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If we want to learn to play a song on the guitar, we play it over and over
again until we get it right. If we play basketball or baseball, we likely spend
hours shooting foul shots or practicing a swing. Writing works the same
way. Making our meaning clear can be tricky, and you should plan on revis-
ing and if need be rewriting in order to get it right. When we speak with
someone face-to-face or on the phone or write an instant message to a
friend, we can get immediate response and adjust or restate our message
if we've been misunderstood. When we write, that immediate response is
missing, so we need to seek out response from readers to help us revise.
This chapter includes a list of things for those readers to consider, along
with various strategies for then revising and rewriting.

Getting Response

Sometimes the most helpful eyes belong to others: readers you trust, includ-
ing trained writing-center tutors. They can often point out problems (and
strengths) that you simply cannot see in your own work. Ask your readers to
consider the specific elements in the list below, but don’t restrict them to
those elements. Caution: If a reader says nothing about any of these elements,
don’t be too quick to assume that you needn’t think about them yourself.

e What did you think when you first saw the TITLE? Is it interesting?
informative? appropriate? Will it attract other readers’ attention?

» Does the BEGINNING grab readers’ attention? If so, how does it do so?
Does it give enough information about the topic? offer necessary back-
ground information? How else might the piece begin?

e s there a clear THESIS? What is it?
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¢ Is there sufficient SUPPORT for the thesis? Is there anywhere you'd like
to have more detail? Is the supporting material sufficiently DOCUMENTED?

* Does the text have a clear pattern of organization? Does each part
relate to the thesis? Does each part follow from the one preceding it?
Was the text easy to follow? How might the organization be improved?

o s the ENDING satisfying? What did it leave you thinking? How else
might it end?

e What is the writer's §TANCE? Can you tell the writer's attitude toward
the subject and audience? What words convey that attitude? Is it con-
sistent throughout?

¢ How well does the text address the rest of its RHETORICAL SITUATION?
Does it meet the needs and expectations of its AUDIENGE? Where might
readers need more information, guidance, or clarification? Does it
achieve its PURPOSE? Does every part of the text help achieve the pur-
pose? Could anything be cut? Should anything be added? Does it meet
the requirements of its/GENRE? Should anything be added, deleted, or
changed to meet those requirements?

Revising

Once you have studied your draft with a critical eye and hopefully gotten
response from other readers, it's time to revise. Major changes may be
necessary, and you may need to generate new material or do some rewrit-
ing. But assume that your draft is good raw material that you can revise
to achieve your purposes. Revision should take place on several levels,
from global (whole-text issues) to particular (the details). Work on your
draft in that order, starting with the elements that are global in nature
and gradually moving to smaller, more particular aspects. This allows you
to use your time most efficiently and take care of bigger issues first. In
fact, as you deal with the larger aspects of your writing, many of the
smaller ones will be taken care of along the way.

Give yourself time to revise. When you have a deadline, set deadlines
for yourself that will give you time — preferably several days but as much
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as your schedule permits —to work on the text before it has to be deliv-
ered. Also, get some distance. Often when you're immersed in a project,
you can’t see the big picture because you're so busy creating it. If you can,
get away from your writing for a while and think about something else.
When you return to it, you're more likely to see it freshly. If there’s not
time to put a draft away for several days or more, even letting it sit
overnight or for a few hours can help.

As you revise, assume that nothing is sacred. Bring a critical eye to
all parts of a draft, not only to those parts pointed out by your reviewers.
Content, organization, sentence patterns, individual words —all are sub-
ject to improvement. Be aware that a change in one part of the text may
require changes in other parts.

Revise to sharpen your focus. Examine your 'THESIS to make sure it
matches your PURPOSE as you now understand it. Read each paragraph to
ensure that it contributes to your main point; you may find it helpful to
'OUTLINE your draft to help you see all the parts. If any parts of your draft
do not advance your thesis, you need either to modify the parts of the
draft that don’t match or to revise your thesis to reflect your draft’s focus.
Read your BEGINNING AND ENDING carefully; make sure that the first para-
graphs introduce your topic and provide any needed contextual informa-
tion and that the last paragraphs provide a satisfying conclusion.

Revise to strengthen the argument. If readers find some of your claims
unconvincing, you need to provide more information or more support.
You may need to define terms you've assumed they will understand, offer
additional examples, or provide more detail by describing, explaining
processes, adding dialogue, or using some other STRATEGIES. Make sure you
show as well as tell! You might try freewriting, clustering, or other ways
of GENERATING IDEAS AND TEXTS. If you need to provide additional evidence,
you might need to do additional RESEARCH.

Revise to improve the organization. If you've outlined your draft, num-
ber each paragraph, and make sure each one follows from the one before.
If anything seems out of place, move it, or if necessary, cut it completely,
Check to see if you've included appropriate TRANSITIONS Oor HEADINGS tO
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help readers move through the text, and add them as needed. Check to
make sure your text meets the requirements of the GENRE you're writing in.

Revise for clarity. Be sure readers will be able to understand what you're
saying. Look closely at your TITLE to be sure it gives a sense of what
the text is about, and at your THESIS to be sure readers will recognize
your main point. If you don’t state a thesis directly, consider whether
you should. Be sure you provide any necessary background information
and DEFINE any key terms. Make sure you've integrated any QUOTATIONS,
PARAPHRASES, Or SUMMARIES into your text clearly. Be sure all paragraphs
are focused around one main point and that the sentences in each para-
graph contribute to that point. Finally, consider whether there are any
data that would be more clearly presented in a GHART, TABLE, OI GRAPH.

One way to test whether your text is clear is to switch audiences: say
what you're trying to say as if you were talking to an eight-year-old. You
probably don’t want to write that way, but the act of explaining your ideas
to a young audience or readers who know nothing about your topic can
help you discover any points that may be unclear.

Read and reread and reread. Take some advice from Donald Murray:

Nonwriters confront a writing problem and look away from the text
to rules and principles and textbooks and handbooks and models. Writ-
ers look at the text, knowing that the text itself will reveal what needs
to be done and what should not yet be done or may never be done.
The writer reads and rereads and rereads, standing far back and read-
ing quickly from a distance, moving in close and reading slowly line by
line, reading again and again, knowing that the answers to all writing
problems lie within the evolving text.

—Donald Murray, A Writer Teaches Writing

Rewriting

Some writers find it useful to try rewriting a draft in various ways or from
various perspectives just to explore possibilities. Try it! If you find that
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your original plan works best for your purpose, fine. But you may find that
another way will work better. Especially if you're not completely satisfied
with your draft, consider the following ways of rewriting, Experiment with
your rhetorical situation:

Rewrite your draft from different points of view, through the eyes of
different people perhaps or through the eyes of an animal or even
from the perspective of an object. See how the text changes (in the
information it presents, its perspective, its voice).

Rewrite for a different AUDIENCE. How might an email detailing a
recent car accident be written to a friend, the insurance adjuster, a
parent?

Rewrite in a different STANCE. If the first draft was temperate and judi-
cious, be extreme; if it was polite, be more direct. If the first draft
was in standard English, rewrite it in the language your relatives
use,

Rewrite the draft in a different/GENRE or MEDIUM. Rewrite an essay as
a letter, story, poem, speech. Which genre and medium work best to
reach your intended audience and achieve your purpose?

Ways of rewriting a narrative

Rewrite one scene completely in DIALOGUE.

Start at the end of the story and work back to the beginning, or start
in the middle and fill in the beginning as you work toward the end.

Ways of rewriting a textual analysis

COMPARE the text you're analyzing with another text (which may be
in a completely different genre—film, TV, song lyrics, computer
games, poetry, fiction—whatever).

Write a parody of the text you're analyzing. Be as silly and as funny
as you can while maintaining the structure of the original text. Alter-
natively, write a parody of your analysis, using evidence from the text
to support an cutrageous analysis.
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Ways of rewriting a report

Rewrite for a different AUDIENCE. For example, explain a concept to
your grandparents; describe the subject of a profile to a visitor {rom
another planet.

Be silly. Rewrite the draft as if for The Daily Show or The Onion, or
rewrite it as if it were written by Bart Simpson.

Ways of rewriting an argument

Rewrite taking another POSITION. Argue as forcefully for that position
as you did for your actual one, acknowledging and refuting that posi-
tion. Alternatively, write a rebuttal to your first draft from the per-
spective of somecne with different beliefs.

Rewrite your draft as a STORY —make it real in the lives of specific
individuals. (For example, if you were writing about abortion rights,
you could write a story about a young pregnant woman trying to
decide what she believes and what to do.) Or rewrite the argument
as a fable or parable.

Rewrite the draft as a letter responding to a hostile reader, trying at
least to make him or her understand what you have to say.

Rewrite the draft as an angry letter to someone, or as a table-thumping
dinner-with-the-relatives discussion. Write from the most extreme
position possible.

Write an ANALYSIS of your argument in which you identify, as care-
fully and as neutrally as you can, the various positions people hold
on the issue.

Once you've rewritten a draft in any of these ways, see whether there’s
anything you can use. Read each draft, considering how it might help you

achieve your purpose, reach your audience, convey your stance. Revise
your actual draft to incorporate anything you think will make your text
more effective.
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