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EVENT TITLE: Building Sustainable Writing Communities in a Post-Pandemic World 

 

Event Description: The pandemic taught us how to Zoom and adapt, using digital solutions to keep 
writers connected in a virtual capacity. But as we re-enter society, how do we build upon and sustain 
those writing communities? In this panel, authors, podcasters, program managers, and workshop 
facilitators discuss establishing strong literary communities online, and what approaches should 
continue to create productive and empowering virtual spaces that foster better diversity and 
inclusivity among writers today. 

 

EVENT CATEGORY: Program Development 

 

Event Organizer & Moderator 

Olivia Kate Cerrone: Olivia Kate Cerrone (She/Her/Hers) is the author of The Hunger Saint, an 
American Fiction Award winner. She received Crab Orchard Review's Jack Dyer Fiction Prize and 
the Mason's Road Literary Award. She teaches creative writing at GrubStreet, Writers Without 
Margins, and the Fine Arts Work Center in Provincetown. 

 

Event Participants 

Laniesha Brown: Laniesha Brown (She/Her/Hers) is GrubStreet's Senior Programs Coordinator. 
She holds an M.F.A in Poetry and an M.A. in English Literature from McNeese State University. Her 
work has appeared in The Caribbean Writer, the minnesota review and more. 

 

Cheryl Buchanan: Cheryl Buchanan (She/Her/Hers) is a founder of the nonprofit Writers Without 
Margins, providing workshops in shelters, jails, health centers, youth services and prison reentry. She 
has received National Association for Poetry Therapy’s Social Justice Prize and is a producer of 
award-winning film, In Their Shoes. 

 

Serina Gousby: Serina Gousby (She/Her/Hers) is the Senior Program Coordinator of the Boston 
Writers of Color Group at GrubStreet, with over 2,000 members across various platforms. The group 
holds monthly events, shares writing opportunities, and provides literary scholarships to BIPOC 
writers. She is also a poet and essayist. 

 

Blair Hurley: Blair Hurley (She/Her/Hers) is the author of the novel The Devoted, longlisted for The 
Center for Fiction's First Novel Prize. She received a 2020 Alberta Magazine Prize, a Best Small 
Fictions Prize, and a 2018 Pushcart Prize. She hosts the Writerly Bites podcast and teaches at 
Catapult and McMaster University. 
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Opening Remarks 
Good afternoon, and welcome to “Building Sustainable Writing Communities in a Post-Pandemic 
World.” My name is Olivia Kate Cerrone, I am an author, creative writing instructor, and the 
moderator for today’s panel, and I thank you all for being here. There’s no question that the 
pandemic has dramatically reshaped our lives, and continues to do so, forcing us to navigate complex 
and ever-changing circumstances in order to keep our literary communities alive and thriving, while 
also preserving our collective safety. While technology and social media platforms aide these efforts 
in essential ways, they are far from perfect. Developing these virtual spaces to become more 
inclusive, diverse, accessible, and supportive remains an ongoing process, fraught with challenges, 
oversights, and limitations, especially when there often exists a lack consensus between 
organizations in implementing better approaches and solutions to these concerns.  

In today’s panel, we hope to discuss with greater transparency these concerns with a focus on 
experience-based solutions, offering encouragement and practical takeaways for others who wish to 
foster empowering virtual and hybrid literary communities. I am so honored to share this panel with 
these incredible women, Laniesha Brown, Cheryl Buchanan, Serina Gousby, and Blair Hurley, who 
are each inspiring leaders in the writing community, many of whom serve as program coordinators, 
workshop facilitators, podcasters, and social activists serving writers and building powerful literary 
communities despite the ongoing challenges of the pandemic. I will briefly introduce each speaker, 
who will give an overview of their work and experiences cultivating literary communities in these 
challenging times, and then we will open it up to a discussion between our panelists and take 
questions from the audience. 

 

Participant Initial Remarks: 
 

Laniesha Brown: 
Like many, the shift to virtual program planning and work happened very quickly. GrubStreet began 
functioning remotely in March 2020 and by the Summer 2020 term, we were operating almost 
entirely via Zoom. Most of the work initially was moving everything to Zoom: this included the way 
we scheduled classes via the platform, assigned them to “rooms” and welcomed students. Even 
though Zoom existed before the pandemic, the learning curve was huge. My learning as a new 
Programs Coordinator (I was hired as PC for GrubStreet in January 2020) was shifted as well.  

 

Even after two years and going into a third year of providing and facilitating Online: Zoom 
programs, we continue to keep Online: Zoom classes as our largest fraction of class offerings. 
Discussions proceed on how to make sure that these class experiences are unique and engaging, not 
just log in, tune in, video lectures. Zoom isn’t perfect and the experience is something that took 
getting used to. Our Programs team actively discussed ways to make the space feel more casual and 
informal, especially since the platform was largely used for meetings prior. One example is the 
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elimination of the use of the “waiting room” for our Online: Zoom classes. We ask instructors to 
provide the students with the zoom link ahead of time (about 15 minutes before the class session), so 
that they can just click on it and join. This provides almost like a simulated “hallway” experience for 
students. Where they can chat and casually introduce themselves if they like. The concept of the 
waiting room feels inefficient in the Online: Zoom class because it’s an isolation that would not 
normally happen in a building where classes would take place. 

 

Zoom (our primary platform of choice) is still not the absolute best in terms of access. I love that 
participants don’t need to have accounts or pay to use it when clicking into a class. I love that there 
are options for how you can even show up (audio v. visual/video) and even the use of the virtual 
background that provides privacy. But there are still things that need work. We are still trying to 
better establish seamless access to live captioning for classes for students that need it. The use of 
downloadable text transcripts for students who need that for post class consumption and note-taking. 
We are still working on training instructors on maintaining and providing safe space in a virtual 
classroom as well with continued instructor training. I think that the sheer diversity of our instructor 
pool and class offerings continues to help here! We are constantly looking for new classes to offer 
via Zoom that better represent the array of folks who take our classes. Our mission presses our desire 
to prioritize equity and one of the best ways to outwardly be anti-racist is to offer programming that 
is anti-racist, inclusive and equitable. That’s always been my goal and Grub continues to pursue that.  

 

I also want to press that though there have been very recent and positive shifts toward “normalizing” 
due to lower Covid rates and great vaccination response, we are not planning on removing our 
Online: Zoom programming anytime soon. These classes are here to stay for years to come. It is 
really important to me as our Core Programs Coordinator we keep diversifying the classes we offer. 
Since I began scheduling the short classes for GrubStreet and with the effort to hire more self-
identified BIPOC instructors, we were able to offer more than double the amount of short class/free 
sessions led by BIPOC instructors last Fall. This all funnels into the need to keep Zoom and Online 
programming active and accessible for those teaching and those taking them. The need for virtual 
spaces remains vital to those who have now benefitted for years and its necessary they stay for years 
to come. 

Mission of GrubStreet: GrubStreet works to remove social, cultural, and institutional barriers in 
order to facilitate and support an expansive and equitable artistic ecosystem where all voices 
thrive and where storytelling flourishes. This mission is essential because our collective voices 
have the power to shape a more just and connected world by revealing truths, transforming lives, 
and deepening human understanding. 
 

Cheryl Buchanan: 
In 2021, Writers Without Margins expanded its online and Zoom programs, which we initiated 
shortly after the March, 2020 shutdown when we were forced to transition away from so many of our 
established, live partnerships in human services environments such as community health centers, 
shelters, addiction recovery and mental health facilities.  In this time of disruption and reinvention, so 



4 
 

much of the underlying inequity and volatility of the institutions and communities we interacted with 
was amplified.  Even the few partners who were able to continue our programs, theoretically, via 
technology could not implement group workshops in tight spaces due to the necessity of social 
distancing.  Most of our partners were having enough difficulty offering the basic survival services 
their own missions were founded upon. Perhaps because, somewhat ironically, the most isolated of 
our participants posed the least of a threat in terms of Covid, we did find ourselves offering live 
(masked) workshops at the Suffolk County House of Corrections months after everything else, 
everywhere else, had come to a halt.  Simultaneously, we sent out a year of weekly writing prompts, 
promoted our artists through videos and print media and focused on building communities, in virtual 
rooms, gathering new writers who had been pushed out of the worlds and structures they too once 
knew.  Promoted and supported by libraries in lower income neighborhoods and/or with primarily 
BIPOC patrons, we began offering workshops like, Writing to Cultivate, and Visible Invisibility, and 
we began to rethink, revise and grow into a larger universe with our same mission of literature 
beyond conventional spaces. Whether in a program, or your own home, we could still bring the 
workshop to you. And, we still brought the therapeutic tools of expressive writing to participants 
with the multiple goals of offering representative facilitators, literary exposure, craft development, a 
supportive environment, and eliciting personal insight founded upon a trauma-informed model.  As 
we move through 2022, several questions remain for us as an organization, however.  Covid is not 
going away. So, how do we reconnect with our base at the most complex and lowest resourced 
spaces?  We have found that, yes, there will always be more people to reach, but how do we make 
sure to reach those that are now getting even less help and are even more in need?   

 

Mission of Writers Without Margins: Dedicated to the fusion of art and advocacy, we take 
literature beyond conventional spaces. Our mission is to expand access to the literary arts for unheard 
and under-resourced communities in Greater Boston — including those isolated by the challenges of 
racism, addiction recovery, trauma, poverty, disability, and mental illness — through free, 
collaborative, writing workshops, public readings, and publication opportunities intended to 
empower community, amplify the voices of individuals, and to share stories with the world. 

 

Serina Gousby: 

Boston Writers of Color (BWOC) began in 2016, founded by former staffer and author 
Jonathan Escoffery. It currently comprises over 2,000 members across three platforms; 
Facebook, Meetup, and our mailing list. Our mission is to support BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, 
People of Color) writers, foster a more representative and inclusive writing community here in 
Boston, and work toward a more equitable publishing landscape. The idea for this group came 
from conversations among writers of color in GrubStreet’s student population as well as staff 
members, instructors, and writers in the Boston area. 
 
Mission of GrubStreet: GrubStreet works to remove social, cultural, and institutional barriers in 
order to facilitate and support an expansive and equitable artistic ecosystem where all voices 
thrive and where storytelling flourishes. This mission is essential because our collective voices 
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have the power to shape a more just and connected world by revealing truths, transforming lives, 
and deepening human understanding. 
 

• We hold monthly events such as day-long writing retreats, panel discussions, agent and 
editor visits, author visits, craft talks, and writing sessions. Currently our events are 
virtual and in consideration for in-person later this summer. 

• The BWOC Facebook Group comprises daily writing opportunities, resources, and 
engagement from BIPOC writers. Despite us having “Boston” in our name, anyone 
outside of Boston can join and participate in our programming. 

• Our monthly newsletter includes announcements, opportunities, resources, members’ 
good news, and upcoming events. 

• We provide Literary Support funding for BIPOC writers of $125 to cover submission 
fees, conference expenses, books, supplies, and other literary needs.  

• We have a curated list of GrubStreet classes taught by BIPOC instructors. 
• Every month, we celebrate BWOC members who shared with us their good news and 

literary accomplishments. 
 
If you are interested in learning more about the program, you can view more info on GrubStreet's 
website: https://grubstreet.org/programs/boston-writers-of-color/  
 

 

Blair Hurley: 
 
I’d like to talk about the two writing communities I found myself a part of during the pandemic. The 
first was the teaching environment, where I was responsible for making and building a host of Zoom 
classes, and learning along with other teachers what worked and what didn’t to help emerging writers 
find their voice and build a workshop together in a digital space. 
 
The second was the writer-parent community, which found itself particularly to be struggling during 
the pandemic, with many mothers discovering the American safety net was them, and the expectation 
of their tireless, unceasing labor and personal and career sacrifice. I had my baby in the first week of 
the pandemic, so my pandemic year was one of tremendous isolation as I learned how to re-find my 
identity and my writing life. But the writer parents I knew were a constant source of support and 
solidarity. I learned about Pen Parentis, the writer-parent community group, with an active online 
presence and regular virtual community meetups; and I was on quite a few group chats with fellow 
writer parents, where we commiserated, vented, and shared accountability.  
 
In the teaching community, some takeaways from the year that I would continue to use in the future: 
• Be gentle with students who are struggling; encouragement is always more helpful than shutting 
down someone’s work 
• Encourage community building within the class. Use breakout rooms; play games; have writers 
recommend books to each other and share relevant links in the chat 
• Keep up the expectation of literary citizenship. Give extra credit for attending virtual lit events. Get 

https://grubstreet.org/programs/boston-writers-of-color/upcoming-grubstreet-classes-taught-by-bipoc-instructors/
https://grubstreet.org/programs/boston-writers-of-color/celebrating-work-from-the-bwoc/
https://grubstreet.org/programs/boston-writers-of-color/celebrating-work-from-the-bwoc/
https://grubstreet.org/programs/boston-writers-of-color/
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students writing every week, even if you’re not able to offer feedback every week 
 
For writing parents, some takeaways: 
• Protect your time. Set aside time that is sacrosanct for writing and quiet reflection, whether waking 
up an hour earlier or giving up an hour of nothing time in the evening 
• Set weekly writing goals, and find an accountability partner 
• Reach out to fellow parents and be honest; ask the questions you’re afraid to ask bc asking them 
makes you think you’re a bad parent. 
• Writing can happen in little ways throughout the day. I realized I had a “nothing time” in the 
evening before I started dinner where my toddler was usually playing happily and I could sit and 
write in a notebook for half an hour. 

 

Moderator Questions: 
 

1.  Considering how vital virtual writing communities have become in these difficult, isolating, 
and stressful times, what approaches have worked for you to establish and maintain a nurturing, 
empowering, productive virtual spaces for the specific communities you serve? How has that 
space also fostered better diversity and inclusivity? What advice would you offer others wishing 
to establish or strengthen successful and more inclusive virtual literary communities?  

 
 

  
2.       What challenges have you faced in fostering and sustaining these virtual communities, 
perhaps in terms of achieving a sense of consistency/attendance or even engagement within 
these virtual groups, where some folks might be struggling with Zoom burnout or accessibility 
concerns, etc. Where have you succeeded in overcoming these challenges and what still needs 
work? What practical advice might you give others in how to overcome or rethink solutions to 
these obstacles?  
  
  

 
3. As we already know, most states and federal courts have already dropped mask 
requirements, and specific literary organizations such as GrubStreet have begun to shift their 
class programming and author events to their on-site location, particularly this summer. 

Yet the possibility of new COVID-19 variants certainly remains a concern, along with what might 
be lost if we do away with virtual opportunities for writers to connect how might that damage 
already literary communities which have thrived, especially among more vulnerable 
communities (or folks who would not normally have an opportunity to meet in person) where it 
might be more challenging to connect as writers and share opportunities, information, support, 
etc. Which virtual/hybrid opportunities/approaches developed during the pandemic deserve to 
be kept and why?  
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4. What might we risk losing if we shift our programming, author readings, workshops, and 
other literary events away from virtual or hybrid spaces and return to on-site only? 


