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GRADUATE STUDENT ADVISORY COUNCIL

AGENDA
February 4, 2026
2:00-4:00pm / OM2 - 138/Z00M
Attendees:
Alec Dow Emily Rubooga X Sahar Sowdagar
Blair Visscher Ghulam Hussain Tamara Palamar
Bronte Shelton Johanna Elizabeth Manrique X Zejia Xu
Hernandez
Caitlin Harty X Lanxin Li Olivia Margoto
Carolyn Crawford X Nana Kwasi Effah Adjei Haley Berrisford
Chris Isaak X Niki Soroush-Asghari Kipas Lesancha
Deborah Edoho Paula Verholen Nikki Marchand X
Dominic (Zhongda) Riley Eaton
Huang
Cherkowski, Sabre X Roberts, Deanna X Pratt, Daniela

X - In attendance

Meeting started: 2:03pm

1. Chair’s Remarks (Sabre Cherkowski)

The meeting opened with a welcome to all participants, followed by roundtable introductions
and a land acknowledgment. A brief overview was then provided of the recent Western

Canadian Deans of Graduate Studies (WCDGS) conference.

The update highlighted several themes shared across Western institutions, including ongoing
work to strengthen graduate supervision practices and enhance supports aimed at improving
timely program completion. Funding remained a central topic of discussion, with attention
given to the challenges surrounding sustainable minimum funding levels for graduate students.

Eli Kelly, UBC’s Indigenous Graduate Advisor, presented at the conference on the importance of
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culturally grounded support for Indigenous graduate students, with encouraging examples of
improved retention and promotion emerging from recent initiatives. In addition, institutions
noted the growing relevance of hybrid and online programs, particularly within course-based

master’s pathways, reflecting students’ continued interest in more flexible learning options.

Attendees were also reminded to watch for upcoming communications about the Three Minute
Thesis (3MT) competition, scheduled for April 14, 2026. More information about this event can

be found here: https://gradstudies.ok.ubc.ca/3mt/

Additional updates included staffing and leadership changes:

e Damien Bell will be leaving CoGS on February 12 to join the Student Experience Office as
Manager of Black Student Initiatives.

e Dr. Paul Shipley will begin serving as Interim Dean of CoGS in July, 2026.

e The GSAC Terms of Reference are currently being updated, primarily focused on
membership revisions; updated terms will be presented at a future meeting for

feedback.

2. Ombuds Office Presenation (Cindy Leonard)

A presentation was provided on the role and mandate of the Ombuds Office, which serves as a
confidential, impartial, and independent resource for students, staff, and faculty seeking
guidance on fairness-related concerns. The presentation outlined the office’s core functions,
including helping individuals understand university policies, navigate difficult situations, and
explore options for resolving academic or administrative issues. The principles of procedural,
substantive, and relational fairness were introduced as the foundation of the office’s work,
along with an overview of recent campus data showing that academic concerns continue to
form the majority of cases. It was noted that many referrals come from faculty, staff, and peers,

and emphasized that the office is a supportive entry point even when issues overlap with other
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areas, such as human rights advising. Contact information, appointment options, and examples
of available resources were shared to help students better understand how and when to reach
out. The slide deck accompanying this presentation will be attached to the minutes, and Cindy’s

information can be found below:

Cindy Leonard - Office of the Ombudsperson for Students
328 University Centre (UNC)

In person Mondays and Wednesdays, by appointment
Phone: 250-807-9818

Email: ombuds.office.ok@ubc.ca

Website (appointment requests): ombudsoffice.ubc.ca/contact-us/

3. Retaining access to FASmail for Graduate Students after Program Completion (Zejia

Xu)

Several students raised concerns about the sudden loss of Fastmail access when employment
roles such as TA or RA contracts conclude. It was clarified that Fastmail accounts are tied strictly
to employment with the university rather than student status, which means access is removed
automatically once a contract ends. Programs may request short-term extensions if future
employment is anticipated, such as when students transition between terms; however, the
more significant concern raised was the lack of advance notification prior to deactivation, which
can result in missed messages, workflow disruptions, and administrative complications. CoGS
will follow up with Rebecca Kause, our IT liaison to better understand existing procedures and
to advocate for clearer communication practices. It was noted thatRebecca would be a good
guest to have at a future GSAC meeting to hear these concerns directly from students and

discuss potential improvements.
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4. Sharing faculty/program resources (all)

The group revisited earlier discussions about the need for more consistent and accessible
communication channels across graduate programs. Members shared examples of what is
working well within their faculties, including the use of Canvas as a centralized platform for
distributing updates, resources, deadlines, and announcements. One model highlighted was the
Engineering Canvas community page, which was created using existing student email lists and
does not require students to register or opt in. This page allows both administrators and
students to post updates, and notifications appear clearly within Canvas, making it easier for
students to track deadlines and important information compared to email. Similar Canvas pages
exist in other programs, including Education and Health and Exercise Sciences, demonstrating
that this approach can support improved resource sharing and reduce communication gaps.
CoGS will follow up with the Communications team to learn how various programs have
implemented these pages and to explore whether a broader, more coordinated use of Canvas
could help consolidate information for graduate students, including the possibility of a

dedicated space for Indigenous graduate student updates.

5. Other business

Campus Accessibility Concerns:

A concern was raised by a student about accessibility door buttons not functioning before
7:00am in certain buildings, particularly around washroom entrances. The student noted
instances where buildings were already unlocked but the accessibility buttons remained
inactive, creating barriers for those who rely on assisted entry. It was also mentioned that some
doors require significant force to open or have malfunctioning motors that remain unrepaired
for extended periods. These concerns will be documented and shared with Campus Planning
and Facilities to help identify the scope of the issue and determine appropriate corrective

action.
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Indigenous Student Safety and Campus Climate:

A concern was brought forward regarding the safety and wellbeing of Indigenous students in
light of recent events at the Vancouver campus, where residential school denialists have spoken
on campus grounds. This situation caused significant distress among Indigenous students and
community members, many of whom are intergenerational survivors of the residential school
system. The absence of a public acknowledgment or statement from UBCO was noted as having
a negative impact on students’ sense of safety, trust, and belonging. Broader issues were also
referenced, including ongoing tensions related to legal challenges surrounding land
acknowledgements. The group discussed the emotional burden these events place on
Indigenous students and the need for visible, culturally grounded support such as sharing
circles, smudging opportunities, and proactive communication. CoGS will bring these concerns
to leadership discussions and consult with relevant campus partners, including the Indigenous

Graduate Student Advisor, to better understand appropriate next steps and potential supports.

Meeting adjourned: 3:32pm
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