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by Michael Erard

Former university writing consultant Michael Erard has made a living as
a writer and writing consultant outside the university. He shares his
wisdom about the challenges and advantages of consulting in the wild.

Michael Erard

You don’t need to be in a university-based writing center to do the writer-
centered, process-positive, and culture-sensitive work of a writing consultant.

In fact, that work gets more interesting–and more crucial–in the wild.

Outside of organizations, you can find–or make–business opportunities as a
freelance editor or a writing coach and social opportunities as a person who
manages writing groups or creates writing workshops for social groups. Inside
organizations you can enhance your job as an editor, a proposal writer, or even
a supervisor by helping writers be more effective in their writing contexts,
improve their relationships with texts, and reflect on their identities as writers.

I’ve worked as a writing consultant on both sides of the fence. In almost five
years at the Undergraduate Writing Center at the University of Texas at Austin,
I once calculated that I worked with 1000 students. After I finished my
doctorate, I co-founded a writing consulting company, LucidWork, whose clients
are salespeople, engineers, professors, and urban planners. Now, as an editor
at the School of Nursing at UT-Austin, I edit grant proposals and research
articles and hold writing skills seminars for faculty members and staff. I don’t
only work with texts; I work with writers. Writing is not only what’s on the
page, I believe: it’s what’s in the brain as well as in the work setting. What’s on
the page is often only an excuse for talking about brains and work settings.

Along the way I’ve come to believe that writing consultants are more effective
than editors. An editor is a judge. An editor deals in issues of law, helping a
writer produce good writing according to a set of principles abstracted from
particular settings. On the other hand, a writing consultant is a mini-
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anthropologist who understands that rules about “good” writing have a history
within the culture of a profession, a company, or a community. The work of a
writing consultant is to help a writer see and negotiate the full cluster of
constraints that shape a text. Those constraints include genre, topic, purpose,
and audience, but also the more unfamiliar but no less real factors of time
pressures, the specific history of interactions with the people who will be
evaluating and using the text, and the work that the piece of writing will have
to do.

In the university setting, writing consulting work is relatively easy because even
though many people disagree on what constitutes good writing, nearly
everyone agrees that good writing matters.

When you work in the wild, you realize that the situation is nearly the opposite:
most people agree that good writing follows a uniform set of simple, universal
rules, but they’re not all willing to invest time and money in teaching those
rules. There are a couple reasons for this. I have met some decision makers in
companies who have, from time to time, hired an English professor to teach a
grammar class–but found in several weeks that the staff’s writing is still
unsatisfactory. That makes them believe that any investment in teaching
provides no tangible return.

The even greater problem is that the world runs on bad writing. Why should
someone spend time, energy, and financial resources improving writing when
the competitive advantage that better writing provides is negligible? After all,
the world doesn’t grind to a halt because of a clichÃ©, unclear expression, poor
word choice, flat phrase, or dishonest structure. It’s even possible that bad
writing sometimes improves relationships because it gives supervisors
something to supervise and doesn’t intimidate colleagues.

So the first task of the writing consultant in the wild is to uncover the real
expectations for writing in a particular context. You can’t assume they rest on
something as tangible as a grade. In the wild, writing is evaluated by intangible
criteria like social status, perceived efficiency, and relative advantage. When a
manager tries to talk about these things, he or she will inevitably translate the
intangibles into tangibles, so that you begin to think the office they run is
actually a classroom. I’ve met more than one supervisor who takes on a school-
marmish tone because they lack the language for describing the work culture of
writing.

What favors a writing consultant over an editor is flexibility, which means that if
you want to work as a writing consultant in the wild, you will be able to uncover
the real expectations for writing in any setting, whether the writers are a group
of senior citizens who want to write their memoirs, sales staff for a computer
firm, or middle-aged assistant professors.

____________________

Michael Erard is an editor, writer, and writing consultant. He can be reached at
erard@lucidwork.com.
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