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Awarded Ontario Medal for Young Volunteers in

1999, when he was 18 years old, with Hilary Weston,
former Lieutenant Governor of Ontario and Marilyn
Mushinski, former Ontario’s Minister of Citizenship,
Culture and Recreation.
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Mr. Shaun Chen

Member of Parliament Shaun Chen has always been passionate about
creating an inclusive multicultural environment by eliminating gaps for
the disadvantaged and newcomers. Named by Maclean’s Magazine as
one of “100 Young Canadians to watch” when he was nineteen years

old, Shaun became the youngest trustee on the Toronto District Board

of Education (TDSB) at twenty-six. In 2014, he was elected Chair of the
TDSB. Only thirty-four years old at the time, Shaun was the youngest and
the first Chinese Canadian to hold that position. The following year, the
35-year-old ran in the federal election, and was successfully elected to be

Member of Parliament.

Most people probably imagine that behind such as outstanding record
of accomplishments, there must have been a unique and special family
background to support this talented young man throughout his life.

On the contrary, Shaun was not born with a silver spoon in his mouth.
In fact, he would be the first one to admit that he came from humble
beginnings, “I came from a working-class family with no political
connections. My parents never went to university, but they worked hard
throughout their lives. They taught me the importance of hard work,

determination and humility.”

Shaun was one of the few ethnic minority students in his class in a
small school in Scarborough back in the late 1980s. At that time he felt
out of place with everything around him: his skin color, the language
spoken at home, and their food were not the same as his classmates.

Although he was born in Canada, when others mentioned “Canadians”,
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he instinctively felt that they meant ‘white’ people, and did not include
him. Even after subsequent influxes of Chinese people in Scarborough,
he still felt a sense of estrangement, because these newcomers spoke
Cantonese, and he and his parents spoke Hakka, a Chinese dialect. His
parents were not from Hong Kong or Mainland China either - they

immigrated from India.

'This experience of being marginalized has made him particularly
concerned about social equality and helping disadvantaged groups. In
high school, he hosted a conference on “Breaking the Barriers” as Chair
of the Scarborough Youth Committee. Young people from all over the
province discussed issues such as anti-racism, anti-discrimination and

anti-hatred at the conference.

At university, Shaun studied computer science and equity studies.
Upon graduation, he decided that he did not want to work in the
technology field, which had high-paying job opportunities. He did not
care about securing a high income. He was more interested in serving
the community, eliminating inequality and gaps, and moving society
forward in a better direction. Education is an important area for social
change and the key to ensuring that everyone has equal opportunities

for success. He decided to run for the Toronto District School Board.

Shaun is grateful to his parents when he reflects on this very important
first decision. When he told his parents he would give up potentially
better opportunities in the computer software industry to run for a
TDSB trustee position at a much lower salary with a more uncertain
future, they did not object. Instead they asked him, “Are you really ready

for this? Your Chinese identity will make it difficult for you to take
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this road. There are only a few people of Chinese heritage in Canadian
politics.” For Shaun, his parents’ admonition for the idealist in him was
a timely reminder that he should seriously examine the challenges he

would face, and prepare for any setbacks in the future.

Shaun was actually quite ready. Since he was young, he had felt in his
heart the passion to promote social progress, and to eliminate barriers
for disadvantaged groups. He also has the courage, determination and
down to earth work habits. In 2006, he was elected a trustee of the
Toronto District School Board (TDSB) and he took action shortly

after to prove that he was not an ordinary follower of rules type person.

At the time, the Ontario provincial government had allocated $80
million to the Toronto District School Board for English as a Second
Language (ESL) funding each year, but only half of that was spent
on ESL projects, and the rest went to operating expenses unrelated
to ESL. At the same time, Ontario’s Grade 10 language test results
showed that ESL students were performing poorly and the gap
between ESL students and other students was widening each year.

Many new immigrant students did not receive any ESL services at all.

“We are talking about building a friendly and inclusive environment
that will help immigrants and their children integrate into this society
as quickly as possible, but at the same time how can we tolerate the
lack of adequate support for ESL projects and that many immigrant
children are excluded because of language barriers?” Shaun asked
himself and also other trustees of the school board. Perhaps moved by
the sense of estrangement he felt in his childhood, Shaun feels that he

must speak on behalf of the immigrant children who have been left out.
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'Those marginalized groups tend not to speak out, but in a pluralistic
society, no group should be unheard, and everyone should have a sense

of belonging in Canada.

Shaun launched a detailed investigation, met with school board staft
and talked to other trustees at length on this. Then he initiated a
historic motion, which almost turned upside down TDSB’s budget,

a budget that had previously not been changed for many years. With
Shaun’s research evidence based on facts and data, his motion was
overwhelmingly passed. TDSB decided to allocate $11.5 million to hire
more ESL teachers to ensure that all new immigrant students receive
ESL services, and two new immigrant student reception centers were
opened in the northeast and northwest areas of Toronto. The results of
these measures were very significant. In the following few years, EQAO
test scores showed ESL students improved their English literacy ability
steadily. This has been a great success for both Shaun and the Toronto
District School Board.

Shaun is not satisfied with the achievements he already made. He
constantly seeks ways to resolve challenging problems while working

to improve the community environment and to promote students’
understanding and respect for different ethnic cultures through the
organization of various activities and events. His outstanding ability and
hard work have long been recognized by TDSB, and his sincere humble

manner has also won praise and admiration from others outside TDSB.

Shaun is not afraid of challenges, nor does he shy away from
controversies. He says that his conviction is doing the right thing,

not the easy thing, even if the majority of people do not agree. He
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explains that the vast majority of people believed that women should
not have the right to vote over a hundred years ago, and today that idea
seems absurd. The government’s decision should reflect leadership of
future development, the trend of the times, rather than cater to public

preferences.

In 2014, TDSB was struggling in a crisis mode because of internal
disputes and controversies. Shaun was elected chair of the board during
this crisis and many had hoped that he could turn the tide. Under his
leadership, the board established a whistle blower policy and an Office
of the Integrity Commissioner, the first school board to do so in the
province. These bodies improve the impartiality and transparency of
TDSB, establishing trust among board trustees and between the public
and the board itself.

Shaun believes that the core of education is to teach children to look
at what they learn with a critical eye, to encourage them to think and
question, rather than force them to accept everything or believe in

a certain point of view. Driven by Shaun, TDSB passed a motion in
2008 to incorporate content about Nanjing Massacre and comfort
women into the high school history curriculum. Shaun first learned
about this shocking history through watching the docudrama “Iris
Chang - the Rape of Nanking”, made by ALPHA Education, a non-
profit organization that promotes historical understanding of World
War I events in Asia. Although he had learned many Chinese cultural
traditions from his family, he had never heard about these atrocities
in World War II history before. He believes that there are many
people of Asian origin in Canada, and that students and the public

must understand this dark chapter in world history, not to encourage
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hatred, but to keep all of us alert, and to understand the importance of
reconciliation and peace. On December 12,2016, the day before the
79th anniversary of the Nanjing Massacre, he issued a statement at the
House of Commons: “Here in Canada, I salute the work of Toronto
ALPHA for their efforts to shine light on this forgotten history.
Through education, we can teach future generations to never repeat the

atrocities of the past, and we will never forget.”

Many people who have worked with Shaun believe that this young
man, who seems to have infinite energy, has limitless potential in the
future. Shaun thinks he is very fortunate to have grown up in Canada,
a country with pluralism and inclusion as our core values. He says that
despite the fact that Canada’s multicultural environment is not perfect,
and there are still many barriers to overcome in Canadian society, it has

allowed us to be ourselves and given a chance for everyone to succeed.

This is Shaun. Behind his success he has worked tremendously hard
with determination towards his goals. When asked what advice he has
for young people interested in joining politics in the future, he says that
no matter which field they choose, the most important thing is to “ find

your passion, pursue your dreams, and you will succeed.”
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