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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.


[INTERVIEW] 00:00:24 ALICE
Hi and welcome to How We Write. This Alice Batt. I'm at the 2023 international Writing Centers Association conference in Baltimore, MD. And I have the pleasure of speaking with Courtney Massie. Hi, Courtney.
COURTNEY
Hi, it's good to be here. ALICE
It's good to see you. Why don't you tell us a little bit about yourself: Where you're working, what your title is, how long you've been working in writing centers?
00:00:50 COURTNEY
Sure. So I am the assistant director of the writing center at George Mason University, just down the road from here in Baltimore. We're in Fairfax, VA, outside DC, and I have been there since January of 2017 and before that I worked at the UT Austin Writing Center as a graduate administrator of various types, for a few years, and I got my start in writing centers as a consultant at the UWC back in 2012.
ALICE
And true confessions, Courtney worked with me. COURTNEY
Yes

ALICE
Here we are, meeting again at the Writing Center Convention, or conference, and it is a delight.
00:01:28 COURTNEY
So glad to be here. ALICE
Me too. So let's start taking a trip down memory lane. As far as you want to go. Was there a particular moment when you began to think of yourself as a writer?
00:01:42 COURTNEY
I think so. I would say probably in high school. And it was more on the creative side of things than the academic side of things. I wrote poetry, which I look back on as probably not all that good, but I, you know, I was an angsty teenager. And I was, you know, writing in my journal, and I did start playing guitar in high school, so that was sort of the beginning of my songwriting stuff. So I think like I, I started looking at writing as something more than just what I did for class and something I could also do for fun, then like personal enrichment, so it was probably around then. Yeah.
00:02:30 ALICE
Great. Well, you've launched a little bit toward my next question, which is what genres do you write in regularly? If I gave you 10 seconds, maybe you rattle them off?
COURTNEY
Ohh emails, songs still. Albeit slowly and not as frequently as I would like. Just wrote a CFP call for proposals.
00:03:00 COURTNEY
Not as much scholarship as I would like, but you know, I've got like a research-slash- scholarly project kind of on the back burner because being a writing center administrator, as you know, is full of a bunch of other things. So, but, you know, I did, I have a PhD. I wrote a dissertation. So like academic writing is still sort of what I'm most trained to do.
00:03:28 ALICE
Well, why don't you choose one of those genres and tell us about your process when you're writing in it?

COURTNEY
Maybe I will choose the call for proposals because that's the most recent on my mind. So obviously you know it's a call for proposals for presentations and other, you know, roundtables and workshops at a regional writing center conference, the Mid-Atlantic Writing Center Association Conference. So our process really started, it was collaborative. I have a couple of co-chairs on my conference committee, although because my institution is the host, I'm sort of the one who came up with the theme. So, the first step was to come up with a theme for the conference to organize or to encourage people to, you know, submit according to a particular theme.
00:04:12 COURTNEY
A lot of the things that we think about in the writing center world right now are how do we care for ourselves and our staff in these times, you know, with returning to campus post COVID remote times and just the amount of work that all of us are doing. And I also do activism and organizing in my everyday life and think a lot about care in that realm as well. So anyway, it came up with this theme that we call “people power.” But you know, how do we build community and care for each other as a community in this sort of more...in this framework that is, that is informed by, you know, radical organizing, anti-racist organizing, disability, justice, those kinds of things. So came up with the theme.
00:05:00 COURTNEY
And then, uh, basically, you know, went back and found the scholarship and writing that I wanted to inform the actual CFP and kind of read a little bit of that, took notes and then just kind of started drafting about like, what do I think would bring--you know, what would get our audience’s attention and bring people to the conference? So I came up with a first draft.
COURTNEY
My collaborator very wisely --- one of my closest collaborators, I sent it to her and she loved it, but also made some changes that made it maybe a little less, a little more hopeful, a little less despairing. Which I can't because you know, we live in tough times, tough times, but basically. Yeah. So it was like come up with the theme, do a lot of thinking, so a lot of reading and then just kind of spit out a draft and then you know, tinker with it to a point where I felt comfortable sharing. You know, implement the feedback I got from my collaborators and then do a little bit more tinkering and then send it out and now it's in its final form, and out in the world. But it, yeah, my process really involves a lot of thinking and not looking at a piece of paper.

00:06:30 ALICE
I was intrigued by that. You know you first, you said you had a sort of a flash of inspiration theme and then go back and find what you want to inform it with, right? It isn't like “I have to know the entire conversation in this area.”
COURTNEY
Yeah, it was more like these are the things that I and a lot of people I know are thinking about in this field and stuff I've. You know, there's stuff that I've read in the past that informs it. But then I wanted to, like, refresh my memory on that stuff. And then, you know, find, you know, find other parts of the conversation I hadn't necessarily known about or read before, and then kind of bring those in.
00:07:08 ALICE
Terrific. Let me ask one more follow-up question. You said you get it to the point that you're willing to share it. I think that's how you said that. So what is that point? What is the magic, like, the bell that goes off in your head?
00:08:04 COURTNEY
There's a couple of things that that happen, I think so I, as you know, just for a lot of us writing can be a really vulnerable process or a vulnerable activity. And I can be a little bit perfectionistic and anxious, as can many of us. And so I, you know, I think I get to a point where I feel satisfied with like the phrase or, you know, even at like a sentence level. Does this sound like me? Does this sound like, you know, am I getting across the ideas that I want to get across? Does it feel kind of tight enough? You know, it's I think the draft that I sent around initially was still fairly drafty. Like it didn't take me a super long time to write it, but I felt confident that the ideas were being expressed in the way that I wanted to express them. And so that's the point where I feel like I'm ready to share for feedback. And then also there's sort of this point where I'm like, “I have looked at this a really long time and I don't necessarily know if this, if it's coming across to me, but is it coming across to
somebody else?” And so I want to share and see if the ideas are actually getting across to an audience. And so either sort of, yeah, there's sort of a two-pronged bell that goes off of like, “OK, I feel confident enough in this so that someone else can look at it” and this person you know knows in some way what she's talking about. And then be like, I get to, you know, the point where I'm just, like, I can't. I can't keep going.
00:09:00 ALICE
So did COVID affect your writing process?

COURTNEY
Ohh my gosh, in that it completely killed it for a really long time. Yeah, I would say. Like how do I put this? It's just I didn't have time to write at all, like putting a writing center on the Internet took an amazing amount of time and brain power and energy. And then taking a writing center back off of the Internet into physical space took a lot of time and energy and brain power, and then, you know, we still do, actually, a majority of our appointments are virtual, but we have our physical space now. So it's like consultants are working from the physical space, even if their appointments are virutal. And so there's a lot of just like management stuff that I am doing again that I wasn't doing during the pandemic. I'm sure you could relate to those, but it's basically there's a combination of all the admin work that happened fully online during COVID.
00:10:00 COURTNEY
Now in this-- you know, I don't want to say post-COVID world, but post-remote or hybrid world now-- Like there's a lot of admin work that we didn't have back in the old just physical space when most of our appointments were face to face and so in general, I've just had a lot less time.
00:10:20 COURTNEY
I'm trying to think, like the stuff that I've written post-COVID, I think the most stuff I've written has actually been on the creative side. It's been songs and I think it's just I'm getting maybe more confident in my ability that way. I did practice guitar more during the pandemic. So like I feel like that those muscles are a little bit stronger, you know, and I sort of made a commitment to myself, like, I'm going to do that fulfilling creative stuff again even, like I I've gotten more confident and sort of. I still am tough about or tough on myself about sharing those with other people. Like, that feels exceptionally vulnerable in a way that sharing my academic work doesn't. But I've kind of made a commitment to write for me.
00:11:09 ALICE
Yeah, if you, you know, get brave and want to send me one of those... COURTNEY
I’ll let you know.
ALICE

How about—you've you talked a little bit already about how COVID affected your writing center, sort of in broad strokes, but you know, if you were going to drill down and answer that again, what would you say?
00:11:36 COURTNEY
Yeah, so I think, I could go on and on about this forever, but I sort of see it showing up in a couple of different ways. One is that, you know, basically, any student can choose any appointment format at any time so. Like we just, we just have like a lot more moving parts to supervise and watch out for and you know a lot of different things that come up in just the administration of a writing center that is a hybrid writing center. So there's a lot of time devoted to just like different aspects of that, I mean, we've got, we actually -- I said most of our staff does their appointments on site even if they're virtual. But we do have some folks who work remotely like one day a week. And I'm, you know, I'm constantly kind of responding to both in person and virtual administrative queries, questions, so we've got our Slack channel and then we also have, you know, I'm in the admin office and people come talk to me about something that's happening. So there's both in person and digital communication happening constantly. So that's one thing. And then I would say also just in the climate of my particular university, we're seeing the effects of COVID and the COVID
era on student writers. So like, you know, the students who were in high school during the height of the pandemic are now coming to college and need a lot of support in, like, just how to be a student in physical space. So we, you know, we're a writing center but--and we refer folks to places like learning services or career services or various units on campus that can provide other kinds of support--but we're also providing a lot of kind of just study skills support, emotional support. Like the sort of multifaceted nature writing center work has never been clearer to me. And then also I mean we're a university with a large student population that is multilingual, international, and I would say, you know, or adult learners, transfer students from the local community college. I would say like the needs of these students for like robust support when it comes to like again, study skills, language skills, writing skills are greater than ever, and so we're seeing like the just like the demands that are placed on us as a writing center for what we need to be or what we should be doing or want to be doing to support students.
00:14:30 COURTNEY
It's been a lot and we can't be everything to every student and that's been really hard. ALICE

So where have you? What have you made decisions to do and where have you had to draw line?
00:14:45 COURTNEY
Yeah. Ohh, that's a good...That's a good question. I think we...last year was really eye- opening for us in the way that we revised our training to better prepare our consultants to have to support writers with a variety of needs and from a variety of backgrounds. We do a lot of thinking about, like, identity and the identities that students bring to a session versus what we bring to a session, and the, and the intersection of those identities in, you know, that no session is the same and then how to, you know, how to talk about stuff in written feedback versus in, you know, synchronous consultations. We do online asynchronous. So we have, yeah, we have zoom and written feedback. So yeah.
00:15:30 COURTNEY
I think we really revised our training to actually like say that it's OK if you need to be more directive sometimes and teach a student something that they don't already know. Yeah, like, it's really kind of normalizing the fact that we do a lot of just kind of helping students navigate and learn just, like, what it means. Like just helping them understand assignments, helping them like, you know, under, like helping them write an e-mail to their professor, helping them navigate the university. I think the place where we have to draw a line is like, we can't, obviously -- I'm thinking about some of our students who ask us, you know, what should I say or what? Which topic should I write about? Like, we do have to kind of say that at the end of the day, like, we're not in the class. So like, let's have a conversation together about what might be the best direction for you.
00:16:20 COURTNEY
There's a line that we can come up to as far as the amount of support we provide, and we can't sort of tip into doing the assignment for them, but we can really help sort of folks understand and plan and outline and kind of talk about potential topics or options. And we can, you know, do that with sort of a lot more directness than maybe we would have pre- pandemic, but that's OK. And I think also too, like, the thing that has really hit home is like we need to be having conversations with folks outside the writing center about what kinds of support we can provide collaboratively or what other units can provide so that students really feel that wrap-around support and that it's not all sort of falling on us, because then students say, "Oh, the writing center, this person is going to help me write my paper,” and this is true, and also there's also so much...Like writing is just the tip of the iceberg.
Sometimes so much more goes into being able to navigate the current university successfully than just, like, “Do I know what's expected of me as a writer?”

00:17:28 ALICE
Yeah. Excellent. I'm going to back up to you again and ask are there any rituals or beliefs about writing that you've had to let go of?
COURTNEY
Again, like perfectionism has been huge with me, I think I'll share a story. This is sort of a perfection as a procrastination thing. So my whole writing life I have--when it comes to like assignments with deadlines, projects with deadlines--I have been kind of a procrastinator because I am perfectionistic and I worry that what I write the first time won't be good enough. And up until very recently, I had not gotten in trouble for this, and I know, like, there is research on procrastination that talks about, you know -- It's not that you need the last minute pressure to succeed, it's that you've been able to pull that off before and it's never come back to bite you. And then recently I had actually had a piece of scholarship where it came back to bite me, and like I submitted a subpar draft that I had written at the last second and—shocker!--it didn't get published, because turns out you need to spend more time doing things and like, you know, I looked back several months later and I go, I don't blame myself for this necessarily. Like I really did not have time. There's only one of me and I physically did not have enough time to make this the chapter I wanted it to be.
Yeah. And so, you know, I turned in something that was pretty rushed and, you know, paid
the price. But like, so this sort of belief that like I can pull it off at the last minute has been something I've been letting go of and realizing I do need to take my own advice that I give to dissertating writers and carve out time and schedule things on my calendar or hold to the things that are on my calendar and not like, ignore them just because I know I'm not actually in a real meeting. But I'm doing writing and I need to treat it like a meeting. Stuff that I've said since the days of like dissertation boot camp many years ago, and I'm just like, oh, I need to. I need to follow my own advice.
00:19:52 COURTNEY
So that one. And then I think also just like, sometimes I think ohh because my brain works a certain way--It's very detail oriented, you know--I can craft a really pretty sentence that I have, you know, belief in my ability to do that. But like the theoretical, like the theorization, the intellectual heavy lifting is something that I found challenging. And you know, I used to think, oh, maybe this is just a uniquely Courtney problem and that, like, there are other academics out there who are better at this and can do it faster, and absolutely there are people who can do it faster than I can. It takes me a long time to theorize something in writing, but that is also true for a lot of other people, and I think, like, I used to think well,

this is something that I struggle with uniquely in my own way. That's, like, more of a struggle than other people.
00:20:43 COURTNEY
And what I'm realizing now is just like that stuff just is always going to take a lot longer than I think it's going to take me. And that is true for a lot of other people. And it's just a very human thing because, like writing the intellectual heft of something is just really hard, and so just giving myself grace around that and also realizing I do need to sort of let go of this belief that that's something I might be able to do quickly one day. Like I just need to give myself the time that I need.
00:21:05 ALICE
It's amazing. I mean, we talk about process all the time, but actually letting yourself commit to the process and the process being the focus as opposed to the item being the focus is, is huge. And I'm remembering, too, as you're talking, Trish Roberts Miller, our former director, talking about how people come to graduate school not knowing how to write papers for graduate school or chapters or whatever, and what professors do is give them published chapters, and that's not what they should be giving them, because they need to learn what it looks like before it lands in a book. Yeah, that our whole system emphasizes that end product so much that it's hard for us to see that the path is really winding. And yeah, individual, yeah.
00:22:07 COURTNEY
So true. ALICE
How do you sustain yourself as a writer? Umm, so are there things you do to sustain your energy, your creativity, habits, goals?
00:22:15 COURTNEY
Honestly, I think, the thing that has been the most sustaining for me, and I have to remind myself all the time when I'm in the throes of a project, is that breaks are part of the process, and doing things that are not writing that are like personally enriching and nourishing for you. Whether that's, you know, in my case it's playing violin and, you know, volunteering at a horse rescue and spending time with my partner and, you know, going to concerts and all this and going on hikes, like--you can be still thinking about your project while you're doing those things. Just because you're not staring at your computer doesn't mean you're not somehow kind of engaged in it. It's been really helpful to remember that

sometimes I really do need to just step away, power down, do something fun, and even if I'm thinking about it a little bit, like, to try to unplug, just to give my brain a rest, and then when I come back to it, the thoughts that I have, the words that I create are always much better than when I was exhausted and at the end of the previous week staring at my computer screen. I just had this happen with the CFP I was talking about too. Like we got to a point where we said, you know what, we're going to give it a minute, take the weekend, let one of our other collaborators look at it and then we'll come back to it Monday morning.
We'll talk about it on zoom and sure enough, like getting it out into the world once we took the weekend off and, you know, came back with fresh eyes on Monday. It was so much easier. It took, you know, barely any time at all. We were like, oh, yeah, this is actually pretty ready to go. We just needed to step away.
00:24:00 COURTNEY
I wish we had, you know, sometimes I wish we had more time to both step away and do the writing in equally as much quantities of time as we need to spend on it. But yeah, we do what we can.
ALICE
We do what we can. Well, Courtney, thank you so much. I appreciate you coming to talk to me today.
COURTNEY
Yeah, this has been really lovely. I enjoyed it. ALICE
This is Alice Batt. I've been speaking with Courtney Massie at the 2023 IWCA conference in Baltimore, MD. Until next time, keep writing.
