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Series 4: How Writing Center Workers Write
TRANSCRIPT

[0:00] (Intro, sounds of scribbling on paper, violin)
From the University Writing Center at the University of Texas at Austin, with host: Alice Batt.
(overlapped voices) “How We Write”
Alice: This is Alice Batt with “How We Write” and I’m talking to you from the South-Central Writing Centers Association conference in Lubbock, Texas. I’m here with Nick Rivera, who is a former student at Texas Tech and he works in their graduate writing center. So Nick, thank you for joining us. 
Nick: Glad to be here.
A: And I’d love to talk to you today a little bit about your identity as a writer, your process, your writing center, things like that.
N: Awesome, yeah.
A: Great! Okay. So why don’t you tell us when you first started thinking of yourself as a writer. 
[1:00] N: Definitely. I think that I’ve always had this innate desire to be a writer. I wrote my first “book” (in air quotes) when I was 12 years old, maybe? And it was definitely a rip-off of Rick Riordan’s The Lightning Thief.
A: Love that. (laughing)
N: But I don’t think I internalized being a writer until I started my graduate school career, so I graduated May of 2022, which sounds so weird to say out loud. It is 2023 already. And I’ll say that my first, let’s say 6-8 months of being in graduate school I was burdened by heavy imposter syndrome — of feeling that I am a writer in name only. And I was writing as prolifically as I can, maybe 500,000 words per day, but I never internalized being a writer until I felt… until really I got my first publication. I think that’s really what solidified it. 
[2:00] And part of that is seeing the people around me who had been in their career for a long time and they had publications and that maybe added some pressure on myself — and of course, grad school. It’s just an overwhelming sense of imposter syndrome, I think.
A: Right.
N: But once I started my thesis (so I think 2021, early 2021) is when I really started to make that conscious shift of “I’m not just a student, I’m not a grad student.” I also teach as well, here at Texas Tech, but I used to say, “Oh yeah, I’m an instructor,” but now, more recently in the last 6-8 months, I start with “I’m a writer. I teach.” But I’m also a graduate writing center consultant. But I think putting that “writer” first in the name has been a conscious shift. And kind of an awkward one, I won’t lie. But I think as I grow more, and as I do more, and continue, then… yeah, I think this shift has been pretty recent.
A: And you came out of the Sciences, right?
[3:00] N: The hard Sciences, yes! I wanted to be a plant breeder. I wanted to save the world. I wanted to be Norman Borlaug, part 2, father of the Green Revolution. But then I realized that you need to go to school for 12 years to be a plant geneticist, and I was like: “I don’t even want to do grad school!” (collective laughter) Flash forward two years and I have my Master’s degree in an unrelated field and so… but I do think that was the right decision for me. Like I said, I always wanted to be a writer, but I also know how hard it is to make it as a writer.
A: Yeah, yeah.
N: Just financially speaking. So I’m a very safe person and I need a safe route. But I’ve got that safe route now, I have that degree. That’s history. Now it’s: let’s look forward and do as much work as I can to get my work out there and to live being a writer. It’s one thing to call yourself a writer, but I think that actually writing everyday — it makes you one step closer to being the writer that I’d like to be, anyway.
[4:00] A: Terrific. Well, let’s have you think through a typical day: What are the genres you find yourself writing in?
N: Definitely. I think that “genre” is definitely a loaded word, especially for us writers. But I dabbled in short stories for a pretty long time. I initially started with flash fiction — so anything less than a thousand words — I find great interest in creating an entire world in less than a thousand words. 3, 4 pages and you’ve got beginning, middle, and end. Or in some cases, no beginning, no middle, no end, and it’s just pure a thousand words of fun. But then I made more of a conscious shift to short stories and I’m currently working on what started as a short story and is slowly morphing into more of a novella-length. And my thesis was 6500 words, that’s full-on novel, and working through drafts now. But in terms of more genre, I love magical realism. I think that is a place for literature, and literary writing, and there’s also a place for it if you’re a fantasy writer, and I do love fantasy. I’ve read… well obviously Tolkein, the classics, and Terry Pratchett, and Christopher Paolini, Eragon. Those books, I grew up with those so I came from maybe more fantasy, action-adventure, and then shifted more toward magical realism, which is like a more realistic take on those kinds of things. I’ve here more recently started just straight literary of “let’s take what’s inside of me and put that more into words.” And exploring myself as a person, which admittedly was uncomfortable up until this point. I do believe that every piece that any person writes, there’s a little bit of them inside of there. But I think it’s an extra-special thing when you take what’s solely inside of you and craft that into something beautiful and original. And that’s literary.
[6:00] So I dabble in all kinds but I definitely love magical realism. A boy who can fly: why is he flying? Is he an angel? Is he made of antigravity? 
(N and A in unison) I (you) don’t know.
(laughing)
A: Yeah, cool. So take one of those genres and talk us through your process when you’re writing it. 
N: Yeah. My writing process has changed dramatically, and I owe much of that to my graduate career and calling myself a writer and a creative writer. My process used to be: write everyday, basically force myself [to write] 500 words, no less than a thousand words. And that’s a lot of pressure. And sometimes pressure makes diamonds, sure, but pressure also collapses bridges. So my process used to be: write everyday, get as much as you can, then I’d have a massive body of work. Maybe it was coherent, maybe it wasn’t, and I would try to splice it all together and make one nice, beautiful thing. 
[7:02] And these were things that I’ve written maybe 2 weeks ago, plugging it in with things I wrote 6 months ago. My process has changed to more of something that I’m sure we were speaking earlier about, Anne Lamott and “shitty first drafts,” which is, I think, fundamental towards my progress as a writer. So now, if I have an idea, I’ll flesh out as much of it as I can. And that might take a week, that might take a month, a couple of months, but that’ll be that first draft, and I don’t know that anybody will ever read that first draft. Then I take those ideas, I push that to the side and I start something new. I was afraid of that for a long time — afraid of I think we also mentioned “killing your darlings” and “killing those babies.” It’s a tough thing to do but I think that I had to contextualize it in my head of, “I don’t have to kill the whole thing.” I can pick out the jewels that I like and let’s take that to a new word document. I always knew how to start a new word document, I just don’t think I understood the value of “start fresh, don’t touch any of that material.” 
[8:02] And now I’m finding that by draft 3 I’m really saying what I wanted to say and I’m expressing myself in the best way I know how. And if I take it one more step further, draft 4, draft 5, I think that’s where the actual story lies. It’s a long road, and it’s daunting, and it is a lot of pressure, and it takes time, I think is the biggest thing.
A: And trust. You know, it takes a lot of self-trust.
N: Yeah, and I trust myself more than anybody in this world, but I also don’t trust myself, to be honest. (laughing) If it was left to me, I would be at home watching Netflix right now. Sometimes a little healthy distrust is okay… but mostly trust, you’re right. 
A: So, do you feel COVID changed anything in your writing or your writing process?
N: Yeah, I think that… I’ll say that I wasted about 3 months of my life that I wish I had repurposed toward writing when COVID first started off. 
[8:58] And I say, “wasted,” and I don’t mean to dismiss any of what was going on — there was an uncertain world a couple of years ago.
A: It was.
N: So the first 3 months I did nothing but play video games, and I said I was studying: I was watching the best shows and breaking down in my head why I think they work. But I wish I had done more writing, if I’m being honest. And I think that the 6 months after that I really told myself, “Okay man, you’ve got the time. The world is a little bit slower now. Let’s use this to the best of your ability. If you need to watch Netflix for an hour in the morning, fine, but then you write an hour in the evening.” So I do think that carving out more time, I owe a little bit of that to the COVID pandemic, but I also believe that my longing for connectivity with other artists also grew, because I was in such isolation — as we all were — but I longed to share my work with others, read other people’s works. 
[10:01] I had a couple of good people around me, old roommates and old writing partners, and somewhere along the COVID fever dream that was the last few years I got back in touch with those folks and I’m like, “Hey, every couple of weeks do you want to swap stories? Even if it’s virtual? Even if we don’t meet via Zoom? Even if you just leave me comments, I just am anxious to read other people’s work and I’m anxious to get my stuff out there as well, just so that I feel [like I’m] staying active, no ring-rust on me, if you will.” So I think that COVID changed my desire, because before it was hard to get my stuff out there, for me personally. It’s like I don’t know who I want reading this. And after COVID it’s more of I’m comfortable sharing with the people that I want to share with, but also we’ve got to submit to literary journals. 
A: (laughing) Right!
N: You’ve got to get your work out there if you want people to read your work. 
[10:56] So I think COVID maybe gave me more fire in my writer’s belly to say, “Hey man, you’ve got the time and you’ve got a laptop. There’s nothing stopping you. It’s just your own resistance in your head.”
A: Yeah, terrific. You work at a writing center.
N: I do.
A: Yeah. Why don’t you tell us a little bit about that and if COVID had any effects on the writing center.
N: So I’m fairly wet behind the ears in my consultation. I’ve been at it for about a year now, so this is my second semester working with graduate writers. I would say that from my understanding it was a drastic change. I think that… so in-house, we have the undergraduate writing center, we have the graduate writing center, we also had the asynchronous — asynchronous was busy-busy for those 2 years, which makes a lot of sense, but there was also a heavy emphasis on the online writing center, where we use a system sort of like Zoom but a little clunkier, I’ll admit. But it's got a whiteboard and so I think a lot of virtual interactions were going on. 
[11:59] And that was definitely true of my first semester (so last semester, 2022) when I started working as a consultant. It was very heavy on the online. So that was a nice foot into the consultation pool because it’s nothing I’ve ever done before. But this semester it’s definitely… so now we are 3 years out from the start of COVID — I don’t know if that’s a good scale of the time, but we’re seeing a lot more in-person, and so it’s good for me to see last semester. Online’s great, I think that it’s a great resource especially if you don’t have the time, or if you’re managing a life, graduate school, and a job and so many other things, then virtual is a great resource. But I put great emphasis and see great value in doing it in-person as well. I think there is just that barrier of the screen is gone, obviously, and it’s more personal — and when it’s more personal, I think folks are more comfortable with the material that we’re talking about. Or they’re comfortable saying, “actually, this is what I think and this is what I’m trying to say.” 
[13:02] I think that just being there in-person… and sometimes I think that half of what — well maybe not half, but a certain percentage of what writing consultants do is therapy for the people that they’re consulting with. “Your writing is not that bad”, or “So close, don’t stop now!”, or “You just need this little bit”, or “This is really good. I’m glad you came, but you don’t need to be here right now. You’re doing wonderfully, come and see me next week when you have other issues.” So I do think COVID had a really stark impact, obviously, on education and academics. I’m glad that we have the resources to do it online, but I’m also glad that the world is somewhat returning to some stasis, some amount of normalcy. 
A: Yeah. We’ve got some kind of rebound back into the personal, the in-person.
N: Yeah, I think that rebound was necessary. 
[13:55] I think that maybe, like me, so many other people were craving that intimacy or craving the… so it reignited a lot of people’s fuel for the reason that they’re doing whatever it is they’re doing. I think that’s just one of the few — there are a few — positives that came out of maybe the COVID situation.
A: So Nick, can you tell us a little bit about what you do to sustain yourself as a writer?
N: Definitely. There’s probably 2 or 3 things that I think help me keep track of me, if you will, as a creative, as a writer, whatever you want to call it. One of those is reading, as odd as that sounds! I think that so many of us… grad school is grad school, and I think it’s quite often a source of burnout, and for so many reasons you do so much reading and the instructors are frank with you in that, “Hey, you’ve got a book a week, I don’t know that you’re going to be able to read a book a week, but you need to try your best to.” 
[14:59] And part of you is wondering then, “Why is that the expectation, that I need a book a week?” And the other part of you just gets really good at reading the first 30 or 50 pages, and like, “Okay, I think I can do this.” So I think that’s part of the reason why it’s so reading-intensive in graduate school, but also there’s a lot of content. After graduating, however, I re-found my love of reading and so I’m not reading because I have to read to cover this seminar paper on these topics. I’m reading because I love Neil Gaiman and I like to read sentences heavy with prepositions; when they tell you in school, “Don’t use prepositions,” but Neil Gaiman does not respect that rule. So I think just reading and rekindling the… and different kinds of reading. I think that I was never a non-fiction-ish person, but The Rings of Saturn is something that I recently read and it [showed] tremendous, tremendous literary skills in other genres. So expanding my reading — if that means that I read a rom-com every now and then… I just recently finished Eat, Pray, Love and I loved it. I loved it. 
[16:05] And this is coming from someone who started on Tolkein and George R.R. Martin. One way I keep track of me and myself and stay refreshed as a writer is just reading, I think — and exploring. Then I can take grains of what I like and what I don’t like from those readings, and [say] like, “Oh, I like that this artist did this and I don’t like that they did that.” I think it helps keep me fresh and gives me new ideas. But then I also think that there’s great value in — kind of [what] we hinted at in our conversation about — seeking out other people to workshop with, or these writing accountability groups. So this semester (for the graduate writing center) I am leading an accountability group. I meet with 12-15 people every week and we meet for 30 minutes, we chat, we say, “Hey, how did you do last week? What were your goals last week? Did you meet them?” 
[16:59] We set new goals for these 2 hours. We sign off, we write for 2 hours, we come back in, we have a quick conversation. And that accountability has been really powerful. Every week I know that for 2 hours I’m going to focus just on what I want to do and there’s other people doing the exact same thing. There’s power in numbers, and there’s power in being with people who are working towards similar goals — maybe not the same goals — but having that hivemind around you [is helpful]. So I think reading and keeping up with my connections, and making sure that I hold myself accountable, but also I can help hold other people accountable and apply pressure, but not too much pressure. 
A: Well Nick, it’s been a pleasure talking to you. Thank you so much for joining me today.
N: Yeah, of course. I appreciate you having me on, this was fun; not often I get to talk about myself. (mutual laughter) So this was nice.
A: Maybe there’ll be more opportunities in the future.
N: Maybe so! Maybe so.
[17:55] A: This is Alice Batt with “How We Write.” I’m with Nick Rivera at the South-Central Writing Centers Association conference in Lubbock, Texas, 2023.
 

