Revision: Purposes, Practices, and Possibilities for Writing Intensive Courses
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Revision is a required part of the curriculum of all Freshman English and writing intensive courses at the University of Connecticut.  The following are a few questions that might frame our work in considering revision’s role in writing instruction.

What is the purpose of revision and how does it function in writing intensive courses?

· In what ways does student writing change through the revision process? 
· How might revision include more than just sentence-level corrections and improvements and why is this important to college-level work?

· How might revision improve the student’s engagement with course content?

· How does revision continue the student’s work of interpreting assignment content and objectives? How can it continue the instructor’s work on assignment construction as well?

I.  Classroom Introduction to Revision as “Re-Seeing”

This discussion with students, led by the instructor or writing partner, typically occurs shortly after the students have completed a rough draft of their essays. One central aim of this discussion is to clarify the distinction between substantial revision work and proofreading or editing. Students and instructors can collaborate to map out work that happens in each category. This way, students learn how to approach revision in stages, separating final stage polishing and presentation issues from the more conceptual work of revision. The results can look something like this:

Re-Vision

(creative and surgical)

Get at the inner workings: Structure, Organization, and Analysis
Practical action: 
· outline, cut, add, rearrange parts.

· Expand commentary on quoted text and perform successful “transplanting” of quotations from source to essay. 

· Articulate what each quotation contributes.

· Build connections to the thesis statement and topic sentences.


· Prioritize ideas (organize in order of importance to strengthen effective argumentation).

· Outline drafts to track thesis development, clarity, and paragraph organization.

· Refine word choice and phrasing.


Proofreading 

(cosmetic polishing of surfaces, editing)

Mechanics and Presentation

Practical details to check:

· quotation format (MLA, APA, block, parenthetical) 
· punctuation 
· typos 
· number and staple pages
· line spacing throughout the essay
· craft a title that suggests the argument 
· syntax, grammar, spelling, and capitalization
· read paper aloud to inform aesthetic changes
· refine word choice and phrasing
Defining Dynamic Stages in the Writing Process: 


Drafting(( Revising((Editing((Proofreading
II. Peer Review, In-class Writing, and Student Group Conferences

All of the above activities can contribute effectively to student-directed revision of writing assignments. It is often helpful to offer opportunities for independent decision-making, peer contributions and modeling, as well as instructor commentary to guide the revision process. More information as well as sample exercises pertaining to these categories are available in the Writing Center.  


III. Instructor Responses to Student Work to Direct Revision

Students may be more open to suggestions if the instructor makes one to three recommendations for revision, with additional comments supporting these defined goals. It is also helpful if students realize that revision requires more independent thought from them than just responding to specific instructor comments with correction of error as a goal. There are many ways to write an effective paper or respond to an instructor’s request for further development of ideas and more precise thinking and writing. Sentence-level correctness may be an area that needs work in revision, but it is unlikely to be more important than conceptual issues. 
Still, instructors can encourage students by combining some praise with critique, not to mark every error when pointing out patterns, and to encourage them to use discipline, course, and text-specific concepts and terminology.

[image: image3]
IV. Recommending the Writing Center Tutorial

The writing center offers experienced tutoring support to writers from all academic disciplines. Tutors engage writers of all proficiency levels in one-on-one tutoring sessions aimed at developing discipline-specific writing skills and student self-sufficiency. Sessions tend to be most effective when focused on concerns identified by the student in the context of specific writing assignments. Tutors clarify the requirements of academic writing, offer reactions, and ask helpful questions. They encourage students to write during sessions and to see their writing as an evolving process requiring revision and reflection. To get the greatest benefit from the writing center, students may find it helpful to sign up early in the semester and come regularly. Inevitably tutors cannot address all possible improvements in a paper in just one or two tutoring sessions, but one objective is to help students attain the confidence and clarity to build upon work begun in a writing session. The tutor will help students identify and practice correcting their patterns of error and guide them in writing strategies appropriate to various stages of revision, but all of the writing produced in the writing session must be the student’s own.

[image: image4]
How do I know what I think until I see what I say?


-E.M.Forster








Writing is a radical loss of certainty.


-Nancy Sommers





First, you move from ideas to words on the screen or page; next you reconsider and rework what you’ve written, often with the help of response from readers; and, finally, you edit, design, and format your final document.  In practice, though, these forms of work tend to be overlapping and recursive: Most writers do some amount of revising and editing as they draft....serious revision almost always involves the drafting of some new prose; and the careful editing of a piece can often lead back to a more extensive revising of it.


     -Joseph Harris, Rewriting: How to Do Things with Texts








You have to be free to play around with the notion that day might be night, love might be hate; nothing can be too sacred for the imagination to turn into its opposite or to call experimentally by another name.  For writing is re-naming.


-Adrienne Rich
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