REVISION - cont’d
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HOW SHOULD I REVISE

Many students equate revision with “correcting mechanics” or copy-editing; experienced writers never confuse the two.  For them, revision means entering into a conversation with your previous thoughts.  They match what they have already written against what they now wish to say, and create out of these two a new piece which suits their present purpose.  What this implies is that the work of revision never stops.  But of course writers need to finish things for particular deadlines, and so they revise what they have and submit it — usually with the recognition that if they submitted it later, they would make additional changes.  


Since this is how revision actually works, no one can say exactly what revising is.  Probably the best definition is this:  revising is whatever a writer does to change a piece of writing for a particular reader or readers (e.g., friends, colleagues, an editor at a publishing house, the general reading public of a particular publication, a teacher, or even oneself).  But to help us talk about revision, we are going to distinguish three levels:

1.  Re-seeing/re-thinking; changing what a piece says or its “bones”

You re-read a piece of writing and realize it doesn’t say what you want it to say:  you see you were wrong, you’ve now changed your mind, you need more, you left something out, you didn’t understand the full implications of what you were saying.  At its most extreme, this level of revising may mean that you crumple up what you’ve written and aim it toward the trash basket:  the cartoon image of a writer at a typewriter surrounded by wads of discarded paper is not far from the truth.  Often writers feel they have to discard lots before they come up with something they can use.  

2.  Re-working, re-shaping; changing how a piece says it or changing its “muscles”

This second level of revising means that you’re satisfied with what you are saying (or trying to say) but not with how you’ve said it.  Working on “how” tends to mean thinking about readers, thinking about how your thoughts will be read and understood by people other than yourself.  One of the most common kinds of re-working is to improve clarity.  This may take the form of adding supporting examples to develop an idea; of working on better topic sentences for your body paragraphs which carry readers from point to point, stimulating their interest and alerting them to the topic of the paragraph.  It may take the form of adding commentary, to explain how the details you’ve written relate back to the thesis or central idea of your essay, or it may even require a sharpening of your thesis statement itself.  On the sentence level, this kind of revising may take the form of joining sentences or adding appositives or other modifiers to eliminate choppiness, improve sound or add detail.  Very often, you simply need to leave out parts that may be OK in themselves or even precious to you, but which don’t quite belong in this piece.

3.  Copy-editing or proofreading for mechanics and usage; checking for deviations from standard conventions or changing the writing’s “skin”

This third level of revising is usually what you do right before you hand something in.  Look for typos, run-together sentences, and fragments (incomplete sentences punctuated like sentences); check spelling and sentence structure, punctuation, subject-verb agreement.  You should be aware of your proofreading problems by now; look most carefully for those which have consistently given you trouble. 

