How We Write – An Interview with Wren Worley
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: This is Alice Batt with How We Write, the podcast where we talk about how to write just about anything. [00:30] And I’m talking to you from the South Central Writing Centers Association Conference in Lubbock Texas, 2023, and I’m here with Wren Worley from the University of Oklahoma. Hi Wren!
 
WREN: Hi! Thank you for having me.
 
ALICE: Thank you for joining us! So let’s start off by having you talk to us about your relationship with your Writing Center.
 
WREN: Okay, wonderful. So I’ve been with my writing center at OU for two years now, so second semester of my second year. [01:00] And I actually wanted to work there for much longer than that. So I started my sophomore year of undergrad but ever since like fall freshman year I had been emailing my director and I was like “Hey, like, when will you let me like work at the Writing Center?” [ALICE LAUGHS] I was just like always really excited about it. So basically as soon as I could apply and I was like not a freshman I just immediately wanted to be there. I think my whole life philosophy is, you know, writing while helping others so the Writing Center has always been [01:30] a place where I just feel very supportive in all of like my creative and writing endeavors.
 
ALICE: Great! Okay, so let’s, let’s sort of take a step back there, it’s clear you’ve got an identity as a writer. When did you first start thinking of yourself as a writer?
 
WREN: Definitely pretty young. I remember like the first computer I ever had in my room, that like, it didn’t have internet but, you know, I could use all the different writing and note applications in there. And so I think from the time [02:00] I was like six, seven, eight, like around like the kindergarten age I just started writing these letters to like imaginary people [ALICE CHUCKLES] and different characters that I thought up and I’d write little stories in those applications. And I eventually wrote this short story where the whole point of it was just like this one single joke which is still very on brand for me, but I was trying to be funny, I was trying to be weird with it, and my whole family was like, “This is great, like write this out, like on, like, paper, [02:30] and we can show this to people. And, you know, this is great.”
 
ALICE: Sounds terrific.
 
WREN: Very early. [ALICE LAUGHS]
 
ALICE: Very early! And with great family support which is really nice.
 
WREN: Oh yes. [CHUCKLES]
 
ALICE: Yeah! So, in the course of a day, what genres of writing do you do?
 
WREN: So I actually am a professional writing major at OU, which is very centered in all types of genre fiction. So, like one of my classes will be just writing like a romance, romance stories [03:00] or just writing sci-fi and fantasy stories, things like that. So it kind of just depends on what classes I’m doing that really dictates what kind of writing I do but for my own personal projects I write anywhere from, like, poetry to contemporary to really weird fantasy, I like a lot, a wide range of things.
 
ALICE: Great! Okay, so take one of those genres and talk to us about your process when you’re writing in that genre. 
 
WREN: Okay wonderful! [03:30] Do you mind if I think for a second?
 
ALICE: No of course!
 
WREN: Okay. I guess I’ll go with fantasy because fantasy is very close to my heart, it’s what I grew up reading and now I can’t really get away from it. [ALICE CHUCKLES] I really love the whimsy of, you know like low-stakes fantasy but I also really love the spectacle and the questing of like high stakes fantasy, so I guess it kind of depends on whether I’m going for like low stakes or high stakes. But I always start with what makes the world magical, which could be the [04:00] magic system, I really like working with soft and hard magic systems.
 
ALICE: Oh okay, [WREN CHUCKLES] what is a soft or hard magic system?
 
WREN: Okay, yeah! So these are not like, you know, very technical terms but they’re just kind of like general ways in the community of describing different types of magic systems you might make for a fantasy world. So in the context of writing, I, a hard fantasy magic system would be a system that is very clearly defined to the reader. It has very specific [04:30] rules, very specific costs for using the magic in that world, so if you think of something like Harry Potter, like you know you have, you have to have the wand, you have to cast the spell, and that spell will have some sort of consequence, things like that. Whereas a soft magic system is you have magic, but magic might be less of like a defined force in the world and the magic might be a little tricky to work with, it doesn’t really have specific rules and the reader might not fully understand what the consequences [05:00] of it is. But, you know, there also can be other things that make a fantasy story magical, so you know, you want to have characters that your reader can relate to, and you want characters that, you know, your reader will want to spend time with, you know. They want to be transported to the world to hang out with those characters, to be in that setting. And so you just find what basic elements of a story, so like your characters, your plot, your setting, the rules of your story, that’s like the magic system, what about each of those [05:30] elements contributes to the magic of your story? And whatever way that you define that. And from there then I just start working with outlines of just basic plot, so I’ll do a talking document where instead of writing, you know, like actual like dialogue and like action and things like that I’ll just start by saying you know, “The story starts this way. We start in this setting, this happens this happens this happens, and then we end with this.” Once I have that basic [06:00] outline, then I go back and flesh it out with actual, you know, what are the character traits? How do they act? What are their internal thoughts? How do they usually speak to people? And from there I can build out the actual action and dialogue. Sorry that was a bit of a long explanation.
 
ALICE: No that was a terrific answer! I’m curious—
 
WREN: Okay.
 
ALICE: —have you published any of these stories?
 
WREN: I have gotten the opportunity to publish, undergrad has just been very busy for me.
 
ALICE: Yeah, yeah.
 
WREN: But yeah, a lot of my stuff is mostly for like classes at the moment and all of my personal projects are like [06:30] really expansive and ambitious so I haven’t published yet but that is, you know, a goal probably down—
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
WREN: —later.
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
WREN: Later the line. 
 
ALICE: So I’m curious, did COVID have any effect on your writing or writing process?
 
WREN: It definitely affected it. I think that, like many other things concerning the pandemic, I don’t know if I’ll fully realize all of those effects and consequences until maybe much later down the line. I think the great thing about COVID [07:00] is that it got me really back into reading again, which was great because in order to write you have to be a good reader or at least that’s the way I think of it. And so I was just consuming a lot of different genres and different ways of writing and just really weird stories that got me excited to write again. I think I just started experimenting a lot more and just the idea of like being in a pandemic, not knowing what was going to happen the next week, the next month, it really got me excited to just try things while I have the opportunity [07:30] and the space to. And you know, yeah I don’t know what’s coming next so I might as well just like, get weird with things. [ALICE LAUGHS] So, pandemic made things weird, so I think I just got weird in return. 
 
ALICE: Oh that’s great. [LAUGHS] I like that a lot. Are there any rituals or beliefs that you reconsidered or left behind during that time period?
 
WREN: Oh left behind, interesting book series by the way.
 
ALICE: Oh really?
 
WREN: Yeah. Left behind. I think that [08:00] I had to let go of, so the pandemic came at an interesting time for me because it was my last semester of senior year of high school, so I had a lot of things kind of disrupted by the pandemic and then it also framed my first year in college—
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
WREN: —so kind of like that transition year, that transition time, was very clouded by the pandemic and I think that, with that idea [08:30] of experimentation, I really had to let go of just a lot of routines that I had been taught in middle school and high school about writing. I think a lot of my fiction writing was very influenced by what I had been taught about academic writing. 
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
WREN: And I had to learn that there were a lot of different disciplines and ways of going about things and I just had to leave behind my very rigid ideas of what good writing looked like.
 
ALICE: Which ones— give me some examples of things [WREN CHUCKLES] you’ve left behind.
 
WREN: There’s definitely, like the five-body paragraph—
 
ALICE: [09:00] Yeah! [LAUGHS]
 
WREN: —right?
 
ALICE: Kick that one out.
 
WREN: The idea of, you know, every story we’re told should have a beginning, middle, and end. But I think I experimented a lot about where to start a story, where to end a story, and to let myself write stories that did not fit like those rigid structures of what, you know, the frame of a story looks like.
 
ALICE: That’s great. Are there things you do to sustain yourself as a writer?
 
WREN: Do you mind if I ask for [09:30] a clarification—
 
ALICE: [OVERLAPS] Yeah, yeah. So, a lot, a lot of people talk about, you know, writing as, “Okay let’s talk about process, how do I write this particular kind of thing, or when I sit down at the desk I do X, Y, and Z.” Are there things outside of that, that you do to sustain yourself?
 
WREN: Like in the environment, things like that?
 
ALICE: The environment, I mean for me when I think about it I think about like yoga twice a week is no longer an option it’s a must. [10:00] 
 
WREN: Yeah.
 
ALICE: You know the things you do that keep you able to do the work. 
 
WREN: Two of our consultants here, they’re going to do a presentation about using yoga as a way to influence like writing and creativity and things like that.
 
ALICE: Oh I should find that! [CHUCKLES] 
 
WREN: It’s happening like right after I do this, so I think that they have a handle on that much more— 
 
ALICE: Yeah.
 
WREN: —than I do. I definitely do love movement, whenever I’m writing. I’m a very, like my energy levels kind of fluctuate a lot and if I’m not in the mood [10:30] to write but I need to write anyway I think that I really love music and the idea of telling stories through music. I do just dance in my room sometimes if I need that energy, I need the pep, I need something to, you know, be the soundtrack to whatever I’m writing. I really do turn to music a lot, whether it’s just sitting there at the desk and like meditating on the same song over and over again, finding one with lyrics that I really like, like those actual words and text in the song that I really enjoy, [11:00] or just moving and being crazy. [BOTH CHUCKLE] One of those, I think music is really centered in my writing process.
 
ALICE: That’s great. Okay last question. What kinds of effects has COVID had on your Writing Center?
 
WREN: I think from the beginning, I was very aware of the pandemic and how it influenced the Writing Center’s ability to connect with writers and service writers, [11:30] since, you know, it already had been going on for a year before I came in. But there was definitely still a lot of reverb kind of from that as I was going into my first year as a consultant. I think that there was definitely the idea of developing asynchronous and video appointment skills so knowing how to use a lot of technology in a lot of different ways in order to do my job as a consultant. I think definitely technology [12:00] played a big role with it. And there was the idea of, you know, our numbers kind of like fluctuated a lot in the pandemic and now we’re trying to get those back up so you know let’s experiment with it, you know how can we change things up in order to get people back into the Writing Center and excited to be in-person and working together with writing again.
 
ALICE: So what are some of the things you’re trying to, bring people back into the fold? [CHUCKLES]
 
WREN: Yeah. I think that, something that was a big thing in the [12:30] like early pandemic was this idea of mental health and how like such like a global tragedy affects people, and you know there’s also that, this idea that like the way that we think becomes automatically like somatic. Like it, the way that our thoughts influence our body and vice versa, the mind and body is very connected, and so a, an event that I thought of my first year as a consultant was writing for wellness [13:00] and so we just really wanted to do an event that focused on the idea of, “Hey, like, we’ve had a couple of rough years, how do we, you know channel that like nervous and like unsettled energy into being creative? And being productive creatively?” And yeah, so it was a lot about like journaling, reflecting through writing, I think it was very centered on the idea of like destressing, I don’t say post-pandemic, but [CHUCKLES] you know—
 
ALICE: Yeah yeah. [CHUCKLES]
 
WREN:—like in the pandemic [13:30] era. 
 
ALICE: Right.
 
WREN: Yeah so I mean many events like that that were just focused on like, “Hey, like we’re nervous about writing right now, like we’re writing about really tough subjects right now, really influential topics are coming up in writing more and more over the past few years, like how do we do that?” And so I think a lot of events at the Writing Center centered those ideas, so.
 
ALICE: Well thank you Wren! I appreciate you talking to me today.
 
WREN: Thank you, this was great!
 
ALICE: This is Alice Batt with How We Write, coming to you from the South Central Writing Center’s Association [14:00] Conference in Lubbock, Texas, 2023.
