
MINUTES OF TOWN HALL  
THE GRADUATE ENGLISH 

SOCIETY WESTERN  
SEPTEMBER 28, 2020 

 
Call to Order: The first Town Hall of the 2020-2021 year, held online via Zoom, was called 
to order by Colton Sherman at 1:05 pm. 

 
Attendees: Anmol Dutta, Tanja Grubnic, Jeremy Johnston, Zahra Kara, Élise Ottavino, 
Ariana Potichnyj, Jackie Reed, Colton Sherman, Lisa Templin, Taylor Tomko, and 
Courtney Church. 
 

Proceedings 

1. Land Acknowledgement & Mission Statement – Ariana Potichnyj, and Colton Sherman, 
co-chairs. 

Colton opened the meeting by acknowledging that Western University is situated on the 
traditional lands of the Anishinaabek, Haudenosaunee, Lūnaapéewak, and Attawandaron 
peoples, on lands connected with the London Township and Sombra Treaties of 1796 and the 
Dish with One Spoon Covenant Wampum. 

With this, the GES respects the longstanding relationships that Indigenous Nations have to this 
land, as they are the original caretakers. We acknowledge historical and ongoing injustices that 
Indigenous Peoples (e.g. First Nations, Métis, and Inuit) endure in Canada due to settler-colonial 
violence and systemic oppression, and we accept responsibility as a graduate society to 
contribute toward revealing and correcting miseducation as well as renewing respectful 
relationships with Indigenous communities through our teaching, research, and community 
service. 

 

2. Opening remarks: 

Ariana noted how this year is a strange one because we’re all in different places (even different 
continents) and dispersed across time zones. Part of the GES’s mission for this year will be to 
forge a sense of community despite the distance, though it will be a bit harder than usual to do 
so. She also pointed out that this year is a bargaining year for the TA and Postdoc union, PSAC 
Local 610, which adds another level of precarity on top of Covid-19.  

One way to combat such precarity and make sure GES members are on the same page is to have 
informal Town Hall Meetings, of which this is the first. Quoting Troy Bolton (Zac Efron) and 
Gabriella Montez (Vanessa Hudgens) from High School Musical, Ariana reminds us that “We’re 
All in This Together.” 

 

 

 



3. Western University COVID-19 Updates 

Ariana noted that in a recent survey sent to GES members, some people expressed concern that 
Covid-19 may not be taken seriously by the university community, specifically undergraduates. 
Of the19 new cases in London over the weekend (September 26-27), 12 are Western students, 
which is concerning. In better news, fake homecoming (FOCO) did not happen this year, which 
is a good thing; instead of the infamous giant street party, students opted to disperse and form 
smaller house parties. There is also some concern that faculty may not be taking the situation 
seriously, and Ariana noted that she and Colton will bring up graduate student concerns at the 
next faculty meeting. 

In terms of Covid-related coverage, the student-run newspaper, the Gazette 
(https://westerngazette.ca/), has been pretty hands on. According to reporting, Western’s 
fraternities and sororities opted for out of town beach parties over the FOCO weekend and the 
streets of Broughdale were empty. 

Ariana also noted that the on-campus Covid testing centre has been moved indoors to the 
Western Student Recreation Centre as cooler weather settles in. It’s appointment only and 
requires your Western ONE card to access the testing centre at the UWO rec centre. To book an 
appointment, call the Student Health Care Clinic at 519-661-3030. More information can be 
found here: https://www.uwo.ca/coronavirus/testing.html.  

Finally, all students going to campus need to fill out the return to campus survey. The one 
Leanne had previously sent around was through MyHR. Instead, use the student survey link, 
which you can find on Western’s home page under the banner.  

 

4.  Department of English and Writing Studies Announcements 

Colton briefly touched on the strange letters appearing in people’s mailboxes. Ariana and Colton 
don’t know much more than we do about the letters or their contents, but apparently they’re 
unpleasant. If you receive one don’t open it, but do take it to campus police. The envelope is 
hand-written but the letter is typed. Dr. Michael Fox knows of people who have received these 
letters as of 2019. Colton hasn’t been able to find anything else from a brief search on Google. 

Course readings for Dr. Mary Helen McMurran’s class are in the GES lounge on the half-sized 
bookshelf between the couch and chair. If you or anyone you know needs these handouts for 
class, you can find them there. For the door code, ask one of your colleagues or send an email to 
either of the co-chairs.  

Colton was thinking about buying sanitizing equipment for the graduate offices, but the good 
news is the department is doing that for us. You’ll find Lysol wipes and hand sanitizer in each of 
the grad offices. If there are no wipes or sanitizer email someone in the main office. Please don’t 
take these items from your offices as those resources are there for all of us.  

On top of the office sanitizers, each student will get three Western-branded masks. If you are in 
years 1-4 these will be in your mailbox. Alternatively, if you’re an in-person TA they should 
have been included in your TA package. Jackie adds that those in year five or above can email 
Beth in the main office and she will put your masks in your office downstairs for you to pick up 
at your leisure. 

https://www.uwo.ca/coronavirus/testing.html


Finally, Weldon Library is not currently accepting office space applications at this time, though 
they are allowing day-use through appointments and dropping in on a first-come, first-serve 
basis. That said, the library has been changing policy quite regularly so this information may 
change at any point. We’ll try to update you as changes occur, Colton added, but it’s probably 
best to keep your eye on the library’s COVID-19 page here: https://www.lib.uwo.ca/covid19/.  

 

5.  Graduate English Society Call for Open Positions 

We have several open positions and some people have already expressed interest in taking on a 
role; much thanks to those who have volunteered. Some of these positions will go to an election, 
some will be acclaimed—all depends on how many people volunteer for individual roles. The 
co-chairs plan is to keep the call open for a couple more days (until the 1st of October or 
thereabouts) and then we’ll have an election or declare positions acclaimed.  

Ariana highlighted that we need an MA representative since we haven’t had any interest yet. 
There has also been some talk from interested social coordinators. If you’re tempted to take on 
social-coordinator but don’t want the mass responsibility for taking on the task of keeping people 
social in this new online world, Ariana stressed that that’s really what the town-hall meetings are 
for going forward; that is, for putting forth ideas for potential events and social e-gatherings 
which will alleviate some of the social coordinators’ burden. 

Thinking more broadly about GES positions, Colton and Ariana will put forth a question at the 
AGM in October as to whether members think that some single-person positions ought to be two. 
The co-chairs would prefer to avoid students burning out, and so doubling up on positions may 
also ease the responsibility for those holding executive roles. Colton added that if we have two 
Ground and the Fury coordinators, for example, we can stagger events and hold Zoom calls at 
different times. It might be beneficial to have a staggered system since some students are on 
other continents. 

We also have roles to fill tied to the GES and other organizations on campus. Specifically, we 
need SOGS counsellors and PSAC union stewards. The latter is all the more important as this is, 
again, a bargaining year for PSAC Local 610. 

Ariana then brought up the wellness ambassador role and issues for our Wellness Ambassador in 
2019-2020. The Wellness Education Centre (WEC) was undergoing some restructuring, and our 
Ambassador’s requests for various services and talks fell through the cracks numerous times. 

Jeremy adds that, in the past, the WEC did have a network and was structured completely 
differently. As they have a new manager and the structure has changed, the ambassador position 
has fallen by the wayside. The general purpose for a Wellness Ambassador when Jeremey 
suggested the position’s creation was so that students had a peer to talk to about wellness-related 
issues instead of a faculty or staff member. He noted that the WEC has a new look and so 
whoever takes this position should investigate to get a read for how our department could utilize 
their services.  

Ariana added that our former Wellness Coordinator tried to get in contact with WEC on several 
occasions but to no avail. She and Colton have been thinking about making the Wellness 
Ambassador as an internally driven position rather than dealing directly with the WEC so we can 

https://www.lib.uwo.ca/covid19/


Focus on what we can do in house until we can get a better feel for how to forge a  WEC-GES 
relationship later on, should we wish to. 

If you have friends who may be interested in any of the positions that follow, please have them 
get them in touch with Ariana and/or Colton. Some people have already expressed interest in 
some of the positions, but if you would like to toss your hat in the ring please do. 

- Ground and Fury Coordinator. 
- PSAC Union Steward  
- SOGS Counsellors 
- Academic Coordinator 
- Wellness Ambassador 
- Social Coordinator 
- Website and Social Media Coordinator 

Ariana noted that energy is more important than ever this year. This is the opportune time for 
things to slip through the cracks and we don’t want this to happen. Things have been tough since 
March and we should work through these tumultuous times together.  

 

6. Forum Discussion 

The co-chairs sent around a forum questionnaire and mentioned that many of the comments and 
responses were heartwarming. They also indicated that there are many things we need to 
brainstorm for the upcoming year, things like: what kinds of events we want to have throughout 
the year? How do we run fundraising events in a time when the book and bake sale is 
impossible? Is there any support for graduate students taking on added costs associated with 
teaching online? Ariana and Colton said they have some housekeeping things that to bring up 
during these town halls, but also at faculty meetings.  

The co-chairs expressed concern that the department hasn’t considered the challenges of students 
currently residing in other time zones. Ariana notes that there is q huge burden for people in 
other time zones to attend all the virtual meetings based around EDT/EST and those outside 
London don’t have access to all of Western’s resources. Even those in the city still don’t have 
access to services like Interlibrary Loan and the suspension of physical RACER book loans 
means that dissertation timelines are lengthening.  

Tanja asks if we know whether comps will be held in the same way as last year, that is, proctored 
over Zoom. She noted that there was some concern in the US about Zoom calls within the home  
violating a privacy law, but she is not sure if the same kind of law exists in Canada.  

Ariana said that nothing was said about comps during the last faculty meeting. She does want to 
bring up the Proctortrack application (which is essentially malware) and the fact that the 
university is asking undergraduates to download the program. Ariana expressed concerns that 
Proctortrack records faces, screens, eye movements, etc, that it can access the user’s name, 
address, government ID, banking info, SIN—and a host of other private information. Since it is 
an American program, Ariana said, it entails biometric data is going across international borders 
(Canada/US) and, thanks to the PATRIOT Act, this information can be used against you at 
border crossings, no-fly lists, etc. There is a petition circulating at Western, but even the petition 



organizer is doubtful that anything will happen as a result. All this being said, Ariana and Colton 
are thinking about drafting an anti-Proctortrack letter. 

Colton did add that we by no means know if the department is thinking about having graduate 
students use Proctortrack for comps, but we do want to be sure that this is not something they’re 
considering. He and Colton addressing the Proctortrack concerns with faculty is a preventative 
measure, 

Ariana then asked how in-person tutorials are going. Jeremey said that his in-person tutoral went 
as well as it could go the first time around, though he noted that he has only had the one evening 
class so far. The Western ambassador was there to check all of the students at the beginning of 
class and returned at the end to escort the students out of the building. Jeremy’s lecture hall 
sizable and the students did well to spread out, so all in all, it went very well.  

Elise asked Jeremey if he thinks it’s still possible to do group work while maintaining social 
distance. He mentioned that he’s still navigating the challenges of Covid-era groupwork, but 
partner pairings seem to be possible while maintaining the 2m (6ft) distance between partners 
and pairs. He feels more comfortable with partners, but probably no more than that—groups of 
three or more would be more difficult to keep appropriately spread out. He also added that 
groupwork will entail navigating the physical space of the classroom; some rooms may be more 
suitable than others. Jackie added in the meeting chat that a Think Pair Share activity could 
work, or freewriting before class discussion.  

Ariana then asked about PhD1 and MA TA training, specifically if there was anything about 
social distancing.  

Taylor mentioned that the TA training was predominantly about Zoom facilitation rather than in 
person tutorials, and Anmol agreed. Anmol also added that, on the topic of TAships, could the 
co-chairs also advocate for those who don’t have TAships this term and inquire as to whether the 
department can offer support to students who do not have an income. Ariana agreed that there is 
no harm in asking.  

Tanja then suggested tuition wavers could be suitable for students as the majority of scholarship 
money goes toward tuition. Ariana noted that the department may not have the power to waive 
tuition and that the question of tuition waivers would probably be better suited for the Graduate 
Education Council (GEC) with the School of Graduate Studies. Jackie then added in the chat: 
“There’s also the problem that International student tuition was supposed to be the same as 
domestic students and they’re starting to raise it independently again. SOGS has commented on 
this.” Taylor also noted that tuition waivers aren’t something the department is able to do, but 
there could be other ways of funding students. 

Jeremy, currently SOGS VP Student Services, noted that the SOGS executive has had difficulties 
receiving concrete answers about tuition. The university and the province work together to set 
tuition costs, however individually Western and the Government of Ontario consistently refer 
SOGS to the other institution to answer the society’s questions. Essentially, graduate students are 
caught in a bind between the university and province, and SOGS has had no response as to why 
increases (such as a 15% tuition increase for the master’s in engineering program) passed 
without question. 

 



7.  Summary of September 2020 English Department Faculty Meeting 

Colton summarized the information from Town Hall Package sent out to GES members prior to 
the Town Hall. There was some discussion of tech support and help with buying new computers 
for graduate students in need while teaching online, but nothing has been finalized. The main 
office in the department is open virtually, but if you need to see Leanne or any of the other staff 
members email the person in question ahead of time.  

In terms of on-campus teaching, each instructor should be provided with a kit including Lysol 
wipes, masks, hand sanitizer. There seems to be some mix-ups as to what is supposed to be 
included in these kits so if there’s an item that someone has that you don’t send Leanne an email 
to sort out the discrepancy.  

Enrollment is up not only in the university, but across the board at Western. The demand for 
online learning seems to be very high, but Western expected a spike since we’re one of the few 
universities offering a blended model rather than 100% online. Many faculty members are 
optimistic that Covid alone is not responsible for the spike in enrollment.  

The department has also requested a new hire. 

For the time being, the Interlibrary Loans (ILL) is limited to electronic copies; physical books 
and print materials are not on loan. The library is looking into buying more physical copies so 
that researchers and students can continue their work.  

Dr. Manina Jones is continuing to host Zoom lunches on Friday afternoons. This could be a nice 
alternative to Ground and the Fury for those who can’t attend the Thursday afternoon virtual 
coffee hour. 

 

8. Miscellaneous meanderings 

Ariana adds that we’ve been talking about revamping the GES website to make it more 
accessible. Since the Western website is not overly accessible, the GES website would be where 
we consolidate all the information from the department and university as a “on stop shop” for 
English graduate students. Lisa would also like to add a page specifically for graduate students 
who are close to finishing. 

The co-chairs reiterated that, in this digital Covidean space, the GES wants to do all it can as a 
team to take pressure off social coordinators. Again, these Town Hall meetings are mean to be an 
open forum to brainstorm about the things we’d like to do as a society. 

Ariana then noted that they forgot to include the treasure’s report on the agenda and asked if 
there was anything of importance to note. Given that last year’s budget went out the window 
thanks to Covid cancellations and this year will be even more precarious, I have yet to draw up a 
budget for the year. The best thing to do in terms of budgeting is to work in tandem with the new 
executive, especially the incoming social coordinators, and develop a better sense of what kinds 
of e-events we want to do as a society.  

On the topic of social activities, Jackie noted that she plans to coordinate a team trivia night in 
the next couple weeks. This event will serve as a kind of “after dark” Ground and Fury and a 
post-SSHRC breather.  



Ariana added that we could start a DnD campaign. 

Lisa chimed in to add that she is hosting an online writing group, so if you’re struggling with 
writing and in the thick of it you can brainstorm and share goals with others who are writing, too. 
The group meets online via Zoom at 9am EST to set some goals for the day, goals, she adds, that 
don’t have to be writing-specific. The group meets again at 4pm EST to debrief and see how 
things went that day. It’s a nice way to stay in touch with other students and keep each other 
accountable. On top of these sessions, there is also a weekly Write Club session each Friday 
from 1-3pm EST.  

Jackie noted that Write Club is a really good way to get stuff done. 

Colton then outlined a fundraising idea he’s been working on as one of the outgoing social 
coordinators. Since we won’t be able to do a book and bake sale, he was thinking of doing a 
virtual stretch-goals-esq fundraiser through a service such as Patreon and set goals for certain 
milestones. We could even ask faculty if they would like to contribute, such as contributing an 
absurd poetry reading of a pop song or showcasing a recipe from Early Modern England. Since 
everything would be behind a paywall, the content wouldn’t circulate wildly. This could also be 
a good opportunity to chat with the Coterie, the undergraduate society, and work together.  

Taylor added that for her contribution she could paint portraits of people’s pets but dressed like 
the human (a suggestion which was enthusiastically received). Other graduate students could 
pitch their own talents, such as a Colton-Ariana makeup swap. The pandemic has forced 
everyone to take things so seriously so being goofy and stuff could be a fun way of unwinding.  

Lisa pointed out that, though she didn’t want to be a downer, Patreon is a tiered membership 
system, not necessarily for stretch goals. Taylor suggested a Kickstarter and Jackie Go Fund Me; 
no matter the forum, Ariana was adamant about finding a way! 

The meeting ended on a lovely note; several students expressed that they were feeling much 
better now than before the meeting began. Jackie expressed her thanks to Colton and Ariana for 
taking on the co-chair role during a pandemic, to which Colton graciously responded, “We’ll 
only get worse from here.”  

As a final note, Ariana said that the AGM has not been scheduled, but it will be after the 
department meeting, so probably toward the end of October. She reminded us to eat a fruit and 
take vitamin D (it’s apparently good for Covid 19 prevention).  

Meeting adjourned at 2:35pm 


