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TRANSCRIPT
 
MUSICAL INTRO: From the University Writing Center, at the University of Texas at Austin, with host Alice Batt…
 
OVERLAPPING VOICES: How we write.
 
ALICE: Hi this is Alice Batt. I’m speaking to you from the Texas Tech (00:30) Student Union where we’re holding the South Central Writing Center’s Association Conference 2023. And I’m here with Eric Camarillo who is Dean of the Learning Commons at Tarrant County Community College. Hey Eric!
 
ERIC: Hi Alice!
 
ALICE: And—
 
ERIC: Hi everybody!
 
ALICE: True, true confessions, Eric used to work at our writing center. [LAUGHS]
 
ERIC: Yep.
 
ALICE: Many moons ago.
 
ERIC: Many moons ago, yes. But it feels sometimes like it was just yesterday. [LAUGHS]
 
ALICE: Particularly when you run into your people at the—
 
ERIC: Yes!
 
ALICE: Yea? Okay, well Eric (01:00) I’d like to start off by asking you when did you first start thinking of yourself as a writer?
 
ERIC: So I think, there’s this moment that I had when I was very young. I want to say I may have been in, like, second or third grade. We had this speaker come in, we were all in the gym, we had this speaker come in and I can’t remember the exact line of questioning, but he asked us you know, “What does it take (01:30) to tell a story? Like to write a story? Like what does it take to do that?” And, you know, we’re like seven or eight years old [ALICE CHUCKLES] so we’re like “oh pen and paper and you have to, you have to write the stuff” and he was like  “Well actually, you don’t really need those things to be a writer or to tell stories. You can just share them. Right? Or you can write with whatever utensils, you know, that are kinda at your disposal, you don’t need something specific.” (02:00) And so that really kinda changed the way that I approached writing as like an activity and kind of thinking about myself as someone who could do something creative in that way. So I would say probably from then onward, I really began to see myself as someone who could write stories.
 
ALICE: That’s great. Awesome. So I want you to think for a second, you’re the Dean of the Learning Commons, (02:30) so you probably write a lot of genres. Can you rattle off a bunch of those that you write on a daily basis?
 
ERIC: On a daily basis? [LAUGHS]
 
ALICE: Well, you know, you can stick a few other things in there.
 
ERIC: Sure. Well my Masters’ is in, you know with an emphasis in Creative Writing with an English Degree so I used to write in a few more genres. But generally speaking, what I write nowadays is really a lot, is a lot of emails, emails as a genre, and they sometimes (03:00) have to be carefully crafted, reports, various assessments. I do a lot of, I write scholarly articles, so that itself is its own kind of genre. Sometimes, dependent upon the publication that I’m working with, I have to adjust what I’m doing. But besides those, you know, when I wrote creatively, it was a lot of fiction, a very little bit of memoir, I’ve never been very good at that, (03:30) and then maybe some horror just for fun.
 
ALICE: Horror for fun! [ERIC LAUGHS] That’s right you took Tom Garza’s—
 
ERIC: Correct.
 
ALICE: —Vampires class, didn’t you? Okay, awesome. So pick one of those genres and tell us what your process is when you’re writing it.
 
ERIC: So I think I’ll talk about scholarly writing, if only because it’s what I do the most of at this point. And really I think I find it the most rewarding. (04:00) So my process is always to generate a lot of ideas. So my writing process really begins with a lot of reading. And so I’ll read and read and read and I’ll get to this, like, point where I feel, like, almost full. And then I’ll begin kind of putting things down on a paper, well on a computer. I don’t actually use—
 
ALICE: Right.
 
ERIC: —pen and paper, I know some folks do, that’s not part of my particular (04:30) process. And from the reading, what I also get is hopefully some kind of like angle or argument. So like I begin with an idea, or some impression, or something I want to like prove or disprove. And so then I begin to kind of read and collect different pieces that I think can feed into that. And then I just sort of, like, start and I go until I’m, like, tired. And sometimes it can be pretty sustained with me kind of going back and forth to different texts and making sure that I’m [05:00] drawing in the right kinds of sources. And sometimes it’s really just writing, so it can range from a 20-minute burst to maybe about an hour or an hour and a half—
 
ALICE: Ok.
 
ERIC: —at a stretch if I’m doing a lot of research along with the writing. And so from there, I try and compose then a fuller draft. While I’m writing, I do also try and organize which is sort of new to my process. I really, I know— so I used to teach, you know, [05:30] Freshman Composition and one of the things that we try to teach our students is oh we should begin with like an outline, you know, begin with an outline and then fill in. I’ve never really done that.
 
ALICE: Yes, it’s not my favorite either. [CHUCKLES]
 
ERIC: So sometimes I feel like I’m teaching them something I don’t really do myself. If only because my process is not necessarily replicable, or accessible, for many students. So I do sometimes with longer projects actually do make that outline. At least with headers, just so I know [06:00] kind of where I’m going and where I stop and what I’m really like trying to say. And as I’m doing that I pull in more sources. It’s pretty rare for me to have, like, my sources already, to have my ducks in a row like that. Usually, as I’m researching or reading I may find others and I pull those in and then maybe I find others and I pull those in and at some point I do have to stop doing that obviously. [ALICE LAUGHS] Cuz then I would never—
 
ALICE: It becomes a sort of knitting project.
 
ERIC: —yea, well then cuz I would never finish—
 
ALICE: Yeah, yeah.
 
ERIC: —anything [06:30]. The thing about the scholarly writing and maybe other essays and certainly with my dissertation that I’m working on now, it’s like you, you’re not trying to write everything, right, you are just trying to write this one thing. So it’s fine if there are gaps or you don’t address every single point. Also kind of hard to come to terms with, with that—
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: —I think. But yeah, once I’m done with the drafting process the, what I call the real work of writing, begins which is the revising, right [07:00]. And revising for me is really where you’re turning and you’re becoming the judge. You have to figure out what stays, what goes, what makes sense, how do you arrange things. And so you know I was a Rhetoric and Writing major at UT, my program now at Tech is Technical Communication and Rhetoric and so I’ve become very attuned to the concept of arrangement, you know, and making sure that your arguments are hitting in the way that you want them to for your reader [07:30] to maximize your point. So I spend a lot of time really with that, that part of the process, really revising. And when I teach, I also teach revising as the core part of the writing process. Truly re-vision how your paper is working, or how your article is working, is it really doing what you want it to do? And if it’s not, how do you get it there?
 
ALICE: Yeah
 
ERIC: And if it is—
 
ALICE AND ERIC: —great.
 
ERIC: How can we streamline it then, right? And then I don’t really spend, somewhere in that process I’m also maybe doing [08:00] some light editing, fixing my various typos. The thing I do last because it’s the thing I like the least is the work cited page [ALICE CHUCKLES]. You know, I just never, I never quite got over that from my undergrad years. I just— I hate works cited pages. And so that’s when I’ll go back and I’ll be like “Okay, well what sources did I use?” And hopefully I have them, I have them compiled somewhere and not just like [08:30] strewn about my desk or—
 
ALICE: Right. [LAUGHS]
 
ERIC: —in random electronic file folders, you know, trying to find them. So then I have to go back and re-read and make sure that I’ve put all the sources that I’ve used in my works cited page. And then from there it’s, you know, ready to go to, you know, an editor, or if it was a call for manuscripts, to those editors, you know—
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: —so, and then they’ll give me feedback and then the revisioning continues.
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: Right, based off of the feedback that I get from that.  
 
ALICE: Great [09:00]. That’s a really nice overview thank you.
 
ERIC: Yeah.
 
ALICE: So I’m going to ask, did COVID change anything about your writing or your writing process?
 
ERIC: Actually no, because even before the pandemic, I was, I really didn’t use physical resources that often, right. And so when, I often use Texas Tech database, but I use their electronic databases so a lot of my sources and research are just housed in various [09:30] digital file folders, like my One Drive or my Google Drive or something. And I do a lot of my work in that way. So even in the Ph.D. program, it’s mostly a remote program—
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: —and I just did not want to be, I couldn’t really see myself carrying around a binder full of articles and research and carrying around stacks of books which is what I have electronically for all my courses. And I’m like well, that’s just not really gonna work for me. [ALICE AND ERIC LAUGH] [10:00] So I need another way to like capture, you know make sure I have everything that I need in a way that is easy to carry. And it was, you know, it’s an adjustment, and actually I’ve done most of my work, believe it or not I’ve done most of my work at the Ph.D. level on my iPad Pro.
 
ALICE: Really?
 
ERIC: I have, yes. And I know it’s, maybe that’s, for most folks that wouldn’t be possible, but I’ve never really minded it. You gotta kinda get used to the screen size and figure out some workarounds, but once you figure that out [10:30], like, it can be a pretty easy way to work.
 
ALICE: So, let me ask, iPad Pro I think, entirely portable. Do you write in lots of different places? Do you have a favorite writing space?
 
ERIC: Ooh. You know, I’d have to go places for that. [LAUGHS]
 
ALICE: [LAUGHS] Not going to new places.
 
ERIC: I do, I do sometimes, like have, [11:30] you know having lived in Austin for three years, sometimes I get that, like, hipster itch. And I’m like—
 
ALICE: Go to the coffee shop?
 
ERIC: —I go to a coffee shop. [ALICE LAUGHS] I’m like yeah, let me, let me go [11:00] to some local coffee shop where the coffee is not sweet enough for me [ALICE CHUCKLES] and just like, yeah read through a text, take some notes. When I began, my apartment that I used to live in, had this lovely pool area and I would go out there pretty often early in the morning before anyone was there, listen to the sound of the water kind of moving—
 
ALICE: Oh nice.
 
ERIC: —and just like read and write, yeah.
 
ALICE: That’s cool, good. Are there any, rituals or beliefs about writing [11:30] that you’ve had to reconsider or leave behind?
 
ERIC: Like as I’ve grown as a writer?
 
ALICE: Mmhmm.
 
ERIC: I think what I’ve really had to let go of, what I’ve really had to embrace is the process of revision. When I started at UT, you know, I was a really gifted high school student. I was very ambitious, very academically inclined, but of course, you know, you enter into—[12:00] and I was a straight-A student, right, but you know you get into a college environment and suddenly the degree of the work they’re asking of you is very different.
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: And so I had this existential crisis when I got like my first C on a paper, right because to me it was like, I had just sort of assumed that your paper had to be perfect.
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: Right? Your first draft just has to be perfect. And of course that’s ridiculous. [ALICE LAUGHS] Right? That’s absolutely ridiculous [12:30]. I’ve never met anyone who has produced a really solid first draft of like an essay or anything you know what I mean? And so that process was really hard to kind of let go of and it probably wasn’t really until I was in graduate school when I began to really think more about my process and that it was okay to get feedback. Feedback used to make me very nervous [13:00].
 
ALICE: That’s interesting given that you worked at the Writing Center—
 
ERIC: Isn’t it funny?
 
ALICE: —as an undergrad. Yeah.
 
ERIC: Yeah, isn’t it funny? And, but you know, I never actually went there as a student.
 
ALICE: Oh, okay.
 
ERIC: You know what I mean?
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: Yeah, so whenever students are anxious about having someone look at their writing, I’m like I instantly understand that. I’m like I get it, I don’t want people looking at my writing either, or I didn’t used to, I’m much more comfortable with it now, right. Cuz in my grad program, I do a lot of workshopping and you’re getting a lot of feedback [13:30], and it’s not that anyone is particularly, you know, mean or vicious in their feedback. But they’re also like not always praising you—
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: Right?
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: And so, like they have constructive criticism. And with creative projects, you kinda have to develop a, I don’t want to call it a thick skin, but you do have to develop, maybe a, an open-mindedness kind of reflex, right, to be open to the feedback and not instantly reject it or instantly think [14:00] that you’re like a bad person—
 
ALICE: Right. [CHUCKLES]
 
ERIC: —or a bad writer, right.
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: The idea of the feedback is to make you a stronger writer, to make whatever you’re working on a better project. So I would say it’s really the power of revision is what I’ve had to really come to terms with as I’ve matured as a writer.
 
ALICE: That’s great. Awesome. Do you have any specific things you do to sustain yourself as a writer? [14:30]
 
ERIC: I read a lot. And I read a lot depending on what I’m trying to write.
 
ALICE: Okay.
 
ERIC: So when I was a creative writer, I guess I still am, but—
 
ALICE: Of course you are! [CHUCKLES]
 
ERIC: —when I wrote more creative projects, you know I would read a lot more fictional works or works in the genre that I was trying to write in. And now that I write more, like, scholarly pieces or journal articles I find that reading other journal articles [15:00] on similar topics really energizes me and really gives me like ideas and makes me feel like I can keep kinda going. But really doing anything kind of, letting my brain also relax was also a big strategy that I’ve had to develop.
 
ALICE: Talk about that.
 
ERIC: Sure. So, you know, so I majored, so Rhetoric and Writing and English and it’s like the, maybe one of the bad things of majoring in either of those fields [15:30], especially as an undergrad, is that you’re kind of analyzing—
 
ALICE AND ERIC: Everything.
 
ALICE: All the time! [LAUGHS]
 
ERIC: Yeah, everything all the time. And it got to a point where I was just like having a hard time just enjoying watching things.
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: I’d be watching just a TV show and suddenly I’m like “I wonder, like, what him turning away from her at this moment, like meant. [ALICE LAUGHS] Like what does that signify?” And I’m just not able to enjoy things. And so that’s when I began kind of getting more into B-horror movies. [ALICE LAUGHS][16:00] Into low-budget, like, just the, the poorest made movies you can imagine—
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: —because there’s no way to analyze them. There is no deeper meaning, there’s nothing hidden there.
 
ALICE: Plan 9 from Outer Space.* [CHUCKLES]
 
ERIC: For me, for me it’s really more like Megashark versus Sharktopus.**
 
ALICE: Okay, okay okay.
 
ERIC: Yeah, it’s kind of like the level that I’m at—
 
ALICE: Got it, got it.
 
ERIC: —with those. So whenever I really need to, like, decompress, you know I kind of search for those kinds of genres where, you know [16:30]—
 
ALICE: Okay.
 
ERIC: —I find them entertaining, but I can’t exercise that part of my brain—
 
ALICE: Yeah, yeah.
 
ERIC: —that would ordinarily be going off.
 
ALICE: So it’s sort of disrupting that critical analysis.
 
ERIC: Exactly, yeah.
 
ALICE: That’s funny. Cool. Let’s talk about your writing center. What kinds of effects has COVID had on, well, on your Learning Commons—
 
ERIC: Sure.
 
ALICE: —and the writing center in it?
 
ERIC: So I’m going to try and talk about all three—
 
ALICE: Okay!
 
ERIC: —because in the pandemic I’ve worked at three different—
 
ALICE: Oh my goodness.
 
ERIC: —places. [17:00] I know, I don’t know how this happened. [ALICE LAUGHS] But you know, so at my very first institution, the University of Houston at Victoria, when the pandemic first started, you know, we, it was spring break, we began, like, a day early, we closed, and we thought “Oh, in a couple of weeks we’ll be back.” I never went back to that office Alice. [ALICE LAUGHS] I never stepped foot back in that office. It was like seven months before I went back to that office.
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: And it wasn’t just because of the pandemic, there was actually like a very small fire in that building [17:30].
 
ALICE: Oh.
 
ERIC: Yeah, not related at all—
 
ALICE: Okay.
 
ERIC: —to the pandemic. But, you know, so we weren’t allowed back on campus. And we had began, we had just started using a platform called Upswing and I chose it because we were trying to better serve our graduate and remote students, or our online students. And so when we began doing things remotely,  that shift was actually really easy. It was a very simple process, people were already on the schedule, I just had to make them online tutors [18:00].
 
ALICE: Uh huh.
 
ERIC: Now was there any kind of like extra training to working on an online format? Not really. [ALICE LAUGHS]. We did what we could via Teams, remotely, but otherwise, it was just like “Yup, do your best, [ALICE CHUCKLES] you know, until we can, you know, get a better handle on—”
 
ALICE: Right.
 
ERIC: “—try and structure it a little better.” Although the writing tutors, of course— so at that University I oversaw all the tutoring. For the Writing Center, they actually did have training in online formats [18:30], so synchronous and asynchronous, cuz we had been working for those populations, for, we’ve been doing, usually we’ve been doing asynchronous tutoring since the 90s. So there was a strong kind of culture around asynchronous tutoring there. So that was a really easy pivot. It was like me spending an afternoon changing schedules and then we were pretty much good to go. Compared to my next institution, HACC, Harrisburg Area Community College [19:00], and they had never offered any kind of online tutoring for any subject.
 
ALICE: Okay.
 
ERIC: And so obviously in the pandemic, very hard pivot.
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: Very hard pivot to online. They had actually begun to pilot online tutoring that Spring. And of course, that pilot turned into their entire operation. That institution remained remote, probably for, until, I want to say Fall 2021. So they were remote for quite a bit. But they handled [19:30], they had the, they used Zoom for their tutoring. And so they had to, even though it was kind of a hard pivot, they seemed to adapt really well, to this modality. Like everyone seemed to really get behind Zoom, they seemed to understand kind of how it would work, they were some things here and there—
 
ALICE: Were they using it for classes already?
 
ERIC: For some classes.
 
ALICE: Okay.
 
ERIC: HACC, for some reason, had a variety of different—
 
ALICE: Platforms.
 
ERIC: —video streaming platforms, I don’t—
 
ALICE: Interesting.
 
ERIC: —I don’t know why, but they chose Zoom for handling the pandemic. And so, then they began to pilot [20:00] an asynchronous program that summer, asynchronous tutoring. And so I helped them kind of build that up as well. And so, I would say, that obviously that was a very different kind of operation for them.
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: And here at TCC, we have maybe a little bit of a mix of both. We do have some online supports [20:30]. We have an online campus called Connect. And so there is a whole population of students who do attend classes online, we use Trac Cloud and that has the ability to put, like, online tutors into the schedule so people can make appointments with them. And we’re just trying to better refine and make those processes a little bit more sophisticated now. But for TCC, really what I think is the way moving forward is really this kind of hybrid format. So yes, some on-site [ 21:00], some remote, some asynchronous. And I think being able to offer tutoring in these different modalities really best serves our student population you know. I’m at a community college, all our students are commuter students, they all have, you know, for the most part, the vast majority of them are part-time students.
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: So we have very small percentage that are full-time. So they’re, you know, they’re working, they’re taking care of families, they’re doing other stuff.
 
ALICE: Yeah
 
ERIC: Right? [21:30] And so we want to make it as easy as possible for them to access the resources that their tuition is funding.
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: Right.
 
ALICE: Now I know you are writing your dissertation on asynchronous—
 
ERIC: Yes!
 
ALICE: —consultations.
 
ERIC: Yes.
 
ALICE: So do you want to say anything more about that for us, about why that is so important to you?
 
ERIC: Yeah! I really think, so I noticed this gap in the Fall of 2019 when I was trying to find a dissertation project. And so my initial idea was actually a little bit different. But when I began to really research asynchronous tutoring I realized there really wasn’t very much [22:00]. It seemed under-explored, but I was coming from, remember, an institution that had been doing it for a couple of decades. And so I found that a little bit odd. Except of course I remember, you know, I was trained at the Undergraduate Writing Center and I remember that we didn’t do asynchronous there either. And I was like “Hmm.” And so I began to explore and dig a little bit deeper, and it just became, and of course I found Kathyrn Denton’s article [22:30] “Beyond the Lore: Making a Case for Asynchronous Online Research”*** I think is the full name of that article? And so she makes the case, you know,  asynchronous is often, asynchronous tutoring is often avoided not because of anything about the practice itself but just because of what we think about the practice.
 
ALICE: Mmhmm.
 
ERIC: Right, we don’t actually know very much about how asynchronous tutoring works because the people who do it don’t seem to research it or when they write about it they write about it very defensively [23:00]. Like they’ll say—
 
ALICE: Okay.
 
ERIC: —you know, “we didn’t really want to do asynchronous tutoring, but our institution made us”—
 
ALICE:  [LAUGHS] Right, right right.
 
ERIC: —or, you know, whatever.
 
ALICE: Pass the buck. [LAUGHS]
 
ERIC: Yeah, yeah yeah. So they take these kind of like defensive maneuvers. But I really think in the pandemic, I really think that asynchronous tutoring is just very accessible for most people. And I say that thinking about the pandemic, thinking about student’s different accesses, access to technologies [23:30]. And you know, many schools may have now various kinds of like computer or device loan programs. We have one at TCC, HACC had one, UHV has one now, where you know, you can check out a computer for a whole semester. I think UT has one as well, pre-dating the pandemic. I remember it being there when I was a student, if I remember correctly [24:00]. But you know, trying to get those devices, but for many students those programs came not in time, right. Who can just pivot and buy a laptop in the middle of the semester, right? Not most of our students I don’t think. Even, maybe a Chromebook? But even that—
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: —can be quite a bit of an expense when you’re at a time period when maybe you lost your job, maybe your parents lost their jobs, right [24:30]. So it’s just not always possible to, you know, purchase these sorts of technologies, let alone the infrastucture that you would need to make them work for you, right.
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: So really having the high-speed internet is also a big part of it. Otherwise what you’re working with is a very large, very pretty, paperweight. And — but what I also want to build off of that is most of our students also have cell phones [25:00]. And these cell phones are quite, they’re quite sophisticated now. Even the ones that maybe are not like, they have two gigs of RAM, or whatever right. They can still do most of what you need them to do. And so, so our students may have those already in their possessions and so they’re going to be using those devices to try and access resources and services. And with asynchronous tutoring, you don’t need a lot of bandwidth, right [25:30].
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: Streaming video for a synchronous tutoring session requires a lot of bandwidth.
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: And it requires a very strong connection, and if you’re in a rural area, maybe that just isn’t possible.
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: Or if you’re using like a satellite internet or whatever, maybe that’s just not possible when you need it to be. So— but submitting a paper via email or some other kind of asynchronous platform is pretty, I think, accessible and possible for most students if they’re having trouble accessing [26:00] both the equipment and the infrastructure necessary—
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
ERIC: —to participate in other ways. And so in the pandemic I think we kind of really see the value of asynchronous tutoring, and my presentation earlier today was really like, we shouldn’t have to rely on a global pandemic [ALICE LAUGHS] to push us to engage in innovative practices. [LAUGHS]  You know?
 
ALICE: But it’s nice when they come out of the pandemic. [LAUGHS]
 
ERIC: Right, yeah yeah.
 
ALICE: That’s a great place to end. Thank you Eric, really appreciate the chance to talk to you [26:30].
 
ERIC: Of course, thank you very much.
 
ALICE: This is Alice Batt with How We Write, coming to you with Eric Camarillo from the Texas Tech Student Union at the South Central Writing Center’s Association Conference.
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