostalgically listening to the Bee Gees in the 
downstairs Rec room, I decide this might be a good time to just make some 
tea, and stay upstairs on the living room couch. Staring at the wall in 
disbelief that my mum was gone, seemed like Tuesday night’s plan. 

In steeping the tea, I heard footsteps above my head and slowly registered 
that it was our local trash pandas traversing above to reach their hang out. I 
stepped outside into the yard, in the darkness, only to see nothing but stood 
still. 

Waiting, waiting… 

Nothing. 

I walked back inside and continued to prepare my steeped beverage, when 
the footsteps resumed. 

I quickly ran outside again, hoping to catch a glimpse, and yet, I really didn’t 
want to see confirmation of what I figured would be our furry foes. 

Standing in the cold, waiting with almost baited breath—a small furry black 
and white head with glowing eyes appeared just above my head at the line of 
the roof and gutter. 

Taken by surprise, I shocked myself by screaming at the top of my lungs: 
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“Motherf$&!r” 

Grief had finally spoken, and my newly acquainted trash pandas responded 
by disappearing as fast as they’d appeared. 

I rushed back inside, only my beverage would wait. 

I came upon the pellet gun that dad would leave lying on the dining table in 
preparation for the bird issues du jour. Checking the cartridge: full, I pulled 
back the casing and loaded the gun. 

Armed only with the gun and my housecoat, the only clear and present 
danger was a surviving daughter, herself. 

Every sound outside magnified now with the sensitivity and lack of 
sensibility. 

Any observing party would have seen a woman on the edge-toting the 
silhouette of a gun. Gladwell’s tipping point was here, and there was no 
turning back. 

The snap of a twig triggered the first fire. Shooting blindly towards the 
sound, I quickly learned that the pellets would rebound in kind, narrowly 
missing my head. 

Reload the glock, fire again. 

And again, 

And again. 

And soon, target practice on the only area that seemed safe to do so in the 
carport began until the cartridge was completely emptied. 
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Grief and rage finally had taken a seat at the table and were eating in a 
civilized manner, no longer plaguing every minute of every thought. 

I returned the trusty BB gun to the living room table in time for dad to yell 
up from downstairs, it’s clear he’s taken a break from Karaoke: grief edition. 

“Have you been outside?” Dad shouts inquisitively, 

“Yeah, just checking out our neighbours,” I responded in kind. 

I reheat my tea in the microwave now, as it has gone cold. I try not to think 
about the temperature of my mum’s hand when I held it. 

I return to the couch, turn on the country classics channel and lose time with 
Johnny Cash, the living room wall and English breakfast. 
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Photo 67. Clayoquot reflections, Cox Bay. 
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Aisle Seat 
 
fter yesterday’s shoot-out with the backyard trash pandas, I find myself 

waking at my usual time for work, 5 a.m. 

But my body, unwillingly, feels like a concrete brick and the tension 
headache, that has been running for what feels like days, keeps me bed-
ridden and foggy-brained until 8 p.m. 

Today, dad and I have scheduled two visits to cemeteries as we have decided 
that cremation is still a possibility with mum’s will and wishes. 

Our first attempt at grave spotting was braved 2 days ago on the days of her 
death. 

Dad, in his fluster, had made an appointment immediately with the local 
cemetery, and they had obliged to show us a plot that unfortunately was 
water-logged and needed drainage. 

Dad was dismayed and so sad at the prospect of my mum’s final resting place 
being a soggy mess. However, even making a trip out to a cemetery only a 
mere hour of leaving your dead mother’s bedside, seemed like a traumatic 
poor choice. But I had gone along with dad, as I had to let him navigate his 
own grief in due course and time. 

After spending most of the morning going through personal items and 
intermittent crying; we leave in time for our first showing at the first possible 
cemetery. 

It’s beyond a football stadium large, with wide open spaces and boulevard-
type roads comforted by seasonal trees. We are directed to look in an area 

A 
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that is ushered behind a large rock wall at the furthest southern point of the 
property. Today’s sunlight and bluebird skies are a welcomed change to the 
last two days of grey rain of the Vancouver skyline usual. 

It is here that we find well-placed benches from which we could sit and stare 
at the possible final resting place of my mum’s ashes. A caretaker greets us 
upon arrival to the area and begins to show us what is available. 

It turns out that even in death, real estate is a competitive business. Many 
folks have reserved spaces in the event of, or have reserved possible places to 
ensure that they are next and near their loved ones. It’s all understandable, 
relatable, and now our next death drama. 

Dad and I come up to a group of columns. Each of which have up to four 
squares or plaques in which urns and keepsakes can be kept. The cemetery 
aptly calls them “niches” but I think of them as lockers as some of them are 
strategically in better places than others, with better views or positions from 
vowing benches. Middle squares be damned, dad is on a mission to find mum 
the best possible solitary plaque as in his mind she should have the best spot. 

Dad points to an empty plaque on the top corner of one of the walls, 

“And this one?” he asks, hopeful, as I can tell from his voice he’s become 
invested. 

“Taken,” the groundskeeper confirms, his index finger firmly on his map of 
the columbaria. 

Dad points to another square, bottom-left corner this time. 

“And this one?” 
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“Taken,” the groundskeeper checks his binder, “but the ones directly next to 
any of those corner spots or what we call the edges are available,” he confirms 
again. 

Dad frowns, they’re all plaques too close to other people who are already 
there. I can see him rationalizing that if you don’t know your neighbours, 
mum’s best to be as far away from others as possible. 

I’m transported back to grade eleven when my friend Mike worked in our 
local high school’s office and would be one of the few people privy to the 
assignment of lockers for the whole school. As a favour, he would allow me to 
slip him a list of up to 30 people we could order into their locker assignments, 
allowing friends, girlfriends, boyfriends, and possible crushes to be assigned 
nearby. It earned me major cred that year socially, but interment was 
different and the groundskeeper seemed to be a sucker for protocol. 

There would be no pre-planned locker assignment here. 

Groundskeeper and my father continue their dialogue dance for at least 
another three walls amongst the group of ten sets of these walls that exist. 

By the fourteenth ask, I finally say it out loud to the groundskeeper, 

“Dad wants an aisle seat.” 

Flummoxed, Groundskeeper’s professional demeanour goes from business to 
business casual and we both finally share a laugh together. 

“I’ve never heard of that being put that way but you’re exactly right. No one 
here ever wants to be in the middle plaques,” he continues. 

“Right!?” I joke, “no one wants to share arm rests, have to get up for the 
window seat, lose out on elbow comfort,” the metaphor has now taken flight 
and even dad is finally having a good laugh about it. 
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I continue, “I don’t even think WestJet would give you this much time on 
their website for seat selection,” dad walks around another column, still 
searching for the one. 

“Even when people bring flowers, if it blocks someone else’s plaque, you’ll see 
flowers moved or pushed onto the ground,” Groundskeeper explained, “even 
in death, it seems like no one wants to share their loved ones space.” 

He now scours his map and begins to show my dad the available aisle seats, 
and the middle can now be scorned once again. 

My mind wanders to rationalizing how 48 hours have gone when it feels like 
I’ve just left my mum’s side from the hospital. But I also balk at the 
magnitude of how much both my dad and I give a shit that mum should be 
placed next to anyone else or at least get herself a placement that would 
allow some weird sense of comfort for those she left behind. 

I turn to the other wall looking at another potential resting place for my 
mum, appreciating that the grove is surrounded by gigantic hemlocks 
towering above. The light of the sun moves between branches and comforts 
me. 

Dad seems to settle on several options and encourages me to photograph 
them and I do so accordingly because I can tell he’s beginning to lose focus—
neither of us have eaten lunch and we’re nearing the dinner hour again. 

Having settled on several possibilities, we take a last look around at the 
walls, the taken spaces, those waiting for engraving, and those that are 
waiting for their assigned people. 

Seat selection has now taken on a whole new meaning for dad and I, and it’s 
exhausting; full of overthinking. 
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I can hear my mum, as a part of her last few hours, swatting my hand away 
as I tried adjusting the oxygen tubes for her. 

“Don’t fuss.” 

Lockers or plaques, we want to know who is beside us. 

An aisle seat would ensure us that mum would at least have elbow room on 
one side of her to withstand the next leg of the journey. 



292	

 
Photo 68. Mum’s aisle seat, West Vancouver. 
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Anna 
The morning of the day my mum died, she had a nurse call me past the 
midnight hour; my body shot out of bed when my cell phone rang, as I had 
been living (and trying to sleep) on the precipice of bad news. 

Mum was confused, she couldn’t figure out how she had moved to Vancouver 
General Hospital (VGH) so quickly between her other two stays in other 
medical facilities. 

I tried explaining how but then realized it was only confusing her further—so 
I took to asking her again, a question we had visited in November when 
things had really taken a turn downward for her health: 

“Mum,” I started gently. 

“Yes love,” she answered attentively, so I felt relieved. 

“Are you prepared to die?” I asked clearly, feeling proud that I hadn’t choked 
up like last time. 

Mum replied without hesitation, “Yes.” 

A quiet tone sat between us on the phone. 

“I’m tired of it all, I don’t want any more needles, tubes, things, none of it,” 
she confirms. 

It’s relieving and gut-punching all at the same time. I look out at my window 
from my bed, still clutching my phone to my ear listening to her breathe and 
pause between sentences. I haven’t even come to realize that time might be 
short. Nora, my dog, snores peacefully by my side. 
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“OK mum, then I think it might be good to talk to your nurse and doctor 
about this a little bit in the morning?” My voice starts to crack. 

“Talk about what?” She’s already gold-fished me, forgetting the last twenty 
seconds. 

“Talk to your doctor in the morning about how you’re feeling, because right 
now they’re doing everything they can to keep you alive because of your 
status code,” I start. 

But she finishes, “Yes, yes, codes. Enough codes. How’s your father doing?” 

Mum’s moved into new territory, and I hesitate to tell her the truth—that 
dad is exhausted, beyond worried about her to the point of the majority of the 
last 30 years being in a holding pattern cycling around her chronic illness. 
There are also the years upon years of compounding stress as a caregiver; the 
“we’ve been here before and she’s pulled through” mentality and accompanied 
exhaustion. 

However, the uncertainty of the last 3 months with every decision that has 
been made without us being able to physically be with her or see her due to 
the global pandemic, has been startling. 

“He’s not so good mum,” I pause, as mum sighs in disappointment and 
sadness. 

“He’s just really stressed out and has been worried about you because we’ve 
been going back and forth a lot between you wanting more medical help and 
you not being sure about continuing on,” I regret explaining this much, 
knowing that she’s not registering it all or reading that I’m influencing her 
decision. 
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I spent months reconciling what was happening, rather than what I had 
hoped for my mum. I had always for her to be able to make as many of the 
decisions for herself as possible, regardless of if we “liked” it or not. That her 
quality of life would be as best as possible given all the circumstances. 

“Well I’m so sorry to hear he’s not doing well, and you? How are you doing?” 

I start to realize that this conversation is a gerbil wheel of medical hell on a 
crusade to heighten my anxiety to a new level of grief and worry. 

“Well, it’s almost one o’clock in the morning now, and unfortunately I have to 
get up for work with Nora in a few short hours,” I regret saying it again. 

I don’t even know what is appropriate anymore given that my mom is 
increasingly confused and seems to be having a conversation with me on the 
phone, but not with me. 

I tell my mum that it might be best that she get some rest, that we will bring 
her things over from the previous hospital and I slowly tell her over the 
phone that I love her. 

“I love you too,” her words trail off, and I let her know gently that I’m 
hanging up. 

I proceed to call the hospital back to speak directly to the nurse overseeing 
her, and it is made clear to me that mum isn’t in great shape medically. I 
insist that a doctor call me first thing—now only a mere few hours away, in 
order to get to the bottom of the next steps for my mum. 

It’s upon waking in those few short hours later, that I notice a hummingbird 
with a cardinal-red head perched on a tiny branch of the upper cedar tree 
that sits in front of my apartment window. An Anna. Aptly named the same 
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as my Nana and both my mum and I share the middle name of Anne. I accept 
that there are no coincidences in nature and take it as a sign. 

This tiny-winged visitor seems to show its wings and flight easily but prefers 
its perch directly staring into my apartment. 

By the time I had arrived to work, not an hour later I was called to see my 
mum for the last time. 

In the last 6 days, this hummingbird continues to visit me. 

I have also noticed a hummingbird at the cemetery where we have decided to 
have her inurnment in several weeks. These winged symbols of joy seem to be 
transporting what I feel I don’t have right now. 

Every glance out my apartment window, I watch Anna sit, perched, looking 
in. When I look away, get distracted with my dog, Nora and take another 
look. Often, she’s flown away—only to return moments later. I’d like to think 
it’s Mum checking in, making sure I’m doing OK in the wake of the deep 
sadness I feel. 

I turn back to my computer to finish a task that helps distract me, while 
Nora comes in and wiggles around me and my office chair. She’s reminding 
me that it is almost her supper time. 

Momentarily, I feel joy but no sooner than this fleeting feeling works through 
my bones that I look up at the perch. 

Hummingbird is gone, 

and I have lost my mum all over again. 
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Photo 69. Visiting Mum, West Vancouver. 
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“Crisis blots out everything but its own details.” 

– Jill Frayne, The Heart Does Break22 

Viewing 
Waking up early to try and catch sunrise, the light of day was shot by a 
surprise dusting of snow on the ground this morning. It’s been exactly a week 
since I saw my mum die. I see no one at the perch outside, and hope for once, 
that hummingbird has taken refuge. 

In making my first coffee of the day, I review my phone, unattended 
messages await. Usually a sucker for decorum, I’ve taken to texting a good 
friend, 

Do you think yoga leggings are OK for a viewing? Asking for a friend… 

I’m trying to be gentle with myself, but it’s so damn hard. I knew I didn’t 
need permission, but I was relieved when they responded that I could wear 
whatever I damn-well wanted. 

One less decision to make. 

It was weird to think that I was looking forward to seeing mum, but at the 
same time it was another chance to say other things I thought about later 
that I wished I’d said at the hospital. 

I came to the house to grab dad so we could drive up to the chapel together. 
He was hunched over a giant pile of photographs from numerous trips to 

 
22 Frayne (2009, p. 157). 
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Maui, ones that mum had been able to participate in when she had been a bit 
healthier. 

I looked around the kitchen and swore under my breath. I had been cleaning 
it up every day for the last 6 days, and was feeling like a real-life enactment 
as Bill Murray in Groundhog Day.23 

“I just cleaned this…” my voice trailed off, trying not to comment on anything 
that might set my dad off and really, the kitchen could just be cleaned again. 

I started loading the dishwasher, and in a classic diversion usually reserved 
for toddlers, dad has somehow slunk away to the dining room where the chest 
of old photographs and keepsakes lay waiting to bury the hatchet in 
griefville. 

While shelving bowls into the washer, dad started to cry again, and I realize 
he’s found their wedding album. 

“Maybe we should put an album in the coffin today?” He chokes up. 

Organizing the glasses now, I respond in gently kind, “I don’t think either of 
us should make any major decisions today, today just isn’t a good day for it.” 

Dad agrees and closes the album. I am relieved because I know he’d regret 
burning it up. I can hear my mum yelling from the armchair of afterlife, 

Graeme, no, that’s our album! 

Dad in the meantime has decided to go get ready slowly so we can face the 
inevitable heartbreak today will bring us, while I sit back on the living couch 

 
23 (Ramis & Albert, 1993). 
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with the tv playing an old croon of Roger Miller’s “Husbands and Wives.” The 
irony, stabs. 

I sit and finish the coffee I grabbed to-go on my way to my parents, and Nora 
is extra clingy, wanting extra pets and scratches. I am reminded when I stop, 
as she lifts her paw and taps my leg gently to resume. 

I sit looking out the window, waiting for time to pass just enough for us to 
have to leave. My thoughts are fleeting, my jaw has been permanently in 
tensing mode, and no amount of coffee is helping cut the exhaustion. I think 
back to when I thought that at least putting some makeup on for the first 
time in months, would make me feel better. 

Fool. 

Today was not a good day for mascara. 
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View, Too 
Light snow mixed with blue patches of sky and sun has started while Dad 
and I wait for my mom’s sister, her husband, and my cousin to arrive. 

We all greet as best as we can. It’s a pandemic, there is an absence of hugs, 
and the light of the sun reflecting off the falling snow into the high windows 
of the small chapel provides warmth in the absence of friends and their faces. 

Our funeral director lets us know that she is in the chapel. I stupidly assume 
that she’s missing because I haven’t put together that her coffin is covered by 
a royal blue velvet covering. It is the colour of the sapphire in her wedding 
ring. I pull it back to reveal a plain box, and while dad continues to talk 
nervously, I am conscious of time, and want to see my mum for as long as I 
can before she is gone to me physically forever. 

In removing the cover, I’m overcome with sadness. My medical mask is filled 
with tears and out of frustration for the whole reason why I need to wear one 
in the first place; I’m prepared to remove it and promptly use it as Kleenex—
but I don’t. 

Memories and stories abound. Both my aunt and dad take to retelling some of 
their favourite memories of mum while I move to the only place that gives me 
respite from all eyes. 

I’ve retreated to the far side of the coffin so I can sit down on the floor of the 
chapel and hide from the rest of the group. I am suddenly seated like I would 
have been making forts under my mom’s dining room table. It gives me 
strange comfort while I know my mum is right next to me. I scribe a message 
of love to her, crying behind a veil of my own hair. I pop my head up from 
time to time to actually see her, and stroke her hair like I did when I said 
goodbye in the hospital a mere week ago. 
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She looks better than she did when we left her on the day of the hospital, and 
I am relieved. 

Overcome with grief and sadness, I stay here behind the coffin, listening 
while dad picks up from where my aunt left off about his retelling of their 
first trip to Maui on their honeymoon. 

“She was such an amazing tennis player, we even brought out bloody 
racquets on the plane with us to Maui’i; as if the resort wouldn’t have any of 
their own.” his voice stings with warmth, while I continue to coffin cower and 
finish writing. 

More tears are making it harder to see what I’m writing so I’m forced to stop 
and look out the windows behind me. 

“ …that’s really where we both fell in love with Hawaii, such a special place 
for both of us,” dad continued; “it was only in those last few trips that she was 
too sick to join us.” 

Outside, the weather had gifted the skies with more snow but equally as 
much sunshine if not more. It is the juxtaposition of the calm and the grief in 
my heart while I spent time rotating from looking out the window, to looking 
inside the coffin, to returning back to writing my message. 

Our hour viewing is beginning to close upon us, and while I finish up a 
sentence below I can hear my dad talking softly to my mom and giving her a 
kiss. It takes me a great deal of strength not to start sobbing but I’m relieved, 
as I know he wishes he had done it a week ago while she lay in hospital after 
she had passed. 

My aunt and cousin lay pale pink roses inside while dad strategically places 
our keepsakes we’ve brought with us for her to have. This all happens while I 
sit crying behind the box staring at the markers I have in-hand. 
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I finally pull myself up and the group has started to pack up; when dad asks 
if I want a minute alone—and I agree without hesitation. While the group 
finished their conversation on the way out of the chapel, I sat myself next to 
my mum. 

On the verge of uncertainty in the moment, I lean in towards my mum’s face 
and tell her gently, 

“I’ll be OK.” 

 
Photo 70. Last written words, North Vancouver. 
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Obit 
 
 am uncertain that time is a healer. 

It’s been 9 days, so fresh and yet I can’t tell how those last 9 days have gone 
unless I’ve directly written about them. It’s the same sensation of driving to a 
destination and within the course of time it takes you, you can’t exactly 
remember parts of the driving or how you got there in the first place. 

Grief fog has set in. Outside it snows lightly, while I work on mum’s obituary. 

Les Paul’s Hawaiian Paradise plays in the background, and I am less 
bothered by not seeing my hummingbird today. It is a brisk February 
morning outside after all and birds have to burrow too. 

I stare at my screen, I’ve just sent off mum’s death certificate to her pension 
plan to help dad, and a blank word docx sits open, cursor blinking. 

But what do you say without saying it all? 

My academic student brain takes to reading the one section of the news I 
normally would never delve into; but in the name of research, I needed to see 
how things were done. 

Upon reading over a half-dozen, many have similar syncope and rhythm in 
the lines and characters used. A part of me so greatly wishes to see just one 
that really lets the readers have it. Tell the whole truth, spitfire from their 
own anger of loss. 

But this is the polite writing section, I’ve learned. And that kind of sucks. It’s 
the first chuckle I’ve had to myself since a week. 

I 
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Writing mum’s obituary was now rivalling the procrastination I’d hit with my 
own doctoral writing. However, the guilt of the time passing and not 
announcing her death, was getting to me. 

Writer Annie Dillard (1989) said of getting down to writing that “it is a lion 
you cage in your study. As the work grows, it gets harder to control … if you 
skip a day, you are, quite rightly, afraid to open the door to its room. You 
enter its room with bravura, holding a chair at the thing and shouting, 
‘Simba!’” (p. 52). 

Unsure of my lion taming skills, I forge forward. Writing each day since my 
mum’s passing is a gift in itself after having gone through a 3-month drought 
in which all other writing had been all but obsolete. 

But now, in the wake of the kind of writing I need to do, it goes against every 
grain of my being. Of all the mentors who have taught me to write for myself 
and “for no one else in the room,” I cringe at attempting to go against rigid 
news writing tradition. I know mum’s proper British way would have me 
counting out the exact amount of characters needed. 

It is the most Machiavellian of tasks, but so too is anything written under 
duress of time and circumstance. 

With bravery and a deadline in mind, I begin typing. The literary lion in the 
room snores peacefully in the corner of my office, as we’ve both come to 
realize what needs to be done. 
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Photo 71. Obituary, Carol Anne Mulski. 
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Tales From a Hulk 
 
t turns out that most of my anger for my mom was just that, 

For her. 

Not towards her. 

She’d ask me after every fight, why are you so mad at me? Internalizing the 
fight. But I knew in my heart, and with many years of counselling later that I 
was helplessly angry a lot of the time because my mum was sick and there 
was nothing I could do about it. 

Growing up, I had a want for nothing other than to have a healthy mom. I’d 
make wishes in wells, fountains, at thanksgiving and Christmas dinners. 
Every year at birthday candles blow out, the universe was an asshole about 
it; because every year, her health got a tiny bit worse. 

A miracle baby from the get-go, I wasn’t meant to exist. 

Mum’s lupus attacked her joints first, making her be the recipient of nine hip 
replacements over the course of 30 years. 

My parents were told that because of her auto-immune disease they would 
not have children. Determined and with the support of an excellent 
rheumatologist, they conceived me and my mom gave birth and lost one of 
her hip replacements at the same time. 

There have never been easy times for my mum. 

I 
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During my childhood, my mum developed a very rare blood disease that was 
a bi-product of her Lupus acting up; as a result, she spent months receiving 
blood and plasma transfusions. 

As a kindergartener, my dad and aunts would explain how hard mum was 
working to get out of hospital to see us, but there were a few very close calls 
in that year alone. 

Unfortunately it was also 1986, and she would learn years later that the 
Canadian Red Cross had given her Hepatitis C tainted blood. This was the 
nail in her proverbial coffin, years later, although she wouldn’t know it at the 
time. 

It is often hard for me to believe that throughout all of this, moving along, 
experiencing vacations, family time, not to mention that in-between hospital 
stays, she was a full-time high school French teacher. My mum knew no 
limits and was determined at all costs to try and maintain aspects of a so-
called “normal life” throughout. 

But I knew we weren’t normal, as much as I’d wish for it. Often I’d be so 
angry for being the one kid whose mum couldn’t lift her up on the swings and 
push her, or run around like the other mums could. I learned from a very 
early age to be independent, and I even learned to make my lunches by the 
time I was in Grade 2. 

By the time I was in Grade 11, my mum’s kidney function was nearing 
serious intervention, bordering on quarterly hospital stays for multiple 
ailments all connected to her kidneys and liver. The hepatitis had done its 
damage and now letters from the government were coming in to tell her what 
“tier” of survivors and payouts from the class action suit she belonged in. 
Government policy saw numbers, but all I saw was my mum in pain. 
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A barcode to them at best, my mum fought tooth and nail to keep teaching 
until her body told her she could no longer do so. She resented the stigma of 
wheelchairs and the ableist attitudes and apparent lack of accessibility at 
work. And so, when walking and teaching with two canes became too 
unbearable for long periods of time, she left the one profession she fervently 
admired and loved. Looking back on this, I wish she’d changed her mind, as I 
know how impactful she was to her students. 

Throughout it all, I wasted time resenting having to be at hospitals at all. I 
hid a lot of my anger and rage in extracurricular activities and a self-
deprecating sense of humour. Most people who were not in close circle with 
me, would not have known my mum was always this sick. It was all armour. 
Told almost all of my teen years that I should feel “lucky” to be an only child, 
that I “must be so spoiled,” tarnishing my ability to defend myself otherwise. 

I didn’t want to talk about my mum’s issues as I was already living with 
them daily. 

And so we lived, as a family constantly in a cyclical wheel of medical pre-
destiny. 

We would experience periods of quiet with intermittent blips of real lows and 
long hospital stays. This exhausting cycle took a toll on the heart and spirit of 
both my parents combined. 

But I know that they did their best, and I don’t blame them for any of the 
choices they made in order to gather as much normalcy as possible in their 
lives and mine. 

My mum’s tenacity and desire to continue to forge forward right to the end 
made her journey a difficult one, but not one without love, joy, and a keen 
sense of humour. 
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I remember a time when a previous student of hers saw us both at a local 
Shoppers Drug Mart. Mum and I had been busy fighting about something 
trivial in the card aisle. 

“Hey, Madame Mulski?” A voice asked from the side. 

Mum turned around to see who it was, and being the bratty teen that I was 
that day, I felt interrupted. 

Mum recognized them by name right away, and took to asking, 

“How are things going? How’s university now?” She asked kindly. I was still 
frustrated because that certainly wasn’t the tone she had used with me. 

“It’s great, I’m working in advanced chemistry,” he began, then turned to me, 
knowing who I was in relation to my mum. 

“Your mum was so kind to me, I was terrible at French and I still failed it, 
but I never forgot how nice it was to be in her class,” he beamed. 

“Stay well Madame Mulski, it was good to see you,” and he walked off to 
finish his own shopping, while I was still standing in the aisle trying to 
decide if that really was true of my mum. At that moment, I was angry again. 
I couldn’t decipher if it was at her or for her; but it felt the same. 

I’ll never forget that moment, because I, too, eventually became a Teacher. 
After waking up from years of taking some false oath to myself that I would 
“never become like my mum” crap I’d fed myself on fake pride and falsehoods. 

I saw that people never forget kindness. Regardless of academic performance, 
I believe my mum saw the good and the potential of everyone. This trait she 
passed to me, as I see it in my students, and in my colleagues. 
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Dad’s retelling at her viewing a day later, would recount the time they had 
travelled on their way to Belfast to see the Blarney Stone and were happened 
upon by an impromptu IRA road check. 

It was 1973, and my parents were interrogated about where exactly they 
were travelling, large semi-automatics strapped to the fronts of their shirts. 
While replying correctly to all their questions, dad recalled mum asking if 
they had enough to eat, and if they were warm enough standing all day at the 
checkpoint they had made. 

Cheerily, the soldiers had been happy to meet a pair of Canadians, told them 
to stay safe and welcomed them into Belfast. 

Dad, sweating from the fear of the proximity of guns drove onward while 
mum replied in kind, 

“Such nice young men,” 

I can just imagine her voice saying it with certainty. 

And that was 3 years before her life-long health hell loop would start. She 
knew the importance of making the clear choice in being kind and empathetic 
to others whenever possible. 

Mum practised daily. 

Right to the end. 
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Photo 72. Mother’s Day, May 2012. 
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The 80s Called  
 
t’s been 2 weeks and 3 days since my mum died. 

I know, because I’ve been counting and having a hard time believing, for the 
first time during this pandemic, that time can actually move more swiftly 
than anticipated. 

But grief does that. When consuming nothing but its fog, the density will kick 
your ass to a new level of disorientation you didn’t think possible. Especially, 
when the day started out pretty bright, blue-skied and you knew where you 
were going… 

until you’re in the thick of it. 

At one point, I wasn’t even sure if any of it was real, until I went to call my 
dad on my way to the house to help him with the next step in our de-
cluttering plan. 

Marie Kondo be damned, as I saw mum’s cell as the next contact on my car 
navigation screen, and another stab reminded me that I could no longer press 
the link to phone her and ask if the hospital menu du jour had treated her to 
more ice cream. 

Tonight’s job after work was to help dad move what he had shoved into my 
old bedroom downstairs, and bring all it upstairs to the living room to stage 
for either a junk pick up or his new obsession: Facebook marketplace. 

Weeks ago, when I was looking for an old bankers desk for my fishing stuff, I 
had told him to be on the lookout—and sure as hell he found one in mint 
condition and had me help him move that heavy oak relic into his office. Now 
Marketplace be damned, I forgave him for this “steal” of my deal as I was 

I 
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reassured, “We’ll find another one just like it,” but we all know what it feels 
like when we’re not sure adults are telling us the truth anymore, even in my 
middle age… 

Tonight, a different desk. 

It’s my desk from middle school years, its white lacquer finish topped with 
floral button handles, screams Sixteen Candles (Hughes, 1984). It weighs a 
ton, and I’m in no mood to move it. 

“So we can move this out first, it’s light.” Dad starts chirping the plan and 
pointing at smaller furniture items, posters, random Rubbermaid containers 
and a whole lot of dust. 

I’m in the doorway, unwilling to commit until I’ve seen the overall shape of 
our evening and what we really can move. 

Dad turns to my old desk again. “You sure we can’t sell this?” Seeking 
reassurance, “I mean c’mon it’s in great shape, like new…” 

“Dad, if I could burn it up like the fax machine in the Office Space movie, I’d 
cue up the Ghetto Boys song right now.” 

I stop his marketplace madness in its tracks. 

“Psssht, No…” he continues to putter in the room looking at other things, and 
I, improvise a phone call using my right hand and a Shaka symbol. 

It’s my version of the banana phone, 

and it’s ringing. 

“Briiing, Briiiiinnnng” banana phone on full dial while dad has taken no 
notice and is now looking at other items in the room. 
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“Hello? Uh, yes, he’s a bit busy, but he’s here—you need him? I can put him 
on—one sec” 

I hold my left hand over the “phone.” In all seriousness, dad responds, “Who’s 
calling?” 

In jest, I’m taken back because in the split moment I realize he’s seriously 
asking. 

This is a real call. I’m prepared to play. 

“You want to take this one?” I ask, still waiting to be told that I’m full of shit. 

“Well, yeah, OK, who is it?” 

Dad is now seriously looking for the phone in my hand now, and I’m still 
clenching the majority of my right-hand fingers in a fist until I present it 
forward to him with, 

“It’s the eighties calling, dad … they want their desk back” 

I burst out laughing. True genuine laughter, and dad swats his hand at me 
and continues to pack up a Rubbermaid in preparation to be hoisted upstairs. 

He takes the container and begins to walk past me in the doorway, 

“Dude…” 

I say playfully, checking in. 

“I knew it was a fake call…” the curl of his forehead and brows tells me 
otherwise. 

Dad realizes, in one of the very few times it has happened, that he’s been 
tricked. 
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In both my laughter and dad’s chuckle as he makes his way past me now, 
going up the stairs; it has appeared. 

Humour is still alive. 

 
Photo 73. Legacy, Englishmen Lake. 
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All Accounted For 
 
rief and rage walk into a pub, responsibly masked and prepared to 

distance themselves socially from other tables. 

“Bereavement just texted, they’re on their way, told us to save them a seat,” 
Grief began. 

“That asshat is always late,” Rage criticized, quick to blame. 

“So what do you think of this latest situation with this kid?” Grief began to 
analyze. 

“You mean the one who’s always had the sick mum? I mean it’s total bullshit, 
the situation would make anyone angry, all the time; it’s a wonder she can 
compartmentalize her feelings so well,” Rage puts in their two cents before 
ordering food. 

“It’s just so, so, sad.” Grief is interrupted by the dragging of the wooden seat 
next to them. 

Bereavement has finally shown up and joins the conversation. 

“Not sure if I’ll be here long enough to have a bite to eat, she seems to be 
coping pretty well these past few days—packing things belonging to her 
mum, helping her dad get his shit in order for the cremation and all the 
paperwork for the death certificate. She’s ordering food, cleaning the family 
house…” Bereavement beams as if they never missed a beat in any of this. 

“You, however,” Bereavement pointed directly at Grief, “will be here a long 
time.” 

G 
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Grief frowns at the prospect of time while they slowly pick at their food on 
the table but has yet to take a bite. They don’t seem to be hungry. 

Rage sits quietly for a change, wanting peace, a reconciliation for all the 
years they’ve felt helpless in the wake of a loved one’s chronic illness. 

It’s not before Grief is about to take a single bite from their food, when a 
fourth joins the table. Unannounced, yet ever-present. 

Bereavement feels lighter in their presence, less busy; while Grief feels the 
confidence to fuel themselves with food for the first time in a day. 

Rage is transformed, they can’t explain why the sudden change in their 
demeanour. But they suddenly don’t feel like hulk-smashing everything in 
sight. A strange new tolerance for giving left-turning cars in busy 
intersections the time they deserve, overwhelms them. 

What seems like minutes, passes at the table before Grief, full-bellied, finally 
asks; 

“And who might you be?” 

The fourth slowly smiles gently, 

“I’m Grace.” 
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Photo 74. Crossings, Harrison Lake. 
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LifeBlood 
 

eturning to the river after a long winter was a trip I could not pass up. 

My spirit needed it. Not soon after casting out to the moving water, I was met 

with a familiar tug on the line and I began retrieving my first trout of a new 

season. 

A cutthroat trout, rosy-cheeked and iridescent glow with silver-hues and 

black spots adorned its sides. Half its body in the river, its breathing 

mimicked that of my mum’s breaths in her last hours left. 

She was in the constant flow of the pristine river that housed this trout and 

its brethren. 

She was in the calls of the wild birds. 

And she was in the slight breeze that wove itself through the trees that 

carved the valley in which we stood. 

I had thought that in wading waist-deep in the life-blood of the trout I was 

targeting, I’d forget about my pain. 

But the dull ache is ever absent/present—as is the silent roar of the tributary 

in which I stood. 

Fishing through the pain, is the gift. 

It is in the casts of the day. Fore and aft. 

R 
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It is in being able to still laugh, with good company, with some sadness in 

your heart. 

And as sure a thing as anything, fishing would bring new meaning to how I 

would carry on through my pain. 

The knowing was in working a river while accepting that grief was the 

anabranch to hope and meaning. 

They could house themselves deep in my veins together. 

A reckoning in the release as I watched my catch reunite with the sum of all 

things. 
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Photo 75. Cheakamus portrait, Cheakamus River.
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Returns and Exchanges 
  
 few days short of the holiday break, a class had come through my 

library exchanging books and loading up on some Christmas break reading. 

On a particularly low day, I was working pretty hard to compress a lot of the 
feels as I think one does while navigating evolving grief and trying to 
function at work. Within a few minutes of the buzz of children looking around 
the stacks, a student came up to the counter with stack of Narnia books 
ready to check them out. 

She reminds me immediately of my mum: brown hair and brown eyes, same 
hair cut at her age and as the universe would have it- taking out one of my 
mum’s favourite literary series. 

“Stocking up for some holiday reading? These are great! Is this your first time 
reading the series?” I draw the books towards me ready to input their 
barcodes to my computer. 

“Nope, this is my third reading, I love them! One of my favourites,” she 
replies back handing over her library card for me to scan. 

Her card reveals my mother’s name. 

“Carol.” I can barely get it out of my mouth, oxygen reversing itself as a tight 
seal in my throat. 

“That’s me!” She smiles back collecting her books from the counter. 

“Awesome name,” I reply, “enjoy your books!” 

Tiny messages abound as grief continues to reveal them. 

A 
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I think about my mom every day. 

I think about her when I see children, 

When I teach, 

When I see wheelchairs, crutches, and canes, 

But most of all, I think of her when I release a fish. 

A forever watermark on my heart song, as grief continues its lonely hymn. 
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Photo 76. January light, Buntzen Lake. 
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EPILOGUE 
“The land knows you, even when you are lost” 

– Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass 24 

 

 
24 Kimmerer (2013, p. 36). 
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Photo 77. Mothered on the Upper Pitt River, Pitt River. 
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Knots 
I’ll admit this response to your letter has taken probably more than several 
years in the making and in the procrastinating. I had always envisioned this 
response to your beautiful sum of all things fishing and our relationship to be 
hopefully as poetic as yours sounded to mine. The pressure, immense, as I 
gathered more and more time and experiences. I can even think that since 
you wrote me your response in the summer of 2019, 2 years later, I would 
write mine around the same time. Circumstances and our lives have been 
changed forever, and I think that I can only hope to share the immense 
significance and love I have for you as my dad. So I’ll start there. 

Sometimes my earliest memories of what you have told me that have stuck 
with me all these years is the asking of “what would you do if you were stuck 
on a deserted island and you had to do it yourself?” I think that that was your 
way of trying to teach me to be as independent as possible. It’s certainly been 
effective, although of late, I’ve needed to reach out to my little community of 
friends in order to help me survive the last few months. They have reassured 
me that I have a continuity of hope, and know that both of us will thrive 
again when our seasons arrive. 

Losing mum is so complex. It’s such a terrible journey for us both, and 
because we have been handling it so differently, it can be lonely. I am 
comforted knowing we have each other. I’ve returned to fishing before our 
stillwater season to help me reconnect to the land and heal while I process 
the traumatic end of my marriage and really, the end of yours too, in a way. 

David Kessler (as cited in Grief.com, n.d.) wrote, “Grief doesn’t end because 
the love doesn’t end” (para. 1), and I truly believe that for both of us as we 
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journey through a new way of persevering in a life still full of love without 
mum here. 

I think my heart broke a bit when you told me that you had promised mum 
before she died, that “you would make sure I was happy” and that upon 
telling you some of the ongoing challenges that I am facing to forge a new 
future for myself, you cried in frustration that “you couldn’t make me happy.” 

It’s taken an incredibly long time to get to a place where I know this in my 
bones, but Dad I can happily profess that it is nobody’s job to make me happy, 
but myself. 

I am feeling more and more confident as the days pass, that I am forging 
ahead a new life for myself where I no longer feel that I need to concede who I 
really am in order to avoid disappointing someone else. 

And you and mum both taught me that. 

I’ve realized through this messy version called life, that I no longer need to 
strive for balance. I know that I simply cannot divide my life into equal parts. 
I seek to harmonize them when I can, when dissonance allows, while still 
unifying all that I am. Focusing on the melodies and tributaries of all that I 
am leads me back to who I am. 

And I have you and mum to thank for that. 

Fishing, in a lot of ways, saved me, from a life half-lived. You see, having 
been raised listening to your stories of fishing, I often hoped I would 
eventually learn, and I did. 

I enjoyed the solitude of fishing in quiet spots, listening to the local birds talk 
story from above, while local waterfowl skimmed my fishing line in curiosity. 
We have come a long way from gear fishing with small rods. 
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Through fishing I learned the discipline of technicalities, timing, patience, 
and the messy virtue of coming to know what it feels like to do everything 
right and still not catch a fish. There have also been beautiful days of 
abundance in which we lost count of how many fish we caught and returned 
to their brethren. Over time, I came to know how privileged I am to 
experience both, while still planning more days together. 

I have had the honour to walk the rivers and tributaries of the many fishers 
and writers that you too, had read along your path. Haig-Brown, Maclean, 
McGuane, Chan, Morris, Rowley, and Freshi. But since beginning, the need 
to share my story from the perspective of a female angler is more pertinent 
than ever. You encouraged this journey. By constantly telling me to get out 
there and fish, or go with me, fishing is now my way of knowing, being, and 
doing. With enough time and confidence, I hope to share aspects of our 
collective journey on the lakes and streams of British Columbia with others. 

Many contemplate throughout the years their purpose and place in all things. 
I can confidently say that I live and breathe within the intersectionality of 
both your teachings and those of mum’s as well. Where educational practice 
and fishing meet. Having a mum as the scholar practitioner and yourself as 
the scholar-angler, teacher of fishing knowledge. 

I know now, who I have come to be and who I am becoming as a sum of these 
things. Where cadence and rhythm of a cast meet grace, patience, and the 
capacity of wisdom over time. 

I know I said that you needed to live forever, but when the inevitable comes, I 
know you will continue to live through the cast of my line while I’m cursing in 
the wind. 

With all my love, 

Kath 
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Photo 78. Mother’s Day, 2021, Rice Lake. 
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The Great Release 
Early signs of spring show the lake in preparation for ice-off.  

I can see my breath, the lake’s pristine cool waters have shown themselves 
again as ice pulls back its sheath to reveal this season’s new canvas of 
aquamarine marle and trout habitat.  

The shoreline is nearing close now, dear Reader.  

Weather patterns are changing and after a long journey in this boat together 
I would ask you to listen, to lean in, and to be attentive to the intent of my 
words here closely as I remind you of my biggest learnings along the way.  

In the months that have followed since my mum passed, there have been 
days and weeks of significant firsts as I navigated the grief of surviving while 
still being of service to my community of students and colleagues. I know, as 
my dad does, that mum represented humanness in teaching: she never forgot 
the importance of getting to know kids first. She knew kids mattered over 
curriculum and due dates. She knew she was loved and respected because she 
loved and respected her students. And now, years later, being witness to this 
understanding as her daughter, I have reached a new point in my journey of 
knowing I matter too. I know I matter enough to take care of myself. I 
understand more, now than ever, how nurturing ourselves as educators will 
have the greatest impact on how we nurture the futures of our students.  

With my writing, I have laid bare some of the complexities of my life as an 
educator. Though it has been no easy feat, it has, in many ways, been 
transformative. Now, I can imagine what my educational practice might 
become as I have come to know that my life serves as my site of continued 
inquiry. I have come to know my life, and thus this inquiry, as ever changing, 
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I am continually seeking joy and deep connection. I have learned to call on 
my community of friends and family for support. I have learned to 
acknowledge and recognize when I am not feeling well and have learned to 
take action to support my wellbeing. Mostly, I have learned to be 
compassionate towards myself, as I have done so with my students and 
others, but have not done quite so consistently for myself. In doing so, I 
allowed the possibility of healing and finding consistent wellbeing practices 
in teaching, writing, and fishing. 

I began my journey of educational practice with academic foundations which 
have served me well over the years. I have pushed the possibilities of 
educational practice and mentorship with fellow educators in a short amount 
of time. On my journey, however, I found places of practice where the 
betterment of others came at the detriment of my own health. Now, looking 
back, I sense I always knew the importance of taking care of myself, yet I had 
not acknowledged nor implemented any sustainable ways which would allow 
my health to come first while in the service of others until I was in my own 
state of crisis. It was existentially, my biggest wake up call, when I 
considered giving up my life’s work as an educator.  

I have come to know deeply, how heartbroken I was about how my work as an 
educator was being minimized by systems. My journey to reconnect with 
myself and foster resiliency developed slowly over time, while experiencing 
the profound loss of my mum and acknowledging and healing with grief.  

Now, in knowing what I know, I needed to reconnect to the land and to my 
own sense of humanness in order to stay for the sake of the colleagues and 
students I serve in educational practice. I know that I can make a difference 
and that I have had impact in my work with teachers and students. I know 
that in reconnecting to my joy and creativity through educational practices, 
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land practices, and life writing practices, I feel well and better prepared for 
the anticipated ebb and flow of the complexities of life and teaching. 

I am just beginning to sense the long term toll that our global pandemic has 
taken upon our community of students and staff in education. I feel that we 
have lost a sense of community and there is a longing for connection. I 
continue to ask: how do we lift up others in these times if we cannot stand 
ourselves?  

And so I look to you, Reader, as I want you to find those practices that will 
sustain you in the most difficult of times. This is no easy feat, as contexts and 
life events will continue to challenge you; but the importance of moving 
forward with courage and an open heart for the sake of the future of the 
children we serve is too great to ignore.  

With urgency and a profound invitation, you must find practices that 
reconnect you to yourself and that can be sustained, keeping you feeling well 
while helping others. Please know in your heart, that you matter. I know in 
my heart, that you matter. You always have. Accepting that you matter will 
allow you to impart this very message to the children you serve in education 
as well.  

I know now, that the practices that I live will continue to sustain me in 
resilience and wellbeing as I move forward in this transformative journey. I 
have learned along the way: 

My boundaries matter. My rest matters. 

My creativity and joy matter. 

How I take care of myself will require consistency, care and grace allowing 
me to attend to the wonderful and creative ways I will approach working with 
current and future educators and students. 
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This continued journey of my life as my site of inquiry, affords me the 
possibilities to strengthen educational practice and teaching in ways that 
honour the children before me. What I continue to learn and know to be true, 
is that connection and relationship are essential to staying in educational 
practice, but so too does this understanding become true of my land practice 
and writing practice. Essential as water to the lungs of fish, so too is the 
paper to the pen. I believe I needed to discover my path to continued 
resiliency and ability to thrive through the journey of learning to fly fish and 
through discovering the cadence of my written voice. What I have come to 
learn now is that writing my memories and experiences has been, and 
continues to be, my single most significant act of taking care of myself 
because in so doing, I am inquiring into the teachings of my lived journey and 
as a human being and I am speaking my truth. I am telling you my story to 
offer it forward to others who may walk with me in this journey.  

Being on the land brought a crystallization of teachings from all that I have 
written, reflected, photographed and from holding a rod and fish in hands. 
And although I still have much to learn in this lifetime, the single most 
important act of stewardship for the children, fish, and myself is by being on 
the land. I know that the land always welcomes me to learn. 

Despite many instances where pessimism and a broken heart could have 
won, I know that it is in my conviction of reconnecting to myself and making 
my wellbeing practices a priority, that I can continue to be in service to 
others. I know now, that the bridge between an educational practitioner and 
an angler is the action of going into your days with hope and with love. To 
continue to seek the truth of our lives through the truth of what we witness 
in the students we teach in our classrooms, is an enactment of hope and love 
that I carry forward into my educational practice. 
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Come in closely, I will tell you one last small story, in hopes, that you will 
truly understand, why this all matters:  

In the moments after I could no longer feel the grasp of my mother’s hand by 
her bedside, I was struck with absolute pain and exhaustion. There was also 
an acute awkwardness of not knowing when to call for the palliative nurse. 
There was no sense of how long dad and I would remain in the room, while 
she had finally let us go. When I did call for the nurse, she walked in calmly, 
and I looked to her in my most vulnerable state, for guidance.  

“She’s gone,” I murmured between ugly, suppressed, crying, “I’m not sure 
what to do.” 

The nurse acknowledged my pain and assured, “It’s ok, take the time you 
need with her, I am going to take her oxygen tube out and I’ll just be outside 
the door.” 

As she reached over my mum, while I still held her hand, the nurse began 
unravelling the oxygen tube ever so carefully, while gently saying to my mum 
out loud for her hear: 

“Ok Carol, I’m just going to take this tube out so you can be a bit more 
comfortable.”  

The nurse cradled my mother’s head while she moved the tube away from her 
face and brushed her hair back so that we could see her face more easily.  

It was the single most significant act of human dignity that I could have 
asked for my mum without advocating for it in those moments of great loss.  

Months later, I think about this moment in time a lot.  

I think about how that nurse, in her practice, knew to retain the humanity of 
that moment for me. That her actions came from her sense of deeply knowing 
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her practice and its implications for others. That somewhere, in her own 
learning journey as a student herself, she was respected and loved, nurtured 
and taught to retain the humanity and dignity of another in an instance 
where prescriptiveness could have easily taken over. I truly believe that 
moment was not happenstance, but that her actions were a culmination of 
understanding the importance of what was needed in that moment.  

I know that on a daily basis, children that walk past me in the hallways, that 
sit and write with me in classes, and ponder the imagination of the books 
they read in my library will grow with connection and care to be adults that I 
know, have the possibility to pass on more love and nurturing to others. Just 
as that nurse did for me.  

So while I can no longer hold my mother’s hand, I hold a fly rod instead and 
show her, by carrying her spirit with me, that my eyes will show her what is 
still here and good, on the water and in my teaching ecologies. This gives me 
comfort, hope, and resilience to go forward in my days as I continue to allow 
myself to learn, to endure, to find peace.  

I offer you this same hand out of the boat today, dear Reader. When you have 
found your footing on land, I will release my hand, knowing that you will 
come to know that you matter, and that I invite you as you walk away today 
to inquire into what practices can lift you up in times of profound frustration 
and loss, but also soar with you in times of hope and joy. When you have 
found this for yourself, it is my hope that you may offer it forward in your 
own acts of service for the children and the students you teach. We do this so 
that they too can flourish and thrive and that they can grow up to impart 
kindness and care to others. 

Boat’s bottom scrapes the finite sand and rocky shoreline and our float 
pauses.  
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Come, take my hand, I’ll help you out of the boat.  

To your health, 

To hope, 

To the children, 

To the land, 

To love. 
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Photo 79. Heli – happy birthday, Sonora Island. 
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