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Brooks Arcand-Paul, MLA
Edmonton-West Henday

Dr. Bill Flanagan,

President of University of Alberta,

January 16, 2024

Dear President Flanagan,

We write to you today to express our deepest concerns about the scheduled talk by discredited scholar and 
renowned residential school denier Frances Widdowson at the University of Alberta’s North Campus this week. 
We stand beside other members of the Indigenous campus community who have peacefully protested this 
scheduled presentation as well as Indigenous residential school survivors whose testimonies Widdowson's 
efforts seek to continually undermine.

We stand beside other Indigenous members and allies on campuses within Alberta who have successfully 
obstructed platforms booked or obtained for Widdowson to spread her discredited opinions denying 
residential school atrocities.

We believe in the importance of preserving academic freedom as the bedrock of higher education insofar as it 
does not seek to unwind known truths, foment anger and animosity toward a particular group of people, or 
undermine the values of those same public institutions.

However, we worry that the reputation of the University of Alberta is being held at stake for a publicity stunt 
orchestrated by individuals who have a vested interest not in academic freedom, scholarly debate, Indigenous 
studies, or reconciliation, but instead in coaxing out of people the similarly negative feelings they hold from 
the closed spaces of their own limited reach or influence.

There are many quality researchers at institutions within this province and across this country, who are 
gainfully employed, held in good standing by their departments, winners of teaching and research awards 
whose ideas on academic freedom would be incredibly valuable to hear from.

Academic freedom ought to be widely debated by reputable, trustworthy, and decorated scholars in 
classrooms across this province. But what is no longer up for debate is the harmful legacy of residential schools 
or Frances Widdowson's ghastly record as a researcher. Further, not acting against residential school denialism 
would have a monumental impact on the reputation of Alberta's largest post-secondary institution.
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Since the Truth and Reconciliation Committee's final report was released in 2015, there have been attempts by 
non-lndigenous individuals, both researchers affiliated with major research institutions and independent 
amateurs, who have sought to discredit the findings of the committee and disrupt reparations.

Those critiques are dismissed by the remnants of the failed residential school project. Yet, there are individuals 
like Widdowson who will seek to conflate being critiqued with being discriminated against without taking into 
consideration the collateral damage of staking their claims against the trauma endured by residential school 
survivors.

The University of Alberta has an Indigenous Institutional Strategic Plan, research relationships with the 
National Centre of Truth and Reconciliation, memorandums of understanding with First Nations for research 
and educational attainment goals and has pledged to meet the 94 Calls to Action in a timely fashion.
We expect that University administration will stay committed to these stated goals to improve learning 
outcomes for Indigenous learners, especially survivors of residential school trauma.

We believe that our public Universities are essential sites for credible, generative, and important intellectual 
conversations.

We trust that you will preserve a safe learning environment for all students, staff, faculty and especially 
Indigenous community members, and take action against those working to destabilize that safety.

ekosi,

Brooks Arcand-Paul
Critic for Indigenous Relations and Reconciliation

Jodi Calahoo Stonehouse
Critic for Environment, Parks and Climate Resilience
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