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SCHOOL OF IMAGE ARTS

Wednesday, May 20th, 2020
Dear Charles Falzon, Robert Ott, and Faculty at the School of Image Arts,

This is an open letter by students from the Graduating Class of 2021, on behalf of the
Image Arts program at Ryerson University.

The world that we live in is changing. As students of photography, film, and digital media,
our industry seemed unpredictable even when we started studying at Ryerson. But now, as we
prepare to enter our graduating year, things look even more uncertain than ever.

We respectfully ask that our concerns be addressed in order to instill in us confidence
that continuing our education in the fall semester is the right thing to do. Not just for our
graduating class, but for all of the students following us whose education will be impacted by
this pandemic. We are in no way demanding that our school put the health and safety of

students and faculty at risk.

Introduction

A few weeks ago, a poll was posted in the Film ‘21 Facebook group hoping to spark a
conversation. The question asked was: “If we were to go online for our thesis year, how would
you be feeling?”. The majority of students responded to the poll saying that if the university were
to go online, they would defer for a year. 25 voted in favor of deferring, while 11 voted that an
online Fall Semester might be okay for pre-production, as long as they could move forward with
physical production as usual in the Winter Semester.

Ryerson’s recent announcement to move the majority of classes online for the Fall
Semester has put all of us in a state of unrest. Based on feedback from subsequent polls that

have been posted to Film, Photography and Integrated Digital Facebook groups, students are
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primarily concerned about the impact that going online will have on how courses will take shape
and/or be affected. We are also concerned about what equipment and facilities we will have
access to throughout the year, especially with the lingering concern of another complete
shutdown.

Instead of coming to a consensus to defer until a vaccine is available, we simply want to
be a part of the conversation - conversations we know our school’s faculty are having. We, the
students directly affected by your decisions, wish to know how our ability to produce work
throughout our upcoming academic year will be impacted. This time is critical as students
participate in mandatory Course Intentions, especially for students living across Canada and

internationally as they plan their Fall Semester housing situations.

Requests

The following requests are summaries of the comments gathered from brainstorming
sessions with peers from all years, across the three streams of Image Arts. These requests are

what we, the student body, would like to see incorporated into the program this upcoming year.

1. Access: Equipment and Facilities

We would like to start by asking for the assurance that despite moving online, we will
have access to Image Arts building facilities and Cage equipment during the school year. This
includes, but is not limited to the soundstage, editing suites, computer labs, darkrooms, PIC Lab
printing and scanning rooms, and various studio spaces. Students rely on laptops equipped with
the Adobe Creative Suite for day to day use. A large enough space, equipped with studio lights,
accessories, backdrops, and props is necessary to create a set and complete a shoot. For any
at-home assignments that may be required; will it still be possible to rent out this equipment?
Upon assignment submission, will there be room to display installation-based work in spaces
such as the Image Factory, or Gallery 310? Will we have access to the FCAD Open Space and
the woodshop area on the third floor, with assistance from technical staff? With that, what is the
protocol in the event that COVID cases surge and our building has to close its doors again?

In addition to this, we are requesting a written agreement that if COVID-19 hinders any
production or access to equipment and facilities, that we are allowed to complete this work at a

later date using the Image Arts facilities and equipment. Here, we would like to highlight the



importance of our Fourth Year thesis projects. Thesis is a launchpad for our creative careers
following graduation. It is also a rare opportunity to create a passion project without the same
expenses we will encounter after leaving university. Once we graduate, we lose access to
Image Arts equipment and facilities covered by our tuition. Cast and crew become an added
expense, and equipment and studio space rates go through the roof.

We want to know that in the event that our projects are canceled, we will get more than a
pat on the shoulder, an apology, and encouragement to produce our films and bodies of work
without assistance from the school. The response to our issues and our concerns has often
been, “Get creative and deal with the problems.” However, an international tragedy should not
penalize us. We request access to the school’s facilities into the following year in order to finish
the capstone projects that we are paying for. That means that students who graduate in 2021
should be able to coordinate with the school to complete their projects at the earliest possible
convenience, even after graduation. We would be willing to start a conversation about this
contingency plan, as it is imperative that the school supports its alumni in the completion of the

projects that were started at Image Arts.

2. Online Learning Modifications and Accommodations

For students of all years, it is necessary that our production work is given leeway and
allowed to be rescheduled in the event that regulations are imposed due to COVID-19. If we are
struggling with completing projects due to social distancing or with access to locations due to
closures, we deserve the right to delay our productions without repercussions, and again, with
the support of the school to finish them when things reopen. Especially for students in
Photography and Integrated Digital, the final critique and installation is an essential part of the
creative processes and overall success of a piece. How will it be accommodated?

As students that have completed three years of the program, we appreciate the value
that in-person experiences offer. Tangibility is lost with online learning, especially when project
aspects such as print quality or VR interactivity cannot be assessed. Since our programs benefit
heavily from in-person interaction and collaboration, online learning also poses other
challenges. Is there any sense in having a semester where first-year students don’t get to

experience the foundational analog processes? What about the benefits of getting real-time
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feedback from peers, while pouring over photo prints in the lab and assisting each other during
studio shoots by sharing ideas and tips? With zoom classes comes a decreased sense of
community; how will this be addressed?

Based on the Facebook poll of how online classes will take shape and/or be affected, we
request that the faculty release plans of how course content and structure will be changing to
reflect the current situation. This is a hands-on program, and we would like to see detailed plans
of how the faculty will transition engaging and interactive experiences into an online setting. This
is especially important for the number of students who will not excel in an online learning
environment, due to differences in learning style and varying disabilities. How will the School of
Image Arts continue to bolster the inclusivity of differently-abled students in its approach to
online teaching?

One argument has been brought up in student discussions is, “What can you learn here
that you can’t get from a YouTube tutorial?”. We need something that is beyond what can be
delivered by free and easily accessible content. We would like to see the faculty bring in
speakers and guest lecturers from Toronto’s booming creative industries, who are currently
working on plans for the industry in a post-COVID world. Netflix, Technicolor, Entertainment
One, and Pinewood Studios all have offices and facilities in Toronto, not to mention the constant
stream of productions that use our city. There are endless brands and agencies with valuable
insight gained from working with clients across various industries. We should be hearing from
people within these organizations about how they are planning to move forward post-COVID-19,
which may give students a better sense of the industry that they will be entering
post-graduation. Additionally, connecting students to industry professionals will provide an

opportunity to follow up with these contacts for post-graduation client work.

3. Tuition

Our final request is to lower tuition and fees. The quality of our education must be
reflected in its cost. We don’t want to be paying for empty studios, labs, and workspaces. If we
are not experiencing the parts of our program that make it unique and hands-on, our tuition
should be lowered to reflect that. If the tuition costs cannot be altered, we would like to see full

financial transparency from the school in regard to how our money is being spent during



COVID-19. We realize that building a new online infrastructure is costly and complex, but the

quality of our education must be reflected in the cost.

Conclusion

We ask that you listen to the thoughts of many concerned students across all years and
streams of our program. This pandemic has been difficult for all of us, but we don’t want to live
with the uncertainty of starting the Fall Semester without a fail-safe in place.

Please include us in the conversation going forward to ensure that your final decisions
positively impact our education. We trust in your ability to support our academic success and to
provide us with the necessary conditions to complete our projects.

We look forward to working with you to come up with agreeable solutions that will benefit

the whole of the Image Arts student body.
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