
Community Council Minutes 10.19.15 
 

Present: Emma Bliska, Durga Jayaraman, Tiff Chang, Katy Smith Abbott, Jessica Morales, 
Nick Garber, Douglas Adams, Tim Parsons, Metadel Lee, Marybeth Nevins, Mimi Zhang, 
Sarah Laursen, Myles Kamisher-Koch, Solon Coburn, Clair Beltran, Ethan Brady, Theresa 
Hinman, Ryan, Ilana Gratch, Tracy Himmel-Isham, Natasha Chang, Emma Erwin, Suzanne 
Gurland, Ximena Mejia 
 
Agenda: Approve minutes, welcome new people, frame the conversation, guests and 
open conversation 
 
 
TC: Summer work with the Trustees on Diversity and Inclusivity, Mind, Body and 
Wellbeing, and Communication and Resilience Stress Solutions in two meetings  
- Dan Adamek will be absent, as will be Jon Isham though his wife has been briefed, 
- Top four issues were stress, mental health, having faculty and staff in the dining halls, 
and living wage. 
- Student survey on stress scale of 1-10, numbers hover around 7. 
 
MK: Are we covering all of these today? 
 
TC: No, this is what we brainstormed last week, topics that people were most interested 
in were highlighted. If students could stay afterwards to talk about our active listening 
project where each student will partner with two student orgs. 
 
TC: Introductions, new staff member is MK 
 
Everyone introduces themselves 
 
Framing Conversation: 
 
KSA: Approving the minutes, any changes, amendments, retractions? 
: I saw a spelling error, do we need to fix that? 
KSA: We should fix that, if you can find it. People go back to look at these. 
EthanB: Less of a block 
DA: And a date 
KSA: Minutes Approved 
 
TC: Before we welcome our guests, we need to frame the conversation; Why did this 
topic come to the table?  Members vote to speak about it popcorn style as a group. 
 
KSA: We will be taking more than today to talk about this because we have a lot of 
people 



SC: This is a nexus group, we are well prepared to deal with this. Also, can I grab chairs 
for our guests before they arrive? 
 
TC: Why did we want to address this? 
CB: It’s multifaceted, not just academic, but personal. 
EMMA BLISKA: As I was walking around campus and talking to people I felt a lot of stress 
and that all of my friends were tense and nearly to the point of tears.  Culture of 
exceptionalism makes it difficult to handle many pressures. 
TH: From a staff perspective, we are very short-handed and our work is very physical.  
Leads to people feeling like they just can’t handle it.   
MK:  When I was a student I felt that there was a healthy culture of encouraging people 
to reach out to their resources, professors, people higher up, family.  In transition to 
staff, I see that many people are very stressed in their jobs, and in a career it’s harder or 
riskier to reach out.  
SC: Avenues to reach out are less clear, only are taught during staff orientations.  I try to 
remind my staff, and they often are unaware. 
EMMA BLISKA: Faculty members? 
SL: We need a protocol for what to do if a student reaches out to you. Don’t feel that 
I’ve been given resources or priorities to help. 
JM: As a student I feel that it really affects the classroom environment.  Everyone in my 
classes today was very tired which meant that people didn’t speak up, and conversation 
was hurt. 
DJ: I was having a typical midterm week, got a bad grade in one of my classes and broke 
down in class. I realize it’s not a huge deal, it won’t ruin my GPA, but it really affected 
me.  I feel like I haven’t been told that it’s okay not to succeed. 
MK: Has grade inflation been discussed. 
KSA: Yes but I think that maybe  
MZ: Drop period was brought up last meeting, I really wanted to change a class to 
Pass/Fail in order to work on thesis, but it was too late. Maybe we can talk about that. 
MN: As an instructor you want learning to have joy and passion in it, the constant hitting 
one thing after another takes the joy out of it for students and for professors.  We need 
to remake the classroom so that the topic is front and center.  It’s about shifting the 
conversation. 
TP: Think that we are putting stress on ourselves by our schedule here because of our 
winter schedule.  From a staff perspective, because of the nature of language school we 
have very little time to turn campus around.  Only have two weeks to shift to language 
schools.  Nature of language schools, which is good because it gives us work, but maybe 
we’re trying to do too much. 
ML: We’re in the trial period for the add/drop period.   
KSA: There may be room for tweaking, looking at what’s been learned from the 
experience and what we need to change. 
SL: I want to hear from a student what would make it easier, besides the obvious ones 
of shorter papers and no grades. 



DJ: What would be helpful, what has been helpful, saying at the beginning of the class 
that if you are having a stressful week, allowing students to work out an arrangement 
for extensions, professors willing to work with your schedule.  
EMMA BLISKA: General acknowledgement that we’re taking four classes with very heavy 
work loads.  For instance, last week I had a class with a paper due on Friday, one on 
Saturday, midterm Thursday, and paper Friday.  Feel like they’re not in tune. 
Ryan: Feel like professors adhere to same schedule, which makes things pile up.  Maybe 
examining how we can spread it out. 
IG: Similar to DJ’s point, setting a tone that you can be flexible.   
EMMA BLISKA: Want professor’s to make extension policy very clear 
FM: Making assignments optional last year, when stress levels peaked last year. Offering 
an option of either papers or tests based on what people feel more comfortable with. 
MZ: What makes me most stressed is not the work, but feeling like what I’m doing is not 
worth it. For instance, response papers often feel superfluous, not well integrated into 
the coursework.  
 
TC: Welcome to our guests, thank you for coming on short notice.  People are bringing a 
lot of great perspectives. Talking about stress, how we want to frame it, how different 
groups interact with each other. 
 
KSA: I’d love it if everyone could take three minutes to introduce themselves, and 
explain their role on campus.  
 
Tracy Himmel Isham: I’m speaking from two halves, as my husband Jon Isham couldn’t 
make it today.  He recently wrote a piece entitled, “Can Middlebury Spark a Slow 
Learning Movement?” and I’d like to share with you some of the reactions he got back.  
For instance, from an alum, hope that this resonates more broadly at Midd and more 
students find a way to live the good life.  I learned a lot at Midd, but the J-term 
MiddCore course is the only place where I got to ask those questions. 
 Now as myself, I work in the CCI and recognize that our office is the location of a 
lot of stress on campus for seniors and non-seniors.  We’ve tried to work with other 
offices to bring in perspectives on stress and how that affects what we do.  Just read a 
piece talking about how the post-grad plan is a journey, and many want to ignore that.  
We’re trying to stress that students should find what is meaningful to them, helping 
them to think that the decisions they are making are intentional.  It’s important to 
explore.  Bringing in some programs (“Work and Purpose”) to help students find what 
matters to them.  The other piece is that we try to tie all of workshops into the message 
of helping you find to what matter to you.  We are really trying to get that out, but I 
recognize we don’t always succeed, maybe too many emails. We are working with SGA 
to improve how we spread our message. 
 
Ximena Mejia: My role is counseling director.  Stress is your friend and ally.  I, and others 
encourage you to change your beliefs about stress.  Stress and meaning are inextricably 
linked, when we embrace stress we can transform fear into courage, fear into meaning.  



How to like stress: it is not about the levels of stress we experience but about how we 
make meaning out of stress.  How each individual navigates and makes meaning out of 
their stressful experiences.  We must show that we care. Research shows that people 
who experience high levels of stress but reach out to friends and loved ones, they see 
no negative consequences.  
President Patton has stressed resilience, creating the biology of courage.  Connecting 
with others helps us to develop resilience.   
As a mental health coordinator I also help people with their individual mental health.   
 
Natasha Chang:  I am the Dean of Brainerd Commons. I have three points; stress and 
campus culture, different types of stress, flexibility.  One, I think it’s really striking that 
every year when I walk down Stewart hall, I see on someone’s door there’s some 
articulation of struggle to balance s. Feeling of competition around stress. We don’t 
prioritize wellness, people don’t talk about putting homework on hold.  Important to 
examine how we talk about stress as a community.  
Second Perspective:  Qualitative difference between different types of stress.  Academic 
stress feels different to me than other types of stress that are being reported to me, as 
opposed to family and health stress.  Feels unmanageable, feelings of shame.  
Third: I’m proud when students come to me telling me that they want to take time away 
from Middlebury.  Glad that Middlebury allows this.  What other ways can we flex, in 
order to help students? 
 
Suzanne Gurland: Professor in Psychology department.  Hard to separate how I see 
stress both as an administrator and as a human.  Distinction between stress and a 
distress.  Stress can be a positive thing, can help us to learn and grow.  When it becomes 
unmanageable I begin to think of it as distress.  Distress is what Mena and her 
colleagues are helpful with.  There are also things that we can do on our own to deal 
with day to day stress.  We need to figure out what is important to us, because we just 
can’t do everything.  We need to be honest with ourselves about what really matters to 
us, and then let the other things go. 
Culture on campus:  I’m not necessarily good at what I preach, so what we all have to do 
as an entire community is get better at this.  
 
Emma Erwin: Director of SGA committee on Health and Wellness.  My co-director and I 
have been trying to find out what students on campus are feeling. Trying to randomize 
by reaching out to people that aren’t friends and having dinner with those people.  
What does health and wellness mean to you?  Stress is the overwhelming topic that 
comes up. It’s the stress Olympics, talking about stress even in places that are supposed 
to be free from that, like the dining halls. So big observation, we like to talk about stress.   
The other take away is that we talk mostly about academic stress, but there are other 
forms of stress.  People are dealing with other things; finance, mental health, can’t go to 
sleep, love life.  Finding out ways to deal with “the ball of yarn” 
How to stop the stress Olympics 
How to facilitate more meaningful conversations with faculty and staff 



 
KSA: Thanks for everyone’s contribution. Open period of time for discussions. 
 
Ximena:  Some stats on stress on campus. 
 
EMMA BLISKA:  Question for Tracy, freshman year is a time to explore, but after that 
things start to feel more real in regards to post-grad plans. I think it would be valuable 
to have some metrics in terms of what a successful Middlebury career looks like.   
 
THI:  I think that this is a good point, very relevant.  When people come in I don’t just 
parse their resumes, I focus on learning how to tell their story, because that will 
empower them.  Having that story helps students to embrace all parts of themselves 
and be confident about it.  We focus on being upfront about prospects, but also 
highlighting all students options, everyone has options. 
 
MK: When we talk about the stress Olympics, we’re comparing assignments, which can 
sometimes feel very arbitrary. Students need to take ownership, be invested in their 
class environment.  Felt more productive if professors aren’t stressing the importance 
because if a student is not invested then that’s fine, but that’s the students 
responsibility. 
 
MN: In some fields GPA is not the strongest indicator, but relationships  
 
SL: Maybe we could profile some B-students who are doing great things in the world. 
DJ:  Stress of advising, many departments students feel like their advisor will not be 
helpful.  Students maybe don’t feel when they declare a major like there’s enough 
guidance, enough planning. 
 
SG: I hear two things from you DJ. Stresses associated with things outside of a person’s 
control, like registration.  I also hear this theme of unmet expectations from advising 
and there are conversations going on around academic advising. 
 
EMMA BLISKA: Have you ever talked about having advisors who are not professors, but 
only advisors? 
 
SG:  Not recently, professional advising tends to be done at colleges that aren’t small 
liberal colleges, inconsistent with what we like to do here. 
 
KSA: Can you say more on what you think about this EB? 
EMMA BLISKA:  I don’t feel like we an ask a whole lot more of professors, and if there 
were a dedicated role I feel like I could ask more of them. Professors are already busy. 
THI: I think UChicago has both professional and academic advisors. 
Ryan:  Needing to maximize the Middlebury experience can be very stressful.  For me 
the most growth and development came from things outside of class.  People need to 



know that, because a lot of the answer to the question, “what matters to you?” comes 
from those experiences. I don’t know how to change the focus, but maybe speaking out 
about it will spark conversations and move us in that direction. 
 
SG:  I hear that point, I don’t think that the pressure to maximize my experience at 
Middlebury is just about academics.  What if we broaden advising to help connect 
students to things outside of class? 
 
CB: For professors, is there any pressure that your departments put on you that make 
you more flexible or less? Is it personal or does it come from elsewhere? 
 
SG: I don’t think there are explicit rules from departments but I do think that within 
departments there are sub-cultures.  When people operate in a system the more they 
feel pressure from outside, the more pressure those people exert.  I think those forces 
are operating at the college because different professors experience different levels and 
types of stress. 
 
KSA: Question for students, I’ve heard that many students struggle to forge relationships 
with faculty on campus, do you feel that you have enough guidance in how to signal or 
ask for that type of connection with a faculty or staff member? 
 
Emma: I’ve been fortunate to connect with faculty, but I’ve heard the complaint from a 
lot of people. I’d like to focus this year on giving professors the tools to reach out to 
students. 
 
Ryan:  I think it takes some time, and putting yourself out there. 
 
ML:  Lack of spaces that students and faculty and staff members share, making it harder 
to forge those relationships.  The issue of professors not being able to eat in the dining 
halls for free without a student.  I think meals are a great way to connect with these 
people. 
 
DJ:  I’m not sure that I would go up to a faculty member during lunch.  I’ve had a lot of 
help from my commons dean, maybe trying to stress that relationship more.  I also like 
when professors stress that their office hours can be used for academic advising, but 
also as a time to talk about other things. 
 
MZ: I’ve personally had the feeling that I need to prepare a question to go in to office 
hours, otherwise I feel like I’m wasting their time. 
 
TC:  I find the title to be very intimidating. Maybe stressing when students can use first 
names.  
 



SL:  You need to recognize that there will be different types of relationships with 
different professors.  The title is important to me, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t 
want to hear about your life outside of school. 
 
THI: Difference between transactional and relational exchanges.  CCI has changed drop-
in hours longer for instance in order to promote more relational exchanges.  We think a 
lot about how to draw you out. 
 
IG:  Sparked an idea for me, life here is always so agenda driven, sometimes I feel like 
technology could help us in this way, in my work environment we could access 
everyone’s calendars to block out time together.  Maybe we could use technology to 
overcome those hurdles.  
 
BB:  Professors have been through these experiences before, GPA isn’t everything.  We 
have experience to share with students. 
 
MN: I hear a lot about how we should be more casual.  I would love students to stop by 
my office hours to talk to me about my class, or if they’re planning on taking my class.  I 
see value in those professional exchanges, it doesn’t have to be alienating, they can be 
enriching.   
 
MK: I think that it’s frightening how little I hear that people love their classes.  Urge to 
water down these relationships into something other than really rich academic ones.   
 
THI: At a conference with NGOs and funders, meaning that there’s a big power 
differential there.  There’s an event called the “Big F Up” where both groups get up on 
stage and tell a story which really helps to even the playing field. 
 
Ryan: Are we trying to fit in too much? There are places where you can choose to let 
things go.  You can experiment, trying something new one semester.   
 
TP: I’ve worked at a lot of non-profits, if you want to get something done, ask 
someone’s who really busy.  I’ve read thousands of resumes and interviewed thousands 
of people. The staff is here to help you.  It’s hard to reach out to staff, but there must be 
ways to reach out to staff.   
  
MZ: Community Council should think about ways to facilitate connections. 
 
EMMA BLISKA: I just have an idea, I don’t how many of you have heard of the Moth.  It’s 
a storytelling event and I’ve only seen one faculty/ staff member perform and people 
love it. I think that we could maybe have a faculty/staff edition of the Moth, I think 
students would love it.   
 
 


