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[MUSICAL INTRO] 
From the University Writing Center at the University of Texas at Austin, with host Alice Batt… 
How We Write. 
 
00:00:13 ALICE 
Welcome to “How We Write.” This is Alice Batt at the 2023 International Writing Centers Association Conference in Baltimore, MD. And I am here with Jamie Garner, who teaches at Augusta University in Georgia, and full disclosure, he worked at our writing center, the Writing Center at the University of Texas at Austin, so Jamie and I know each other pretty well. Hi, Jamie. Welcome.  
JAMIE 
Hi, Alice. It's good to see you again. 
ALICE 
Good to see you too. We’re on day 2 of the conference. It’s a good time to get settled in and have a conversation about writing. So let's start off with you telling us a little bit about yourself, your work with writing centers, anything else you want to tell us. 
00:01:04 JAMIE 
Yeah. So I've worked in writing centers now 15 years off and on, something like that. Since 2009. I actually started, got my start at Augusta University, where I am now, as an undergraduate. I had a professor in a class on John Milton, and something happened with the writing center that semester. And by the end of the semester, this professor, who was brand new, got thrown into the role of kind of interim writing center director. And so he was desperate to find, you know, people who could work in the writing center. And so he tapped me and a couple of people who had done pretty well in the class, and I fell in love with it. And yeah, so that was kind of my, you know, that was the beginning of my writing center journey. I was very mad when I got to the University of Georgia to do my master’s degree and they wouldn't let me, you know, tutor in the writing center. Yeah. They would only let PhD students. 
 
ALICE 
Oh wow. OK. 
00:02:05 JAMIE 
Yeah. And so I actually found that there was this athletic writing center. It was this whole separate-- 
ALICE 
Like the one at UT is. 
JAMIE 
Yeah, exactly. So I ended up getting a job there for a year before I started teaching comp. And then before I knew it, my MA was over, and I was very excited when I got my acceptance to the University of Texas to learn that working in the writing center could be part of my, you know, commitment and my stipend. So yeah. 
00:02:35 ALICE 
Yeah, I'm remembering the first day you came to the writing center and you were sitting in the crowded little break room with everyone else asking questions. 
JAMIE 
Yeah. Our little break room that had the sliding doors and the little fridge at the back and yeah. 
 ALICE 
Right. We have since moved into a much bigger and luxurious space we're very grateful for. 
JAMIE 
Yes, I got to be a part of that, too. That was my second year as a PhD student. 
ALICE 
Yeah, that was a huge move. 
JAMIE 
Yeah. And then y’all couldn’t get rid of me. 
00:03:00 ALICE 
Writing centers couldn't get rid of you, not that what they wanted to. So you are associate director right now. 
JAMIE 
I'm associate director of the Augusta University Writing Center. Yeah, that, yeah, all that long preamble is all leading to there. Yeah, so I was actually, I finished my PhD at UT in 2020 and then did a postdoc there and then spent a year in New York at Fordham University, and I thought we were going to be in New York longer than we were. It was a great job  and Fordham was awesome. But this job, which was in my hometown at my alma mater, you know, directing, helping direct the writing center where I got my start was like, OK, I have to go after this. And so it was like, yeah, exactly. I mean, you know. 
00:03:38 ALICE 
It's a sign, yeah. 
JAMIE 
I felt like the pieces were just aligning too easily because I mean that was the only job I 
applied for that year. And you know, and here we are, you know, living in my hometown helping-- 
ALICE Awesome. 
 
JAMIE 
--do a lot of cool stuff at our writing center, which is really growing and was growing, you know, before I got there. But it's been really wonderful to be a part of that and see how it's grown and changed. 
00:04:05 ALICE 
That's terrific. Yeah. It's a great opportunity. So, Jamie, was there a particular moment when you began to think of yourself as a writer? 
JAMIE 
I think there were a couple of moments. The two that stick out in my mind...I mean, working in the writing center definitely helps me sort of take on that identity as a writer, you know, and, and so there, there was definitely this feeling as I started learning more about kind of the craft of writing, you know, and then writing center pedagogy as an undergrad. 
That made me start thinking of myself both, as, you know, a writing consultant, but then also, you know, more as a writer. The moment, to me, where I started really thinking of myself as a writer: I had this kind of writing mentor in college. Shout out to Doug. And Doug was, Doug was kind of a non-traditional student. He was returning after, you know, done college once and he was coming back for, you know, something else. And Doug...so I was maybe 20, 21. Doug was about 30. We just hit it off and he kind of took me under his wing. He was a very good writer. We started reviewing each other's papers outside of class. Not in a class-assigned peer review. It was like, “Oh my gosh, we can do this,” you know. And Doug highlighted a sentence and he wrote. “That's cute. Stop it.” That was his comment. I think I was like alliterating or something, you know?  
 
 
00:05:27 JAMIE 
And it was, it was this moment where it pissed me off, but then I went, “OK, I'm gonna make it better. And I'm going...,” you know? And it and it, it was this, like, sudden, you know--Yeah, it was like, “No, there's a reason I've chosen this English major. I'm better than this line that I wrote. I can do that.” I needed somebody to push me on that, not let me get, you know, lazy, complacent, and I was like, “OK, it could be better and I can do that.” And that was one of those moments where it was suddenly I was like--You know, it wasn't just-- it just added this layer, in a good way, I think. It could have been a bad moment, but it added this, you know, was playful enough, I think, that it added this kind of selfconsciousness to my writing. And then I would leave comments like that on his writing and then just go back and forth and you know it was good. 
00:06:19 ALICE  
A little nudging each other? 
JAMIE 
Yeah, a little poking each other. It was great. 
ALICE 
Oh, that's great. What a great story. So I've been asking people what genres they write regularly, and I like to, like, give you 10 seconds to let you rattle things off. 
JAMIE OK. 
ALICE 
So go. 
00:06:42 JAMIE 
OK, let's see emails, text messages, handouts, website copy, academic writing of, you know, research articles, book reviews. Let's see, consultation reports. Notes to the tutors to not be so loud in the space, yeah. 
ALICE Stop. 
JAMIE 
Yeah, stop. 
ALICE 
That's good. 
 
 
JAMIE 
Encouraging notes to the tutors as well, you know, but yeah, let's see. I know there are more. I think it’s in Jackie Grutsch McKinney's book, Peripheral Visions [For Writing Centers], she's got that long list of things that directors--when I got my, you know, first post- grad-school writing-center director at Fordham job, I read that book and it was just like, “Oh my gosh,” you know, yeah, it was like “Oh, wow, yeah, we do all these things.” It's all writing, and yeah. I could add editing videos, writing scripts for videos-- 
ALICE 
Multimodal writing. 
JAMIE 
Yeah, lots of multimodal writing. Powerpoint presentations, yeah. 
00:07:45 ALICE 
Awesome. So pick one, and talk to us about the process you go through when you're writing in that genre. 
JAMIE 
Let's go with the one that I do actually the most, which is probably kind of professional development and workshops. Yeah. So we do a lot of PD not only for our staff, but for faculty around the university on a variety of topics. They just come to us and request workshops. 
00:08:12 JAMIE 
You know, for me it's thinking a lot it--It starts a lot with thinking about my audience and what their needs are. I mean, the nice thing about doing workshops is I go talk to them. So I go talk to them and find out what they need. And then the next step is I do some research and, you know, I try to find whatever the kind of, you know, writing center/composition studies-backed research is for what I'm trying to accomplish, and then I sit on it for a few weeks and I don't touch it, you know? And then I come back to it, you know, a couple of weeks probably before it's due and try to get a draft done. And then that's where, you know, the next part of... I've become a lot more--in my writing process, whether it's with workshops or any of that kind of work or with even just academic writing--just a lot more collaborative than I than I used to be. Despite my Doug undergraduate story. I like retreated from that and then became isolated and became more social with it more recently. But so then, like I and, you know, either one of the professional staff members or our director, Candis Bond (shout out to Candis), will go over it kind of together, figure out what the next revision steps are. Sometimes we'll show it to the people that we're, you know, working with. That’s a little rare. You know, most people just want, you know, they want you to make the thing and then just bring the product. But occasionally they do want to offer some feedback on it. And then it's just more, you know, kind of working on it and tinkering with it. I mean, I'm a perfectionist. This is my flaw, so I will sit there and tinker with something to death until the last, like, you know, 5 minutes before I'm presenting it until I'm suddenly like “"Shoot. I have to flip these two slides,” you know. Or like, “I need to reword this slide” or “Oh, there's this article that I need to pop that in, you know, just get a reference to that,” and I'll keep tinkering with it. And then finally I just have to call it done, you know and that's kind of the--If I had to try to break down my step-by-step process, that’s, you know-- 
ALICE Yeah. 
 JAMIE 
And you know, there's some draft... going through that like post-process model of the writing process. You know, it's back and forth. It's, I do some drafting, some research. I come back to, you know, revising and editing, and then I'm, you know, all over the place. Yeah so. 
00:10:33 ALICE 
Cool. So did COVID affect your writing process? 
JAMIE 
COVID definitely affected my writing process in a couple of ways. I mean, depending on the genre I'm writing in, I think. For academic writing, it kind of made me...it was hard to write for a while. It was. I mean, I found myself...and this was, like, COVID hit, you know, I've told you this story, but COVID hit... let's see. My first kid was born in...No. See, I defended my dissertation-- 00:11:02 ALICE  
Right. Yeah, you had a big year.  
 
JAMIE 
Then two weeks later, my first kid was born, and then two weeks after that, the world shut down with COVID. And I had just turned in my dissertation, just finished it. I had a couple of revisions, you know, minor revisions to make. And technically, because of my, like, progress in the PhD program, I technically had till August to make those. I couldn't bring myself to make those till like July. Like yeah, I was just, you know, I was like, “I can't even think about this. I can't touch it.” So there was something about academic writing. It definitely that changed my writing process that way. 
00:11:39 JAMIE 
It definitely also tempered my perfectionism a little bit, I think, with the professional angle, because it made me go “OK, some of this stuff, you just have to get it done. You've just got to get it out. You can't fuss over it. You're having to learn how to teach online. You're having to do all this, you know, other stuff.” And then it also, you know, I think it gave me greater compassion, I think, for people who struggle with their writing, who write very, very slowly  or, you know, struggle with their process and find it just find agonizing amid, you know, something like a global pandemic. So, yeah. 
00:12:24 ALICE 
No, that's, that's a terrific answer. That's, I mean--Yeah, if COVID did anything it was slow us down.  
JAMIE 
I felt that, yeah. 
ALICE 
But then there are gifts from that. 
 JAMIE 
Yeah, yeah, for sure. 
ALICE 
Yeah. How about your writing center? Well, you were in Fordham... 
 JAMIE 
OK, so this is interesting. I got to experience-- kind of experience-- It was like a beginning, middle and end. I got to experience the effects of the pandemic in three writing centers because I was working at UT still when the first, you know when the first wave-- I was like, right on the tail end of my employment at UT. 
ALICE Right. 
00:13:00 JAMIE 
And so, I mean, I remember us scrambling to find ways to work from home. I think we set up like that central hub. Let's see, I was interim, I was like interim graduate assistant coordinator. Yeah. And so, yeah, we were scrambling to figure how to get all our programming online and make sure that, you know, services to graduate students moved online in a way that was effective. And yeah, I remember the scramble there. I remember that I heard someone refer to the like AI boom in March as like “the frenzy.” And that's what I think of with the, you know, first of those like two weeks after, you know, yeah, after the pandemic it was like: Oh my gosh, we're yeah we're having-- we'd been taught, up to that point--I remember being part of the administrative team at the UT Writing Center and we were talking about, we were like, gradually rolling out online appointments. Like I had done a couple up to that point, and then suddenly I was like OK, this is all we're doing now, you know? Yeah. So and then, in the middle of the pandemic, then I find myself at Fordham University in New York where it was like, you know, they were trying to figure out--they were going back to school in person in 2021. Fully in person. And so we were having to negotiate,  you know, how the writing center, which had been totally online and then that led to, you know--I mean, I don't, I don't think I'm talking out of turn here, but that definitely had an effect on our budget. You know, once you know it was like, OK, we didn't need all these funds during the pandemic when we were all online and then suddenly our budget changes and, you know, I arrive in this job and it’s like “Oh, wait!” 
ALICE 
You want this money! 
 
00:14:51 JAMIE 
Yeah, “We still need this money if you’re making us come back in person.” There were some, you know, just some crossed wires there trying to untangle those. And then, I mean, it's been very interesting coming to then Augusta University a year later on kind of, I guess on the other side of the pandemic, in a lot of ways, but still very much feeling the effects of it just with, you know-- I'd never done asynchronous written feedback, you know, when tutoring, and that's 50% of what we do because you know, because we found when the pandemic hit there were all these graduate students that were using our services. We’re pretty well split between, you know, it's like 50/50. Like undergraduate, and then staff and faculty and grad students are the other 50. 
ALICE 
Oh, you serve everybody? 
00:15:36 JAMIE 
We serve everybody. Yeah. Yeah. So what we found, you know, I arrived and it was like, “oh, wow.” So we've got this, you know, really well done-- I mean, Candis is very thoughtful about how she set it up-- really well done, you know, asynchronous written feedback. But then it's like, “OK, we're back in person now. We want to get people back into the center,” as well, you know. And so we're, you know, we kind of felt, you know, the effects of the pandemic. I, you know, being still new and the role, I can't speak to all of the ways the pandemic, you know, affected my current position and what was going on before I got there, but I mean it's these little lingering...you know, it's just these traces of the pandemic that like change the way we work and that they're still there and still around, and some of them weren't all bad. You know, the written feedback, I think, is like-- there are really cool things that you can do with asynchronous-- particularly for really experienced writers, I think it's a great way for--You know, I don't know that it serves first year freshman, you know, who have never used the writing center as well, but for a grad student, you know, who's in the education department and doing this as part of their, like, that's exactly what they need. So yeah. 
00:16:47 ALICE 
Yeah, I know. That's...I hadn't thought of it in terms of how long the person had been doing this kind of writing, for the freshman, more presence-- 
00:17:00 JAMIE 
Not to go totally off topic here, but like what we find--and not chase a rabbit, I guess, as my dad would say--we, you know, we find that with freshmen, it's like they do really well if they have, like, a first appointment in person or, you know, on zoom or whatever. And then they do written feedback after that. Because they built some rapport with the person. 
ALICE 
They work with the same person repeatedly?  
JAMIE 
They can. 
 
00:17:32 ALICE 
Oh, that's nice. OK. So, Jamie, are there any rituals or beliefs about writing that you've had to let go of? 
JAMIE 
Well, this is one I think about a lot. As a perfectionist, and I've had to let go of the “It has to be perfect,” you know, “before I can move on,” or “I have to know everything about the topic before I can start writing it.” Those are definitely two that I've had to let go of. Occasionally I worry that I've let go of the perfectionism to where I'm like, “OK, this is too much of a crap draft now!” You know, my word vomit draft, you know? But yeah, definitely those. 
00:18:10 JAMIE 
Yeah, I've never been much of a--well, actually, yeah, with rituals. I mean, I've always, you know, I used to think I needed, you know, 4 hours or something to write, and now it's like no, actually, if I write in much smaller bursts I get a lot more done. 
ALICE 
Half-hour here, half-hour there. 
JAMIE 
Yeah, exactly.   Yeah. Even 15 minutes, you know. Yeah. 
 ALICE 
Yeah, it’s amazing how a busy professional life makes you think “Oh, look, there's that 20minute nook where I can get something done!” 
00:18:32 JAMIE 
Oh, sure. I somehow managed to get through most of grad school without, you know, having like a good Outlook calendar. Yeah. Now I'm like I live or die by my Outlook calendar. So, you know, and it's yeah, it's color-coded.  
ALICE Yay! 
 
JAMIE  
 And yeah, it's slotting the writing and in between the and protecting that time, so yeah. 
00:18:58 ALICE 
I’m a big believer in the Outlook calendar. Yeah, and how do you sustain yourself as a writer? What do you do to sustain your energy? Creativity, habits, goals? 
JAMIE 
I mean, this is something, you know, I'm very fortunate to be in a writing center where we have professional staff who are all doing research. And so we're all very supportive of each other. We all presented, we presented as a group at IWCA this year. 
And you know, so we all, last year we all had some kind of publication accepted. Yeah. Or you know, that's coming out. All of us. And so I have a good community kind of built in. I've been thinking a lot about this though. I mean, I want to find--as wonderful as my writing center community is, I think finding a community who's writing about some of the stuff that, you know, I'm especially interested in I think would be, you know, good. So this is a question. Like, I don't know that I'm doing the sustaining as well as I could yet, but I do have some buil- in mechanisms with my job that that do some of that. 
00:20:00 ALICE 
Yeah, but it sounds like you got an idea for what would sustain you? 
JAMIE 
I do. Yeah. And I think also just trying to find—now that I haven't been a student for a while-it's like I get to write about stuff that I'm really interested in. And so yeah. And so trying to find just find new topics that are, you know, kind of interesting. 
ALICE 
What are those?  
00:20:30 JAMIE 
Right now it’s AI. I was sort of dragged against my will into the AI conversation. 
ALICE 
Kicking and screaming. 
 
JAMIE 
My brother-in-law started sending me, you know, here's a Shakespeare sonnet written in  the style of The Beatles. So, shout out to Seth also. I'm just greeting all of my friends on this podcast today. 
ALICE Yeah. 
00:20:50 JAMIE 
This was back in October of last year. Then we went away for Thanksgiving break. We came back, and the writing center inbox was just flooded with, you know, people gripped with terror about the rise of AI. And what we found that was, you know, we decided like, OK, well we're the center for writing excellence. We need to, you know, to try to find some ways to get ahead of this may slow some of the panic down a little bit. I mean as you know it's now kind of a cliche, but you know, Socrates said writing was going to, you know, just lead to destroy thinking and ethics and all that. So every time a new technology comes out, there's always the, you know, the panic over it.  
00:21:31 And so I found myself, you know, collaborating with people from the university that I wouldn't have normally, you know, gotten to know. And it's very interesting because I mean, we in the humanities are--I think, justifiably, I’m not trying to downplay that--scared of, you know, AI right now and in a lot of ways. It's really ratcheted up the fears of plagiarism. But I'm working with a colleague in the Music Department on an IRB study. We're kind of in the beginning stages of that, about how kind of how professors’ attitudes toward it have changed, you know, over the last several months, and kind of getting more, like, actual survey data of what they really think of it. And then we've got another article, and it's interesting because working with someone in music: AI has been around forever in music.  
ALICE 
Oh, that’s really interesting. Yeah. 
00:22:22 JAMIE 
It's funny. I've got colleagues in the art department who are justifiably--very rightly, I think, maybe even more than us in writing in some ways--terrified of what this is going to do to their industries. But then in music it's a different situation where they're like, “Oh, we've been using this technology for like 40 years and you don't realize that, you know, but we we've been using auto tune and pitch correction,” and all this stuff that's  basically, you know, AI in various forms. And so that's my latest, you know, kind of topic. And then I and I try to keep my foot in--my first love is the history of rhetoric. And so I'm trying to keep a foot in that world and toes in that world, I guess. But yeah right now it's AI and writing center tutor training are kind of where my head is, so yeah. 
 00:23:18 ALICE 
OK. Well, and maybe you know, maybe someone will hear this podcast and reach out. Say: “Jamie, I'd love to be working with you in a group on this!” 
JAMIE 
No, they might! Come on, yeah. 
 ALICE 
Well, I think that's a great place for us to end the conversation. Thank you so much. It's a pleasure to see you as always. 
JAMIE 
Yeah. Thank you. 
JAMIE 
It’s great to see you, yeah. 
ALICE 
This is Alice Batt. I've been speaking with Jamie Garner at the 2023 IWCA conference in Baltimore, MD. Until next time, keep writing. 
 
