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10 Fun and Relaxing Things to Do to  
De-stress Over the Winter Break 
By Chelsea Bauer and Erica McCloskey

1. Enjoy an early afternoon festive beverage while marking end of 
term papers or exams. There is no better way to get through a huge 
pile of marking than with a drink in your hand and a cozy chair to 
curl up in.  

2. Go ice-skating. There are tons of rinks around Toronto that are 
run by the city and some of them even have skates you can rent for 
relatively cheap. Even if you’ve never skated before this can be a 
great way to spend some time outside enjoying the winter weather. 

3. Enjoy a day of baking while drinking Bailey’s or any other warm 
beverage. We will be doing this personally over the winter break.  

4. Bundle up and explore your neighbourhood. It’s so easy to get 
out and explore in the summer but exploring in the snow can be 
just as nice if you dress accordingly 

5. Watch an entire season of your favourite show. There is no better way to justify spending all day in bed 
watching Netflix than a snow day! 

6. Make a wintertime craft. They don’t have to be pretty (ours normally aren’t) but just spending some 
time creating something with your hands can be super relaxing and often, rewarding!! 

7. Spend some time at the ROM or the AGO. They have tons of interesting exhibits and they offer free 
nights and student rates. We have been meaning to check out the Toronto Tribute exhibition at the AGO 
all term and will definitely be getting around to it during the winter break. 

8. Make your favourite dinner for your friends. When it comes to our food grad students often sacrifice 
flavour in favour of quick, cheap and easy options. Take a night and plan a meal and serve it to your 
friends and family. 
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9. Spend a day with family or friends that you haven’t seen a lot of lately and catch up over coffee or a 
pint. 

10. Set personal and academic goals for the upcoming year. New Year’s can be a super hectic and 
overwhelming time in regards to trying to set resolutions so we prefer to go smaller and focus on setting 
goals. Spend some time reflecting on some academic and personal goals and begin to make a plan to 
achieve them.

Editor’s Note 
By Maryann Buri 

Seasons greetings and congratulations to everyone on surviving your first semester, or another semester, 
of grad history life at York. We’ve had a great semester for academic and social activities in the 
department, and I’d like to encourage everyone to keep coming out to things and getting to know your 
fellow students as the year goes on! I’d like to also encourage everyone to come to me at any time with 
suggestions for the Document as the year continues. My goal is to have two more issues this year, one in 
February and one in April. This is your student newsletter and it can be a great place to support each 
other and share fun ideas! Have a great holiday break and I look forward to seeing you all in the New 
Year. 

Tips for Grading 
By Maximilian Smith 

Grading is a hard task to manage for even the most experienced teaching assistants. It presents various 
challenges, ranging from labour issues (how much time is too much time when grading a paper?) to 
ethical quandaries (how do I ensure my grades are consistent with other TAs in my course?). Below is a 
far from comprehensive list of tips to keep in mind when you are grading. Each is designed to address the 
most common—but sometimes unexpected—issues facing the average teaching assistant. 

Talk to your course director about their expectations 

This one may seem like a no-brainer, but many TAs do not consult with their course director before 
grading their first (or last) papers. Your course director is supposed to be your guide for all things 
teaching. They are ultimately responsible for ensuring that grades are fair and consistent across the course. 
You may wish to ask your course director for some sort of grading guide so that grades comply with their 
ideal schema. Or, in the case of an aloof director, you may wish to meet with your fellow TAs at some 
point during the grading process to share and compare grades. This way, you can make sure an A is an A 
and an E an E, across the board. 
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Time your grading sessions 

Far too often, TAs spend upwards of twenty hours grading a single assignment. I didn’t pull that number 
out of a hat—I’ve spoken to TAs who literally spent that much time on one assignment. Remember, you are 
only paid for 10 hours of work per week. As much as we are all dedicated to providing our students with 
the best and most possible feedback, we also have a responsibility to ourselves not to be overworked and 
underpaid. Try to limit your time per paper based on how many you have to grade. I try to go with 15-20 
minutes each. I find this not only helps me to limit my grading time, but also to be concise in my 
corrections and comments. 

Mark up the first page, and only the first page 

I always find that students tend to make the same mistake over and over again in their papers. Usually 
these mistakes will present themselves in the first page or so of an essay. So, I recommend making 
detailed corrections on that first page or, similarly, only making a correction the first time and then 
making a note that the same mistake applies throughout the paper. This way, you have both corrected an 
obvious problem for your student and saved yourself the trouble of redundantly circling and correcting 
the same errors again and again. Obviously you will want to make extensive comments throughout the 
paper, but I find that limiting abundant spelling and grammar corrections to the first page makes for a 
good pedagogical and time-saving combo. 

Avoid gut grade gripers 

Awful alliterations aside, this is a must for graders new and old. Tell your students before you hand back 
their papers that you will not discuss their grades for a 24 or 48-hour period. This helps you dodge those 
students who go with their gut and immediately come to you in a state of panic or anger after you’ve 
handed back their grades. Having implemented this system only after my first year of teaching, I can say 
with confidence that you will avoid awkward and potentially volatile confrontations with students with 
this one simple trick.  
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Mental Health and Stress Relief: TH@Y Recap 
By Jason Chartrand 

A few weeks ago, Maryann Buri and I led a TH@Y session that discussed the mental health challenges that 
many of us face in grad school as students, workers and teachers. Many of those who were able to attend 
the session suggested that they found much of our presentation and the follow-up discussion to be helpful, 
and so we decided to submit a brief article on the highlights from the session to the Document for the 
benefit of those who could not attend. 

In our presentation, Maryann and I tried to convey a few important messages. First, we wanted to 
distinguish our advice from professional help. While we believe that certain practices and habits of mind 
can help one manage challenges to their mental health, there is no one-size-fits-all solution, nor are our 
suggestions meant to substitute for professional help if you need it. Second, we want to encourage 
everyone in the department to maintain an openness to discussing mental health issues in a way that does 
not stigmatize those who struggle with them.  

The first strategy we recommend is mindfulness. There are two approaches to practicing mindfulness. The 
first approach is to make a habit of consciously identifying in your mind those things which stress you out 
or make you feel overwhelmed. After taking this step, it then becomes easier to take a step back and 
evaluate your interpretation of a given situation. This includes asking yourself whether you are evaluating 
a situation accurately or whether your thinking has been influenced by a cognitive distortion. For example, 
these could include “catastrophizing” (where you are constantly engaged in thinking about worst-case 
scenarios for the situations you encounter), “discounting positives” (only remembering the bad things that 
happen to you) or “what if” (where you engage in a non-stop cycle of imagining anxiety-inducing 
scenarios you might find yourself in instead of focusing on the present moment). Meanwhile, another 
approach to practicing mindfulness involves pausing in moments of particular stress or anxiety to ground 
yourself and focus on the details of your surroundings. This in turn helps you to focus attention away 
from what is making you panic and to realize what is and is not within your control.  

Two other practices that we discussed were building support networks and meditation. Carefully 
building networks with your colleagues can also be an important source of support as a grad student in a 
wide variety of situations, whether it applies to coursework earlier in your career or as a teaching assistant 
later on. The important thing here is to identify people whom you can trust to talk to about what is 
bothering you, while keeping in mind once again that our colleagues are not replacements for professional 
help if you need it. At the same time, meditation (ideally combined with some form of exercise) can assist 
you in the practice of mindfulness and thinking that lends itself to self-kindness. And if you are unsure of 
how to meditate, or need clarification on any of the ideas discussed above, a great way to start building a 
support network is to continue the conversation about mental health with Maryann, myself or other 
colleagues who are open to building a better environment in our department for everyone. 
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In closing, it is important to remember that as grad students most of experience periods of high-stress at 
some point in our careers, and particularly at times of the academic year such as the present holiday 
season. Depression and feelings of anxiety are very common in academia. However, together we can try 
and make our department one in which compassion, collegiality and mutual support mitigate these 
occasional obstacles to what should be some of the most fulfilling years of many of our working lives. 
Happy holidays to everyone and happy new year! 

The Union is Strong! 
By Kevin Burris 

This isn’t to tell you what’s going on between CUPE 3903 and the university—for that info you can talk to 
our stewards, or just wait in the Grad Room for a few minutes until somebody starts screaming. This IS to 
encourage folks, new and old, to come out to union events, particularly the General Membership Meetings 
(GMMs). The membership is our highest decision-making body, so while it’s true that we have executive 
members who keep things running smoothly, nothing much gets done without the participation and 
consent of the rank-and-file. 
In my MA year, the idea of walking into a space where everyone probably knew more than me, and 
where—horror of horrors—I might be asked to make a decision about something, was genuinely 
intimidating. Granted, things were a bit weird in my MA/PhD 1 years—nobody seemed to like the 
executive, there was lots of yelling, and GMMs weren’t always pleasant places to be. I would argue that’s 
changed quite a bit in the last couple of years, and now I quite enjoy GMMs. Just by attending, you help 
maintain quorum so that essential union business can be done, and you stay up to speed on issues that 
affect all of us as workers and students. All that said, here is a list of things you will find at a GMM, and 
things you will NOT find at a GMM: 
Things you will find at a GMM: 

• Free lunch (usually pizza or falafel wraps—burritos if you’re lucky!) 
• Free TTC tokens (get to and from campus for free!) 
• Microphones (if you want to speak, speak into these so everyone can hear you, but you don’t have to 

speak) 
• Donation requests (have a say in how your dues get parceled out!) 
• Committee elections (don’t want to be on a committee? Vote for somebody else!) 
• Confusion (sometimes we forget what the rules of order or the bylaws say, and everything grinds to a 

halt while we figure it out) 
• So many other history students (we have a reputation to maintain—much more enthusiastic than 

business or law students, not as enthusiastic as political science students) 
 

Things you will NOT find at a GMM: 
• Being singled out/yelled at/made to feel stupid (well, no more so than in normal life) 

 
So come to a GMM! And if you’re really feeling the solidarity, bring a friend! 
 
 



The Document Volume 11 Issue 2 December 21, 2016 

 6 

 

Surviving the Holidays in Grad School: A Photo Essay 
By Marlee Couling 

Tis the Season… of Marking, Due Dates, Exams, Proposals, and Endless Reading Lists. But that doesn’t 
mean we can’t enjoy it! 

Getting into the spirit! 

             

               

Because $#@% Gender Norms #madscientist #santa 
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Weekend marking? Netflix (and caffeine) to the rescue! 

 

When the elves love Disney…#findElsa 

 

 

Pets make everything better 
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Food helps, too. Especially when away on research! 

                 

Insta it! Season’s Greetings from the @littlefoxontheprairie 

 

Multitasking level: Pro 
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When all else fails make fun of Toronto 

 

 

Or go to… Narnia? 
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And the winner of the holidays (or at least ‘best photo’) is… 

 

 

 
Important Upcoming Event! 

Please join the TA Liaison Committee on February 2, 2017, from 12:30-2:30 in the 
Common Room (VH2183), for a special workshop on teaching skills for faculty and 
TAs alike! Confirmed speakers include: Professors Ben Kelly, Deb Neill, and Sean 

Kheraj, and TAs Sara Howdle and Paul Aikenhead 


