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Series 4: How Writing Center Workers Write
An Interview with Kristin Messuri
 
ALICE: This is Alice Batt with How We Write. I'm talking to you from the Student Union at Texas Tech University where we're celebrating the South-Central Writing Center Association Conference, 2023. And I'm here with Kristin Messuri. And I will let her introduce herself. 
 
KRISTIN: Yeah, I'm Kristin Messuri.
 
I'm managing Director of the writing centers of Texas Tech. I'm co-chairing the conference and I'm really excited to be here.
 
ALICE: Thank you. We're excited to talk to you. So, I remember first off, let me say. Congratulations. This has been a wonderful conference. Thank you. Really well thought out and a lovely space to hold it in. So thank you for having us. So my first question is. When did you first start thinking of yourself as a writer?
 
KRISTIN: Okay, and so I think for me, when I was in about seventh grade, in Ohio, we had a writing program, called Power of the Pen. And so, I was, you know, they had a test that all seventh graders at my school took, and I was selected as one of the people who were participating in this team of writers and we would meet weekly, we would write in response to writing prompts, usually short fiction pieces.
 
KRISTIN: And then we would share them and give each other feedback. And I think that that's really when I started thinking of myself as a writer and developing something like a writing process. 
 
ALICE: So you had colleagues involved in this process?
 
KRISTIN: Yeah, yeah, and getting the pure feedback and everything kind of see how that might play into my future.
 
ALICE: Very cool. Yeah. So in your job, I'm betting you create a lot of genres of writing. What do you write? 
 
KRISTIN: I write many, many, many emails, of course, as we all do. And messages back and forth. On Messenger, it's not Slack, but it's similar to Slack. And usually I'll have some sort of administrative report whether it's a needs assessment or a proposal for funding of some sort at the university or something external. It might be, let's see, trying to think about what I've recently written.
 
KRISTIN: Self-assessment. For the, you know, HR review process. It might be a justification for hiring someone. But a lot of those sorts of professional genres that no one ever teaches you how to write and develop those administrative skills as you go. And then not every day and not as often as I would like, but I do research writing and write articles.
 
ALICE: Okay. And can you take any one of those genres and walk us through your process, any one of them, and walk us through your process for how you write them. And can you take one of those genres, any one of them, and walk us through your process for how you write them. 
 
KRISTIN: Sure. So for me, I think that the setting in the community in which I'm writing is as important as anything else I’m writing is as important as anything else. And so I often write as part of a writing group. And so I often write as part of a writing group. So I write with a writing group that meets once a week. Writing group that I am co-direct. And so I'm thinking about my research work. At this point, but that's often my dedicated writing times 3 hours week and that's usually when I do this work.
 
KRISTIN: But I'll usually start with an outline and start building it out by bullet points. Some sessions in that writing group I'll draft and you know sort of sit down and brain dump and then others all revise. So I tend to kind of chunk out my time and 3 in those weekly 3 hour sessions and try to not always successfully, but try to focus on one kind of riding, in those weekly 3 hour sessions and try not always successfully, but try to focus on one kind of writing task per session.
 
KRISTIN: And often I'm interrupted by, you know, emails that, to, yeah, to be urgent, or other source of administrative writing kind of intrudes sometimes.
 
ALICE: I mean, if you try to protect your writing time, but you're an administrator, then there are all these little interruptions that can become really important, very urgent, very fast.
 
ALICE: Let's see here. Did anything about your writing or writing process change because of COVID? 
 
KRISTIN: I would say so. I really lost that writing community in some way. So we were still meeting on zoom and I think that connection to other writers was really important to me. So it was a time in my week when I would interact with other people and we were trying to kind of keep each other going.
 
KRISTIN: And you know, a lot of them had children at home running around or they had other., you know, obligations, familial things going on. So I think in a lot of ways those became really supportive spaces. Some of them have lingered after, you know, we went back face to face. And so I still have a group of 3 women in that writing group who we meet every Monday first thing and we talk about our week.
 
KRISTIN: It’s usually from our individual offices and we'll call each other and check in. So there have been some good things I think like that community building I think has persisted. I've gone back to in person writing groups and that sort of thing. But I think just recognizing or maybe it's just reifying that need for community has been really a significant effect of COVID. And otherwise thinking about the spaces in which I write, you know, I was able to write from my home and I was lucky to have a, you know, home office that I could use, but I like having a sharp division between my home and my work and not being able to physically leave that space. And I think to me, you know, it was difficult at the time and it re-emphasized how important it is for me to have a space that's sort of dedicated to work where I can really focus and think through what I'm writing. 
 
ALICE: Okay. So, are there things you do to sustain yourself as a writer? Maybe things you've learned over the years since COVID or, longer period of time. 
 
KRISTIN: We are always talking to other writers about our writing. But I think that that's something that I really find sustaining and I love hearing what other people are doing. You know, I think that students, faculty, everybody, you know, that I interact with have just amazing ideas and such interesting research and I can see how it interacts with things that I'm doing in my life or in my work.And in such interesting ways. So I think building those relationships has been so important. And so I think that really sustains me. And otherwise maybe just developing a practice. You know, like a sustained practice is really important. And when I get away from that, you know, sometimes in the summers or if things are particularly busy, then I find that I miss it. You know? 
 
ALICE: So when you say a sustained practice, in that 3 hour block.
 
KRISTIN: For me, it's a 3 h block every week. I know it looks different for different people. I think that having that contact with my writing and that kind of intellectual engagement with it over time, keeps me going. Yeah. It's hard to see when once you walk away, it's hard to get back sometimes.
 
ALICE: Yeah. Are there rituals or beliefs you had to reconsider or leave behind? 
 
KRISTIN: Oh, such a good question.
 
KRISTIN: I think I used to think that I only had a certain number of good ideas, you know, and it was sort of this finite number and once I got through them all then I would just be out. Yes, I was allotted a certain number of good ideas or good writing projects. And so, you know, I think I had a sense that at a certain point I'd just be done.
 
KRISTIN: And I think that, you know, just continuing to learn new things and write and talk to people has been the thing that kind of kept me going.
 
ALICE: What kind of effects has COVID had on your writing center? 
 
KRISTIN: You know, I think So many that I probably don't even recognize so far. I mean, during COVID, of course, we had, we went remote and then we were trying to socially distance ourselves within the center. You know, and come up with policies that would keep all of our students and our staff safe.
 
KRISTIN: I think some of the lingering effects, some are good and some are bad. I think that we have a harder time recruiting writing consultants, I think that we have harder time recruiting writing consultants now because I think everyone is so tired of recruiting writing consultants now because I think everyone is so tired. You know, we have a harder time recruiting writing consultants now because I think everyone is so tired.
 
KRISTIN: You know, before we would have students who would want to take on, you know, writing center work as part of an assistantship or maybe an undergraduate who is really interested in it and maybe it wasn't necessarily in their field but they saw the value in it and we still have those consultants, but it is harder to find them, I think. You know, it just, everyone just seems tired.
 
KRISTIN: And for a long time we had lower usage of our writing centers. And so we've had a lot of, which has been fun, we've had a lot of events to bring them back. You know, trying to get them in the center. Trying to get them to play games with language and to, you know, post open houses and talk about what we do in different areas of campus.
 
KRISTIN: One result is that we have more satellites now. So, one thing that we found is that students seem to be, and this makes perfect sense, they seem to be comfortable in spaces that they're already occupying. Right. So we're trying to get out more into the colleges. We're just opening next week a satellite at our Black Cultural Center to try to meet students where they are.
 
KRISTIN: So I think trying to find ways that maybe aren't the traditional ways we've engaged with students or the traditional spaces we've used, but trying to meet them out where they are. 
 
ALICE: Anything else on any of these topics that you wanna end with? 
 
KRISTIN: I can't think of anything right now.
 
ALICE: Well, thank you so much. I really appreciate you sitting down talking with me. And I will look forward to sharing this with you in good time. This is Alice Batt with Kristin Messuri at Texas Tech University at the South Central Writing Center Association.



