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00:00:04 [intro music] 
From the University Writing Center at the University of Texas of Austin, with host Alice Batt…. How We Write.

00:00:24 Alice Batt
Hello, and welcome to How We Write. This is Alice Batt, and I'm here with Ryan Sheets, director of the Business Communication Lab at the University of Arkansas's Walton College of Business. And Ryan's also the co-chair for the SCWCA conference that we are currently having. Yes, we're happy to be here. So, Ryan, thank you for coming in to talk to me today.

00:00:46 Ryan Sheets
Thank you for having me. I'm looking forward to it.

00:00:48 Alice Batt
So am I. We have been trying to get together to have this conversation through maybe two or three conferences. Now we're finally sitting down. So the project is about the writing process of writing center workers. And I want you to think back to whether there was a particular moment when you began to think of yourself as a writer.

00:01:07 Ryan Sheets
You know, it's funny that I can pinpoint such an exact moment.

00:01:11 Alice Batt
Great.

00:01:13 Ryan Sheets
I remember the classroom. I remember my age, and I remember, like, what books we were reading in class. So it was 10th grade, which was many, many moons ago. It was 10th grade. The English class was Ms. Linda, or Dr. Linda Thomas. She got her Ph.D. shortly after I had her.

00:01:41 
Dr. Linda Thomas was my English and Spanish teacher. I had her for both classes. We had just read The Great Gatsby, and I think we were currently reading Billy Budd or we're kind of in between them. And it was a routine writing assignment. And I remember working on it in class. I just had, like, an idea.

00:02:03 
I was like, I wonder how this will sound? And I tried it out and handed it in. And she was like, a couple of days later, this is really good. Just trying things out. And she's like, you're pretty good at this. She's like, you're gonna be a good writer, or you are a good writer.

00:02:23 
You should keep at this. And I just remember that it's like, “Oh, okay. If you take a risk at this, something good might happen.” And I think that was just something that stuck with me. If you take a risk, sometimes you'll fail. Of course, that's the nature of the game. But also sometimes, if you take a risk, if you push yourself as a writer, if you try something new, try something new with words, try something new with what you know.

00:02:56 
Take your knowledge and create something new with it through language. That's not only a fun experience, but it's something that other people recognize and appreciate. So that for me, was what did it. That for me was what did it? And I mean, I became an English major, or I was an English major pretty much from day one as an undergrad, which is really rare, or not really rare.

00:03:23 
It was really odd when you think about it, because I'm a first-generation college student and a lot of times, you know, first-generation students, they'll tend to go to more practical things. But not me, I kind of got bit with a bug and I stuck with it. And it's served me well, like an ability to communicate, an ability to write, ability to create.

00:03:45 
I mean, that's currency you can spend anywhere.

00:03:50 Alice Batt
Yeah, yeah. Excellent. So you wear a variety of hats.

00:03:55 Ryan Sheets
Yeah.

00:03:57 Alice Batt
What kinds of genres do you write regularly? So if I give you like 15 seconds, just rattle off, what do you find yourself writing on the daily. Emails?

00:04:05 Ryan Sheets
Lots of emails, lots of emails. Lots of marginal comments on paper. But you know, there's one thing that I do write a lot of or edit a lot of and that are short, little…What we do a lot of times is we take our faculty research at the College of Business and we try to make it into a more digestible form. We have a research blog that does that called Walton Insights and I'm the editor in chief of that.

00:04:31 Alice Batt
Ok.

00:04:33 Ryan Sheets
I have a team of writers, freelance writers and staff writers that work on that. But occasionally I will write an article myself. And so that's the first thing that kind of comes to mind right now, because I just enjoy them. And that's something that I do, sort of like these translations of research.

00:04:54 
So you take a finance paper or a management paper that one of our faculty has written, and then what we try to do is how do I make this, I wouldn't say interesting, but how do I make this applicable, understandable, digestible for a professional, well educated, but not specialist scholar, not specialist audience.

00:05:14 
So I get to write to a high-level audience, but it's one that's not a specialist. So I really enjoy that because of the challenge of taking something that's difficult and--not making it simpler, because I think sometimes you make it simple, you can just kind of…It loses something--but making it digestible, understandable. I enjoy that. And that's a genre that I like. And I think the reason I like it is because it's so constrained. Like, art is a matter of constraints. Creativity doesn't happen without constraints.

00:05:52 Alice Batt
You have to work with the constraints.

00:05:53 Ryan Sheets
You have to work with them. Right? I mean, of course, you know the rules, you can subvert them and all that. But like… So I think that's one that I just find myself thinking about here more. I mean, and of course there's all the sorts of, like, training things, the CFP that we wrote. A lot of things I write, though, I don't write by myself.

00:06:14 
That's the thing, as I've gotten more into this, you know, when you're working on your dissertation, you write it. When you're working on an article, you write it or you have a co-author and, like, you two write it. Everything else I do, though, there's like four or five people's hands in it. You know, like the call for papers we did for this conference. That's a product of, like, four people writing. I may have had the first crack, or Joaquin or GA may have taken the first crack, and then I, but it's a dialogue.

00:06:44 Alice Batt
Yeah.

00:06:45 Ryan Sheets
So there's this constant…you know, at some point you're like, “Oh, I wonder if there's too many chefs in the kitchen.” Not if it's a big kitchen. And so I find myself, you know, thinking about how collaboration on certain things has become the norm. So, like, even with those articles I was talking about for Insights, there's at least four people who touched that article before it ever gets published.

00:07:19 Alice Batt
This might be a good place for me to ask the next part of the question, which is to choose one of the genres, which it seems like you've focused on one, and tell us the process you use when you're writing in it.

00:07:30 Ryan Sheets
Sure. So the process I use...of course, I have to understand the source material. I can't write on something if I'm ignorant. I guess I could if I wanted to court disaster, but I'm not in the habit of courting disaster. It's just so messy. 

[both giggle]

But the process, I have one, it's very, very research intensive. I need to feel comfortable talking about it before I can put it down on paper. Then what I do is I read it, I edit it up, I make notes, and I sit on it for a while, I chew on it. And then I start thinking to myself, “Well, here are the sections I want to do. I want to have the introductions kind of look like this. Then here are the things I want to really pull from in the body. Here are the main things I want the reader to get.” Because for me, it's all about the reader. Right. I'm not writing like journal entries here. Somebody else has to read this.

00:08:36 
That's kind of the deal, like sharing that knowledge. And then I sort of get that knowledge base down. I figure out what's kind of gonna go where? And then I sit on it for a bit and chew on it. I know some people are like, I just kind of like, brain dump and just write everything out.

00:08:58 
I'm a meticulous note taker, and note, like, notes. I argue with the original text, I put it away, I come back with it. I argue with it some more. I underline things, I'll highlight things, but I don't like to just sort of just, like, brain dump or anything. It's just not really…Sometimes I'll do that with some things, but that's just not really how I work.

00:09:24 
I feel like I have to get pretty comfortable with it. And then I start writing, and it comes out pretty, pretty solid. I'm not saying it's not a bad first. Like, I'm not saying I don't write bad first drafts, right? Because I think that iterative process is important. But it comes out pretty, pretty good.

00:09:49 
And if it's not coming out pretty good, I'll stop.

00:09:51 Alice Batt
Okay. And wait until…

00:09:53 Ryan Sheets
Wait until it does, or just delete it. It's like, no, that's not the approach I want to take. So some people can, like, say, “No. I start writing the…For shorter pieces, you know, this is how I do it. Oh, I write just something in the middle first. Then I'll come back and just like….”

00:10:09 Alice Batt
No, that's other people.

00:10:10 Ryan Sheets
That's other people.

00:10:10 Alice Batt
That's not me.

00:10:12 Ryan Sheets
I have to start with the first word, the first sentence. I want to get the approach. I have to nail that approach. Because for me, I always tell my students the most important thing, like the most important part of a speech or an elevator pitch is the intro, because everybody's paying attention to you, then you haven't lost them yet.

00:10:31 
And I think if I can get somebody to click on this article, I want that first paragraph to hook them. I want them to not want to stop reading.

00:10:39 Alice Batt
So you feel…

00:10:40 Ryan Sheets
So for me, it's like that. You know, I was a high school journalism kid, so it's like, I've got to have a hook. If I don't have a hook, I can't keep writing.

00:10:49 Alice Batt
It sounds like you have to hook yourself.

00:10:50 Ryan Sheets
I have to hook myself. Right. And if I can't get interested in it, I don't think I can make the audience interested in it.

00:11:01 Alice Batt
Did Covid affect your writing process?

00:11:03 Ryan Sheets
It stretched it out.

00:11:05 Alice Batt
How do you mean?

00:11:07 Ryan Sheets
It meant it made it harder for me to just get stuff done. I think just the constant interruptions because I have small kids at home—

Alice Batt
Oh, right, yeah.

Ryan Sheets 
--and so that it did stretch it out. I find the main way that I think COVID affected my writing process, it made me fall back in love with paper.

Alice Batt
Oh, interesting.

00:11:27 
I want to have something tangible. Like, I print it out. So, like, when an author sends me something, it's like, “Hey, can you look at this?” Or, like, if my editorial assistant sends me something, “Hey, I think this is ready for you to put your, put hands on.” Or eyes on, rather. I can't just put eyes on. I have to put hands on.

00:11:48 Alice Batt
Interesting.

00:11:48 Ryan Sheets
So I have to print out, like, these five pages or six or eight pages, whatever it is, and I have to physically mark it up.

00:11:55 Alice Batt
And that happened during COVID.

00:11:57 Ryan Sheets
That definitely happened during COVID.

00:11:59 Alice Batt
Because I feel that impulse all the time. You know, just…I don't know that I process as well in 2D.

00:12:05 Ryan Sheets
Yeah, no, I'm with you. But I think, for me, I just noticed that I was surrounded by a lot more paper in Covid. I'm not talking about Kleenex, but I just found that I was craving that physical thing and just writing it out. I do think the way Covid also affected my writing process, it forced me to both prioritize what I wanted to spend time on, but also to give me a little bit of grace.
Just like, you know what…?

00:12:41 Alice Batt
There's a lot going on.

00:12:42 Ryan Sheets
There's a lot going on. There are certain things I need to do, and there's certain things that I want to do. Where does this fall?

00:12:49 Alice Batt
Did you have a place at home that you could be alone or were you trying to write in the middle of everyday activity?

00:12:55 Ryan Sheets
A little bit of both. We have a study that my wife and I share. Like, we get certain hours. I would get certain number of hours in the morning or the afternoon, and then we'd switch off, and then I'd go to the kitchen table, but, you know, and then my son would be in his classroom, his zoom school.

00:13:13 
And then my daughter was 2 at the time, so she'd just kind of be doing whatever she wanted to do. And so, you know, I did find I kept trying new things. It's like, “Oh, I'm just gonna let the kids play in the backyard, and I'm gonna work on the porch.”

00:13:32 
Cause, you know, but then it's like, I don't know if I get easily distracted or if I am like, my inner Trappist monk. Like, I need a quiet place. I need a place…I almost want to be...I need to be enclosed. And I started thinking, is that weird? And I remembered when I was working on my dissertation, which several years. It was obviously before COVID. I remember how I wrote that.
And I almost had to be sensory deprived of everything else but what I was focused on. And I don't really have that luxury now, of course, but I do think that having a couple hours of non- interruption, that is key. But also I think I've learned ways to sort of dip out, dip back in a little bit more.

00:14:28 
But I think I still like having very few distractions. I can't write while I'm listening to a podcast or listening to music. Occasionally music, but has to be music without words or human voice. I just can't tolerate anything else in my mind but the task at hand. So when I was working at my dissertation, I would be the only person in our condo.

00:15:00 
Even dead of winter, I would put earplugs in, close the door, just be me and our dog, nobody's in the house. And I'd still put earplugs in because I just needed that extra focus, total quiet to work. And of course, like now I can't do that because I've got 15 people in the office who I need to be able to hear them. They need to be able to get in touch with me. But I do think that writing for me is a matter of focus. It's a matter of I have to focus on it, because if I'm not focused on it, I don't think the reader will be attuned to what I think the reader is going to focus on.

00:15:42 
I think I lose the reader when I don't focus on myself as a writer in that respect.

00:15:48 Alice Batt
Did Covid affect your writing center?

00:15:51 Ryan Sheets
It did. It did. Absolutely it did. I mean, it affected everybody. I think we always have had online appointments, so that switch was not as hard. The hard thing was what does management support supervision look like when I'm not there? So I think the biggest challenge for me was, okay, staying engaged. Like, that's not really a problem for me.

00:16:22 
But how do you know when we're on campus, the students see us? So it's like, how do I keep students--not my student workers, because they were great--but how do I keep students engaged with our services, faculty engaged with our services? And of course, I think everybody had an appointment dip through Covid, but we'd always had writing, I mean, synchronous and asynchronous appointments even before COVID. So that fact of “What are we going to do now?” is like, “We'll just do more of that.”

00:16:52 Alice Batt
Right. Less of a learning curve.

00:16:53 Ryan Sheets
So we had already trained people. How do you tutor effectively, asynchronously, how do you support students synchronously--like, what are best practices? So when everybody else is figuring out like zoom etiquette or whatever, it's like we kind of already had that.

00:17:07 Alice Batt
And you were already doing asynchronous.

00:17:09 Ryan Sheets
We were already doing asynchronous. 

00:17:11 Alice Batt
Interesting. And you still do all of those things now?

00:17:12 Ryan Sheets
I still do all of those things. And for me, it's just a numbers game. Like I want to affect and help and have an impact on as many students as possible. So having different delivery methods, different modalities is key to that.

00:17:28 Alice Batt
Has your sense of the numbers? Have the numbers come back up?

00:17:33 Ryan Sheets
Oh, yeah. Once we got back on campus, we hit it really hard. We did promos, we went to orientation sessions, we got in front of parents, we got in front of incoming first year students. Really, for us, we've had a key partnership with our capstone course in our major and that's driven a lot of traffic.

00:17:54 
And we've always had a strong presence in our freshman seminar class. The first-year experience courses always had a strong presence there. But it's, you know, having it with strategic management with a good partnership with them and good reports has helped also. We changed locations. We're in a much more visible location now.

00:18:16 Alice Batt
Cool.

00:18:16 Ryan Sheets
So we're in the student success sort of office area for our college. And that helps quite a bit. But the numbers have not just come back, they're actually better.

00:18:31 Alice Batt
That's really great.

00:18:32 Ryan Sheets
So, yeah, that's been really good. So. Yes, of course it affected us. Not as much as some people. The main thing it did, you know, I mean, it's a challenge of, like, how do you stay top of mind in a pandemic as best you can? I mean, I think. I mean, I'm preaching to the choir on that one.

00:18:54 Alice Batt
So are there any rituals or beliefs about writing you've had to let go of?

00:18:59 Ryan Sheets
Yeah, inspiration. 

[Alice laughs.]

Like the idea you just sort of like, wait for the music. Yeah, it's like, now you go get it. Like, I think. Or it's just like. I mean, I do appreciate the idea of, like, inspiration because I do think that happens sometimes. Not making light of it, but I think it happens because you've constantly been doing it.

00:19:23 
Like, I don't think Homer's first ever words he wrote or said as a poet was “Sing, oh goddess, sing.” 

Alice Batt
[laughs] He'd been working at it. 

Ryan Sheets
He'd been trying to sing with her for a while, and it finally happens. Like, inspiration is something that is the product of just like, constantly being there.

00:19:42 
So I think, you know, part of it for me is that notion of, like, oh, you know, wait for inspiration, or find the right time to write. The right time is now. You know, it's like that old proverb, like, the best time to have planted a tree was 30 years ago. The second best time is now.

00:20:02 
And I think that, to me, not to be cliche, but there's some truth in that. It's like if you're trying to find the right time to write, you're making a mistake. Just find time to write. There's always going to be conditions and restraints and things competing for your time. Be intentional with your time. You have to be. You have to give yourself time. Block it off on your schedule. Make yourself do it. Even if it's not productive, make yourself do it. Have a goal every day. One of the best books I read in grad school was How to Write your Dissertation in 15 Minutes a Day.

00:20:41 
And of course, you can't write it in 15 minutes a day. What you do is you create a daily practice, and you start with 15 minutes. And then for me, it was 400 words. 400 words equals a successful day. Now, granted, some days I get 400 words in the first hour. Sometimes it would take six or seven.

00:21:00 
But every day I had a goal. 2000 words a week. 2000 words every work week. And I think one week may come and it's like, that was all trash. That's fine. That's part of it. You know, the films we see on. In the movie theaters or on tv, we don't see every piece of footage they got. A lot of it's on the cutting room floor or, you know--that's okay. The point is just like putting time in, having a schedule, sticking to it. If you can't have a schedule, at least set aside time to do it. Not think about it, but do it.

00:21:41 Alice Batt
You're anticipating my next question, which is, how do you sustain yourself as a writer? You're a really busy person. You've got small children. 

Ryan Sheets 
Coffee.

Alice Batt 
Coffee?

[Both laugh.]
What do you do to support your energy, creativity, habits or goals? That's the full question.

00:21:54 Ryan Sheets
Yeah, yeah.

00:21:55 Alice Batt
Good. That's a good start.

00:21:57 Ryan Sheets
I think to sustain yourself as a writer. I think one, just like for me, the first thing, how do I sustain myself as a writer is by writing. Like, if you can stop writing, stop writing. 

Alice Batt
Yeah. 

Ryan Sheets
I bet you can't. So there's something in you that's, like, I want to communicate to people. Like, I want to share things with people.

00:22:26 
I mean, for me, the sustaining myself is just by doing it, thinking about it, engaging with texts. That is key. And I think, how do I support my energy, creativity, habits or goals? For me, good luck to anybody trying to make sense of my Outlook calendar because-- I say that because it's very color coordinated and all these sort of things.

00:22:56 
For me, it's trying to find time to block off time. Do I get to write as much as I want? No, of course not. Nobody does. I mean, unless you're like best-selling author and this is your sole gig, but then you have the pressure of writing the next one because that's your job. I mean, it's your job. I think for me that supporting my energy, creativity, habits or goals is realizing this is part of who I am, my job. Do I get to write as many articles as I want? Do I get to write as many workshops? I love writing curriculum and workshops. I really do enjoy it because it's like something I create, but also the success is like, if I create this and it's good, I can hand it off to somebody and they can do it just as well as I can. There's something fun about the challenge of.

00:23:41 Alice Batt
It feeds the bigger enterprise.

00:23:43 Ryan Sheets
Yeah, there's something fun about that. But if we're just sort of focusing on other things, I think supporting my energy, creativity, habits or goals is just giving myself time to do it and, you know, realizing it doesn't have to be perfect, but also understanding I'm pretty good at this. It'll be decent and other people are going to look at it and their job is to make it better, just like my job is to help them make theirs better too.

00:24:17 
So I think the thing that I find sustaining is that I have a whole network of people to bounce ideas off of. Like, this is not happening in a vacuum. So, like, inspiration, I'm not gonna say it's garbage, but like inspiration, like don't wait for it. And also don't put so much pressure on yourself that it's gotta be perfect.

00:24:37 
Ever. Solicit feedback from people you trust. Solicit feedback from people who are harsh. You know, bounce ideas off of people who are smart. Bounce ideas off people who don't know as much as you do because that forces you to approach the idea in a different way. I think all of these things support not just energy, creativity and habits, they support quality.

They support, like, a quality process. And that oftentimes creates a quality product.

00:25:18 Alice Batt
That sounds like a terrific place to end. 

[Both laugh.]

Alice Batt
Ryan, thank you.

00:25:22 Ryan Sheets
I hope I didn't prattle on too much.

00:25:23 Alice Batt
No, no--that was great. Thank you very much for coming to talk to me today.

00:25:26 Ryan Sheets
Thank you. I'm glad we finally made it happen.

00:25:30 Alice Batt
This is Alice Batt with How We Write. Until next time, keep writing.
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