English 110C


Rewriting is the essence of writing well – where the game is won or lost.
– William Zinsser

The difference between the right and the nearly right word is the same as that between lightning and the lightning bug. 

– Mark Twain

If it sounds like writing, I rewrite it.

– Elmore Leonard

Along with “peer-review”, revision is one of writing pedagogy’s most misunderstood, ill-used, and undeservedly maligned activities. 

Revision should entail a whole-scale reconsideration of work and result in extensive change at every level (idea, structure, support, paragraph, sentence, language). Take apart the term “revision” and you’ll get to “something seen again” (approximately). Revision is finding something new in what you’re seeing again, and rewriting according to that new vision.
 In practice, revision has become the umbrella term for fixing errors, trading words, rephrasing sentences, or changing what someone else said wasn’t good. Not the most exciting activities, nor the most fruitful. No wonder teachers and students alike curse it. But not one of those activities constitutes revision.
So why don’t these activities rate? Why aren’t they revision? 

Correcting things that are wrong, better known as proofreading, should happen whether or not an essay is revised. Who would turn in math homework they knew was incorrect and could fix be checking with the textbook? It would be a waste of time and effort – same as not proofreading an essay. You’ve bothered to write it, so fixing errors should seem like small but worthwhile step. (I’d argue that proofreading should happen after revision, because it’s not worth correcting errors if the thinking behind the essay is still changing – fixing punctuation in sentences that are struck during revision is just giving yourself extra work.) The bigger problem with proofreading – the reason it doesn’t count as revision – is that it has little to do with the quality of the essay. Things that can be correct are. Great. They should be. 
Trading out weak words for stronger words is a smart thing to do, but it’s not really revising. That’s part of polishing. It’s checking the seasoning of a dish you’ve spent hours cooking before you serve it. Would you assume you could throw all the ingredients into the pot at once and never change anything, never adjust? It might be good, but why not test it at the end, and see if – after all those hours, all those chemical changes – a few additions might improve it? Enhancing language is important, but it’s sheen, and (most of the time) has little to do with depth of thinking, which revision requires. Even a perfect shine can be pretty dull, whereas seeing something new (even in something old) is exciting.
Similarly, rephrasing sentences will make your essay look a lot better. To keep up with the metaphors, look at your early-draft sentences like light bulbs. You put them in when you first move into your idea, so that you can see your way through to unpacking that idea. Over time, and after deeper thinking has lit every light in the house, you might find you need more light in another place, that some of your bulbs have dimmed and you can’t quite see what you know is there. You’d change them, right? Move them around so you can see clearly? And that’s what you owe to your essay – keeping it clear. But it’s not revising. It’s ensuring your essay is readable for someone else. 
Even the best readers don’t know your ideas as you do. They’ll also bring their own ideas to reading. Especially a draft-level essay, which may not yet have its ideas formulated coherently. Ever heard the adage “too many cooks spoil the pot”? Perhaps that’s because a dish can only contain so many flavor types and preferences. Something’s got to prevail, or the dish just gets muddy. So comments from other readers can be helpful, but revision is absolutely not looking at comments from an instructor, classmate, peer, or parent and changing the portions of an essay they said to change. In this scenario, you wouldn’t be the one looking at the essay, and that’s an essential part of revision. Nor would you be the one trying to find something new. You’d be letting someone else take over the essay. It would no longer be yours. 

Revision is holistic. It’s revolutionary and evolutionary. Anything else is just frosting. An essay can be absolutely correct, with lovely language and sharp sentences. But those things don’t make it a good essay. Good thinking does. 

So, how do you go about revising an essay?
With the disclaimer that revision is something learned and relearned many times over, and a second disclaimer that this is a generative approach to revising rather than the more common problem-based approach, and a third that throughout the term we’ll work on specific exercises to reach the goals of the following steps, here are a few ways to get started on your own:
Step 1. Estrange yourself from your work. Pretend you don’t know it, and don’t say hi or smile when you see it in the hall. Forget that time it made you feel good. Let yourself wonder if it’s represented you poorly behind your back. Give it the silent treatment. It’s terribly difficult to discipline yourself into being an honest reader of your own work. You know what you think the essay says, and will see it that way. Breaking out of this relationship with your work, or at least trying to, is a good first step. It may not work every time.
Step 2. Reread your essay. Preferably aloud, from a printed copy, with a pen in hand. Especially if Step 1 has worked even a little, you may be able to read what’s on the page instead of what’s in your head. As you read, note where a word or phrase sounds funny, where your tongue twists or your voice stumbles or you run out of breath. Mark these spots with your pen so you can find them later. Ask yourself: do I like the writer of this essay? Is she an interesting person? Is he saying something intelligent and in an intelligent way? What? Mark those spots, too.  
Step 3. Now that you’ve had that post-breakup lunch with your essay, think about any moments you might have been tempted to take it back. Did it say something interesting, even to someone who’s trying not to be interested? Were there any moments you thought, hey, even if we’re no longer close, I can see what I used to like about this essay? If you can’t figure out what you used to see in the essay, it may be time to walk away completely. But the things that make you smile, or give you a little energy, are the workings of what could be a good friendship. Bring those to the front of your mind, ahead of the sentimental memories of how things used to be.
Step 4. Show your essay to someone else. But don’t just hand it off and walk away. Don’t introduce your essay either. Don’t tell your reader what your essay says (or what you think it says), or what you think is cool about your essay or not, or why you think they might get along. Instead, ask your reader a few very simple descriptive questions, questions that will reveal what they get out of your essay. Listen to their answers, take your essay, and then walk away.
Step 5. Look back at all the feedback you’ve gotten, from your instructor and classmate and peer and parent and especially the stranger-you who read aloud. What’s working in the paper? What’s not? Make two lists, one for each category.

Step 6. Consider your “working” list. Why are these things working? How do they fit together? Since they’re working, can you bring them forward in your essay by pushing ideas further, delving into nuance and complexity, establishing key language, etc.? How would you accomplish those things? This step often leads to big leaps in thinking, and should be the heart of your revision.
Step 7. Re-examine your thesis / controlling idea. Does it need to shift? Have you complexicated it? (yes, a newly-forged word). Then change it! A thesis is never sacred, no matter what it tells you. Give it the phrasing and language and specificity that reflects the essay you will be writing, not the one you’ve already written. Admit you might change it further still, but evolve it, make it the leader, and the rest of the writing will follow it. Even doing this step helps you understand what real revision is.
Step 8. Look at your “not working” list. Cross out anything that Steps 6 & 7 have made irrelevant. Maybe there’s not room left for that obvious idea because you’ve decided to investigate a complexity of a different idea. Maybe that awkward language was just thesaurus-surfing to begin with, and you have key language now. Get rid of those things and don’t look back.
Step 9. Consider what’s left of your “not working” list. Demand each item tell you why it deserves to return to your essay, make each justify its existence. Ask what it’s doing for your thesis (see Step 7!), your support, your style. If it backs down or mumbles or just gets impertinent, toss it. No freeloaders. No pretty but useless things. Remember the oft-noted and oft-misattributed advice: kill your darlings, no matter how sweetly they smile at you.

Step 10. Consider what’s left of your “not working” list. There will probably be a few things you really need to deal with – a compelling side argument that your instincts tell you belongs but you haven’t yet been able to seam it in. Bring these things into the “working” parts of your essay but make them play by your new rules from Steps 6 & 7. This may lead to more big leaps in your thinking.
Once you’ve completed these steps, you’ve done some revisionist thinking and may be ready to begin rewriting.
