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Transcript
[MUSICAL INTRO]

From the University Writing Center at the University of Texas at Austin, with host Alice Batt…
How We Write.
 
[OVERLAPPING VOICES]
This is Alice Batt with How We Write. I’m at the 2023 International Writing Centers Association conference in Baltimore, Maryland. And I'm speaking with Sue Mendelsohn from Columbia University. Hi, Sue. 

00:00:37 SUE
Hi, Alice. 

00:00:37 ALICE
Nice to see you. 

00:00:38 SUE
You too. 

00:00:40 ALICE
And we are going to talk a bit about Sue's writing process and her writing center at Columbia. So, Sue, would you tell us a little bit about yourself? Anything you want to tell us about your research interests, your work in the writing center? Just get us started. 

00:00:57 SUE
Sure. So I'm an Ohioan who found writing centers in college, and as an undergrad, and started working in them and really, really loved being able to do the work. It opened up a lot for me, although I can't say it necessarily influenced my writing process until later. And then I showed up at graduate school at the University of Texas. And on the first day of graduate student orientation, Sarah Kimball, who was the writing center director or coordinator at the time, came to talk to us about the writing center, and I very excitedly came up to her afterward and said, when does our training start? So I was that nerd, and Sarah's answer was: what training? 

00:01:40 ALICE
Yeah, I remember I worked in that writing center, too. 

00:01:42 SUE
Yeah. And so, I was lucky enough to become an assistant director as a graduate student in the Texas writing center and got to develop a training program, which was a pleasure, and then went on to the St. Louis University Writing center, and now at Columbia. So, it's been a really fun path for me, and my heart is in writing centers. Yeah. 

00:02:05 ALICE
Was there a particular moment when you began to think of yourself as a writer? 

00:02:13 SUE
It's probably pretty recent for me, probably when I was working on my dissertation, which was not that long ago, because I left Texas, sat down my dissertation for a long time, and then picked it back up, you know, 15 years ago or 13 years ago. And so, when I got that deep in a project, which I had never done before, gotten that deep, then I felt like, oh, this is what writers do. But I have to say, I have no investment in feeling like a writer or not feeling like a writer. It's not either which way. It's not a big part of my identity. I don't really care whether I feel like a writer or not. I still have to write. So, for me, it's just about the work and the action. 

00:02:52 ALICE
Yeah. Yeah. And what genres do you write regularly? What I typically do is give people like 10 seconds to rattle off a bunch of genres. If that works for you, we can do it. 

00:03:02 SUE
Sure. 

00:03:03 ALICE
Okay. 

00:03:05 SUE
Text, emails, academic articles, reports, excel spreadsheets, lesson plans, and all kinds of teaching documents, handouts, meeting minutes. I write a lot. I'm probably tapped out after that. 

00:03:27 ALICE
That's fine. That's a good array. So, pick one of those genres and tell us about the process you follow or you're engaged in when you write in that genre. 

00:03:37 SUE
Yeah. Oh, I'll pick a genre I didn't mention, which is conference papers, just because we're here at a conference. 

00:03:42 ALICE
Yeah, perfect. 

00:03:43 SUE
Okay, so, and that's fresh in my mind. So, I'll talk about my process for writing the paper I presented here, and my typical sort of writing for a conference paper. So, I've been doing research in the same area for a long time, and so this large body of research is sort of lurking around in my life, and I have a fairly good sense at this point of what I want to go back to and reread when I'm starting a specific project. So, I've got, you know, research docs and PDF's and things open on my computer. If I'm at work, I have it attached to a big screen so that can be on one side, and then I can have often just like a good old word doc on the other side where I can take notes. And so, I'll do a little hopping back and forth between the reading and the notes. I'm a big bullet lister, which I feel like sort of lowers the stakes for me to just to feel invited to be like, “I have a thought. I don't know what to do with it yet, or where it goes. Here's a bullet point.” And then really, really early on, I usually ask one of my colleagues, usually it's Jason Ueda, who's the coordinator at the Columbia Writing Center, to talk it through with me. And I really try to use those conversations to develop my fluency for the ideas that I'm thinking about, because if I can be more fluent about them in my speech, and Jason is amazing about sort of making maps and transcripts of what I'm trying to do and then showing them to me and then asking me to intervene in them. And so, developing that kind of fluency with my ideas helps me translate that into moving from a bunch of bullet points to maybe more bullet points, to some notes, to some moving around bullet points. And then, so, for example, for this conference paper, I had that kind of doc going, and I had talked through with Jason what I was maybe interested in getting at, and I think I talked it through with a couple of other colleagues and friends, too, and just got sort of their sense of it. So, a thing that is true about me is I really don't like drafting. 

00:05:53 ALICE
Interesting. 

00:05:54 SUE
For me, it's just painful. And so, for a long time, I interpreted that as, I don't like writing, or I hate writing. I still don't like writing because it's just labor. But it turns out I could just narrow that down for myself after a while and sort of say, well, there are parts of writing I actually do get some satisfaction out of. Drafting isn't one of them. So, in this conference paper, I just played with that doc and added more and more elaborate notes and moved them around and worked with them until gradually they sort of secretly become paragraphs without me having to sit down and be like, “I am now drafting.” 

00:06:30 ALICE
Sort of fool yourself into it. 

00:06:31 SUE
Yeah. 

00:06:31 ALICE
Yeah. 

00:06:32 SUE
Because I wouldn't do it if I was going to sit down and draft. 

00:06:35 ALICE
That's really interesting. That may be the most interesting drafting process I've heard. So let me go back to the thought of transcripts. You said Jason helps you transcribe it. Are you talking literal transcripts, like he records things for you? 

00:06:51 SUE
I've never asked him to record, but he'll often take notes, and he'll do something for me that I find really useful, that he calls a heat map, which is that on the sheet of paper, he'll write down some of my snippets of words. And at the end, when I'm sort of done emptying my brain of ideas, we'll turn to his notes, and he'll say, now I heard you talk about-- he'll do some say back; “I heard you talk about this, this, this, and this, and I heard you get really excited when you were over here.” And he'll do a big circle. 

00:07:22 ALICE
Oh, that's cool. 

00:07:23 SUE
Around the, you know, one or two things that apparently I was the most fired up about. 

00:07:28 ALICE
Wow. 

00:07:28 SUE
And I'm not a good judge of that when I'm talking things through, because my brain is so focused on juggling the thing, and it's always so illuminating for me, because then the invitation is to jump into those areas of the heat map and see what connections there might be or where I can go deeper. And from there, then we do another round. Okay. If I was going to focus on this as the center of, let's say, the narrative of my research, what would the rest of the piece look like? 

00:07:55 ALICE
Wow. That's really neat. I think I'm gonna have to steal the heat map idea. 

00:07:58 SUE
It's so helpful. 

00:07:59 ALICE
Thank you, Jason. 

00:08:00 SUE
Thank you, Jason. 

00:08:02 ALICE
Great. Did COVID affect your writing process? 

00:08:05 SUE
Yeah, it affected it really profoundly. I think, like others, I really struggled to get writing done, period. And so I learned some strategies that aren't new strategies, but were ones I came to rely on differently. So, for example, I guess there were two big ones. One is Pomodoro's, and the other is writing with others. And writing with others has always been really important to me because writing is work, and so I really won't do it unless I'm accountable to show up with someone and just write alongside them. 

00:08:35 ALICE
Yeah. 

00:08:36 SUE
So, I've always had writing partners, but especially during COVID like, scheduling those, you know, at a certain time each day or each week, and really committing to the regular-ness of that practice. And doing Pomodoro’s with friends was very, very helpful. 

00:08:51 ALICE
And then all this is happening online? 

00:08:53 SUE
Yeah, all on Zoom. And so, for me, it's just like, turn off the self-view on the camera. 

00:08:58 ALICE
Yeah. 

00:08:59 SUE
And don't worry about it. Put in some music and just get going. But I really struggled to be productive. The Pomodoro’s really helped me at the end of each 25 minutes chunk feel actually more energized about my writing than I was when I came in, which I don't usually have that experience as a writer. I usually experience being more and more drained as I move through a writing session. And so that was a real eye opener for me. And then I started a collaborative project, a co-written project during COVID and spent a lot of time with my writing partner, Clarissa Walker, on Zoom. And that sucked, you know, because of Zoom. 

00:09:42 ALICE
Okay. 

00:09:43 SUE
No, I mean, the only thing that kept me sort of showing up was my writing part. 

00:09:46 ALICE
Right, right. 

00:09:47 SUE
Like, my co-writer. 

00:09:49 ALICE
Sorry. Context is good. Yeah. 

00:09:50 SUE
Having someone there who we were going to show up and think through things together was hugely helpful otherwise. So, I got an article, Clarissa, and I got an article done during COVID. 

00:10:03 ALICE
And using that method. 

00:10:05 SUE
Using that method. And that was the only thing that helped me just move forward. 

00:10:10 ALICE
Yeah. I think Covid caused so many of us to rethink our processes or reengage them in ways we hadn't considered before. Just in the neurodiversity support groups on campus, they talk about body doubling as something that people do, and it's like the whole world suddenly needed to body double. 

00:10:35 SUE
Yes. Because it also works for people who are not neurodivergent. 

00:10:40 ALICE
Yeah. Yeah. How about your writing center? How did COVID affect that? 

00:10:46 SUE
It affected us really profoundly, like probably most writing centers. So, we changed what we were doing sort of on like a, “here are the services we're offering” level. But I think the changes were also really big. Just in the day-to-day interactions we had with writers, we learned how to work with video conferencing really, really fast, and we did some training around that and learned what kind of training there was because we had done very little in that direction in the past. We were an all in-person writing center for the most part before that. And so, we learned a lot really fast. We tried to figure out how to have staff meetings when we were all in these little, like, Brady Bunch Zoom boxes. And that was very hard and not very satisfying. But I will say that we have a phenomenal staff of people, and they found ways to keep the community going, and they were really thoughtful and intentional about that. So, thinking about things like, during our staff meeting on Zoom, the chat was poppin’. So even though, you know, one of the, like, creepy parts of Zoom is that everyone mutes and one person is speaking, so you get none of the kind of phatic sounds that let you know if your joke landed or anything like that, it's demoralizing. 

00:12:05 ALICE
Right. 

00:12:05 SUE
And so, the chat was the place people decided that that would happen. So, if someone said, “I submitted an article today.” In the chat, it would just, you know, go on, and there would be so much connection there, which I think kept me going and I hope kept my colleagues going. I think it did. In terms of our work with writers in consultation, the last couple of weeks, I've been reading consultation reports from that period of time because I've been having been doing a lot of report writing, and it's been a really interesting way to reflect for me. And one of the things that came up in some of those reports was consultants saying “this writer just came by because they wanted to talk.” 

00:12:44 ALICE
Mm hmm. 

00:12:45 SUE
And it wasn't necessarily about writing. 

00:12:46 ALICE
Yeah. 

00:12:47 SUE
But I think that's what we're here for now, also. 

00:12:49 ALICE
Yeah. 

00:12:50 SUE
Is to just be someone who can listen and be present for an individual, because students-- it was almost impossible for them to get that in their classes on Zoom in a way they could in person anymore. And I'm proud that my consultants made those choices. 

00:13:03 ALICE
Yeah. That's terrific. Yeah. I love when, when you really see writing center consultants inhabiting the job in ways that they have to make choices about, big choices about, like, you know, “what are we here for” and “what is my role in the situation and what does the circumstance require?” 

00:13:28 SUE
Right. And we get to choose compassion. 

00:13:29 ALICE
And we get to choose compassion. Yeah, it's pretty cool. That is awesome. Are there any rituals or beliefs about writing you've had to let go of? 

00:13:39 SUE
Gosh, I've changed a lot as a writer over my, you know, since, like, let's say, undergrad. So, yeah, I've let go of a lot. Thinking back to my undergrad self, I really was one of those, you know, write it at the last minute. I need pressure to write “one and done” draft writers. And in graduate school, I really struggled, of course, and had to change my writing radically. So, the idea that one individual's brain power should be able to just give birth to a completed paper, obviously, I was disabused of. As soon as the tasks that people were asking me to do got more complex that collapsed, of course. And so, I had to learn a lot about process. And part of that, of course, learning that all of the ways to be unsure in my writing and work my way into confidence or knowing that it's so iterative and it takes place over so much time that so much of my writing is really just fumbling around and exploring what I'm not sure about. And I think it turns out now, as someone who, you know, I write for a living and I work on publishing, it turns out that actually, that for me, that's so much more satisfying because I get to be in the position of learner or detective rather than prover or asserter. And it's much, much more interesting to me to be the person who's exploring and finding new things. That gets really exciting. 

00:15:18 ALICE
I keep coming back in my mind to you, and I don't know, you know, it's there in the language, so I can't pinpoint the person that pointed it out to me. But that essay means to try, and that there is that kind of joy in trying and not knowing exactly where it's going to go. Just giving yourself the time, creating the space to actually try. 

00:15:41 SUE
Yeah. And to know that trying sometimes means you're going to totally fail. 

00:15:45 ALICE
Right. 

00:15:45 SUE
Most of the time. And so that if we build that into our expectations and our practices, then it's just a part of it. It's not that we can't write or it's not a failure. I think that's why I push back against a little bit against the notion of thinking about yourself as a writer, as this sort of essential identity category, because then if it fails, does that mean you're not a writer? Yeah, I have no attachment to that. 

00:16:16 ALICE
Then you'll have an interesting take on this question, because I'm framing it as if writer is an identity. It's actually an activity. How do you sustain yourself as a writer? What do you do to sustain your energy, your habits, your creativity, your goals? 

00:16:30 SUE
I work in a writing center. 

00:16:31 ALICE
There you go. 

00:16:33 SUE
And so, I'm surrounded by a really lively writing community and colleagues who want to nerd out on conversations about writing process, like we're doing now, and who are fascinated by learning from each other. So that keeps me going. Writing with others is really important to me. So, I'll set, you know, writing dates with friends and colleagues to just get things done. We'll meet at a coffee shop and, you know, for three or 4 hours and just get some work done together. That sustains me coming to conferences, talking to colleagues. So, I think the answer is, it's very social for me. And the other part of it, what sustains me is if I'm really interested in what I'm learning. 

00:17:13 ALICE
Yeah. 

00:17:14 SUE
And so, then I get fired up, and I'll want to return to it on the weekend and stick with it. 

00:17:20 ALICE
So, talk to us about what you're writing now. 

00:17:24 SUE
So, right now, I'm working on a history of writing instruction at historically Black colleges during the Jim Crow era. 

00:17:33 ALICE
Wow. 

00:17:34 SUE
And what I'm really interested in understanding better is so much of our frame around the teaching of writing in the United States is that our goal as teachers of writing historically and now has been toward democratization, toward helping shape citizens who will be good, democratic citizens and who know how to think critically and deliberate and communicate their ideas. And so, if, like, the teaching of writing and citizenship are so closely connected, what does it look like to teach writing to students who don't have full rights of citizenship during the Jim Crow era? And the answer, it turns out, is that it looks really different than the teaching, in some ways, than the teaching that was going on at predominantly white institutions during the Jim Crow era. So that's what I'm working on now. I have a book project, and I just got a research leave in the spring, so I'm going to try to finish the book. 

00:18:35 ALICE
Awesome. 

00:18:35 SUE
In the spring. 

00:18:36 ALICE
Well, I will look forward to seeing it when it comes out. Thank you so much for talking to me today, sue. 

00:18:43 SUE
My pleasure. Thanks for being interested in this. 

00:18:45 ALICE
Oh, I'm totally interested in this. This is Alice Batt. I've been speaking with Sue Mendelson at the 2023 IWCA conference in Baltimore, Maryland. Until next time, keep writing. 
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