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“When you reach the end of your rope, tie a knot in it and hang on.” 
—Thomas Jefferson 

✴

✴

[feature story]
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The Revision Files

Thomas Jefferson
In 1776, Thomas Jefferson secluded him-
self in a room for two weeks to write the
first draft of the Declaration of
Independence. He might have written a
masterpiece, but that didn’t mean his
work was over.

Jefferson’s document was then revised
by John Adams and Benjamin Franklin. A
total of 47 changes were made to the
Declaration of Independence before it
was presented to the Continental
Congress on June 28, 1776. 

The revision did not stop there. After
voting for independence on July 2, 1776,
Congress continued to make changes—
approving 39 additional revisions to 

the committee draft
before adopting it on
July 4, 1776. 

History recalls that
Jefferson was not
happy about all the
suggested changes,
but he didn’t have a
choice. He was mak-
ing revision history!

THE WORD REVISION COMES FROM THE LATIN REVIDERE, which literally means “to see again.” When you revise
your writing, that’s exactly what you are doing. You are looking at the words you put down on a page with 

a fresh eye. You are making choices about which words to keep or cut, how to arrange paragraphs and 
sentences, where to begin and how to end. Revision is not easy—but all writers (even famous ones) do it.
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Above: A manuscript of the first page of an early draft of the
Declaration of Independence, by Thomas Jefferson. See page
3 for a larger version.

History Is Full of Revisions
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Early Draft: The Declaration of Independence
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E. B. White

“ ‘WHERE’S PAPA GOING WITH THAT

AXE?’ SAID FERN TO HER MOTHER

AS THEY WERE SETTING THE TABLE

FOR BREAKFAST.”

If you think E. B. White whipped
out the memorable first line of

Charlotte’s Web in a jiffy, you’re in for a
surprise. White struggled through eight drafts and
many beginnings for his classic children’s story.

In one draft, White’s first line was a description of
Charlotte, the spider that saves a pig named Wilbur. In
another, his book began with Wilbur, a “small, nicely-
behaved pig living in a manure pile in the cellar of a
barn.” His third draft opened with a poetic tribute to the
barn in which the animals lived. Yet another attempt
opened with the farmer counting a litter of newborn
pigs, which included Wilbur.

It was only after experimenting with these unsuc-
cessful starts that White finally made the decision to
begin his novel with a line of dialogue spoken by Fern Arable, an 
8-year-old farm girl whose father is about to kill a small piglet. What
could be better than that?

Henry David Thoreau
After roughing it in the woods for two years and two months, Henry David Thoreau
spent nine years composing and revising Walden; or, Life in the Woods, his ground-
breaking narrative about his experiences.

July 4, 1845 September 6, 1847 August 9, 1854
Thoreau moves to Walden Thoreau leaves Walden; or, 
Pond to launch his historic Walden Pond for Life in the Woods

experiment in simple living. Concord, Mass. is published.

Revision Takes Time
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A Second Set of Eyes Always Helps

Emily Dickinson
Emily Dickinson is best known as the solitary poet of American literature. We
often picture her writing poetry alone, hunched over an oil lamp. But scholars
recently discovered that even she got by with a little help from a friend. 

In fact, she engaged in long correspondences about her compositions with her
best friend and sister-in-law, Susan Huntington Gilbert Dickinson. Susan wrote
Emily long letters filled with comments and suggestions—and Emily used that 

feedback to revise her poems. Go to snipurl.com/oq55 to view an exhibit about
Dickinson’s poem “Safe in their Alabaster Chambers.” The exhibit includes letters that

Susan and Emily exchanged.

NEED 2-PAGE SHORT

STORY TWO DAYS.

NO CAN DO 2 PAGES 

TWO DAYS. CAN DO 30

PAGES TWO DAYS.

NEED 30 DAYS DO 2 PAGES.
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This illustration was inspired by Mark Twain’s 1865 short story “The
Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County.”

Mark Twain
The renowned American humorist and author of the 
classic The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn was a big
advocate of concise writing. He is famous for saying,
“Eschew surplusage!” But he also knew that writing short
was much harder than writing long.

He once received this telegram from a publisher: 

Twain sent the following reply: 
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“We write frankly and fearlessly, but then we ‘modify’ before we print.” —Mark Twain
✴
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IF YOU’D SOLD MORE THAN

75 million books and
your work had been

translated into 20 lan-
guages, would that give you
the green light to never,
ever have to rewrite a chap-
ter of a book, an essay, or a
poem? Ask Judy Blume that
question and she would
answer no. The much-loved

and sometimes controversial author of young-adult classics
(including Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret; Blubber;
and Forever) is a big fan of revision. In fact, it’s her favorite
part of the writing process.

Writing got ahold of a page from the manuscript of her
1993 novel Here’s to You, Rachel Robinson (see page 7) to
better understand how the prolific Blume revises her work. In
case you haven’t read it, Here’s to You is a story about a 
gifted and overachieving 13-year-old girl’s tumultuous rela-
tionship with her older brother, Charles. It is the sequel to
Blume’s earlier novel Just As Long As We’re Together, which
follows the middle school adventures of three best friends,
Stephanie, Rachel, and Alison.

Writing asked Judy Blume to walk us through her thinking
and revising process.

Writing: What are we looking at on this manuscript page? 
Judy Blume: You’re looking at a very early draft of Here’s to
You, Rachel Robinson.

Writing: Could you take our readers to your frame of mind
when you were first writing?
JB: After writing Just As Long As We’re Together, a story
told from Stephanie’s point of view, I was very interested in
Rachel, Stephanie’s best friend, and her family. I can’t
remember how many years went by before I actually started
to write this—the second book in what I thought would be a
trilogy (I still haven’t written Alison’s story)—but I knew that

Rachel had a disruptive brother, Charles. This page focuses
on Charles, but it’s from Rachel’s point of view.

Writing: Please tell us about the annotations on this 
manuscript page.
JB: This gives you an idea of what every page in my first draft
looks like. I write at the computer but print out often and get
my best ideas with a pencil in my hand, so I scribble every
which way and occasionally find I can’t read my own writing.
Frustrating!

Writing: What sorts of questions do you ask yourself when
you are revising your work?
JB: I can’t say I ask myself specific questions, though every-
thing I know about revision comes from my first editor, the tal-
ented Dick Jackson. He would ask me questions, and those
questions always opened my mind to the possibilities. Now
it’s instinctive. For example, on this page, there’s reference to
a character Marina. She was Rachel’s father’s younger sister,
who died young. But her story became too complicated to
use in this book. So I don’t think there’s any reference to
Marina in the published novel.

Writing: How would you define revision for our readers? Is
revision different from or similar to rewriting?
JB: Revising and rewriting mean the same to me. It’s my
favorite part of the writing process. I dread first drafts. For
me, first drafts are creating the pieces to a puzzle. Revision
is making a picture out of those pieces. I go through many
drafts, revising each one until I have a draft I feel comfort-
able enough with to show my editor. Then I revise again,
and the final draft I call the polish. It’s amazing to me 
how many of my best scenes come at the very end of 
this process.

Writing: What are the doodles at the bottom of the page?
JB: Join a gym, JB!!! is a note to myself to join a gym. Since
then I’ve worked out at a gym twice a week, and I walk a 
couple of miles every morning. I’ve always found that I get
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Revision Lessons: Judy Blume 
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“First drafts are creating the pieces to a puzzle. 
Revision is making a picture out of those pieces.” —Judy Blume 

✴
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Early Draft: Here’s to You, Rachel Robinson
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some of my best ideas while engaged in physical activities—
kayaking, biking, or walking. My morning shower is also an
ideal time. The reference to Ellis Island led to one of the most
important scenes in the book.

Writing: How do you figure out good organization?
JB: It was easier when I used a typewriter. With a computer,
I sometimes find myself drowning in a sea of paper. Now I
use a binder for each draft. But if you mean organizing as I
write—that’s a more difficult question to answer. I had a friend
whose mind was so organized, she wrote a novel in 30 days,
coming up with 10 pages a day. She rarely needed to revise.
My mind isn’t well organized. I just go with it. I’m a sponta-
neous writer. That’s why I go through so many drafts. There’s

no right way or wrong way when it comes to creative writing.
Whatever works for you—as long as the end results are 
satisfying.

Writing: Do you handwrite or type your first draft? Did 
you used to do one and now do the other? What is the 
difference?
JB: I think I already answered this one.  I began to write in the
late ’60s before we had PCs. I used an electric typewriter.
But the process has always been the same for me: Get
something down on paper every day; then write notes to
myself, scribble, doodle, whatever. I also keep a handwritten
notebook where I write down everything I know about my
characters. I make a million notes to myself. I continue to use
this notebook through each draft. I call it my “security blan-
ket.” I may start the notebook weeks or even months (in 
some cases, years) before I actually begin to write the book.
Right now I’ve got a notebook filled with characters and
ideas for a novel. Will I ever write that book? Who knows?

Writing: How do you know when you’re done revising? 
Is it a question of time or a feeling of accomplishment or
completion?
JB: I get to the point where I feel I can’t do anything more 
without ruining it. That’s when I finally show it to my editor, who
can look at it freshly and help me make it better by asking the
right questions. 

Writing: Any tips on revision for our readers?
JB: The best tip I can offer is, Read your work aloud to your-
self. Really listen. I guarantee: You’ll revise every page. 
I was once recording a book I wrote years ago. As I read, I 
couldn’t resist revising, changing a word here, deleting a
sentence there. The producer of the audiobook had to
explain that I had to read it exactly as it was on the page.
“Even if I can make it better?” I asked. He replied, “Sorry,
Judy—the time for revising has passed.” ✎
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“The best [revision] tip I can offer is, Read your work aloud to yourself. 
Really listen. I guarantee: You’ll revise every page.”  —Judy Blume 
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“WRITING IS MY

LIFE, MY LOVE!”
SAYS LEE BENNETT

HOPKINS, an award-
winning poet who has
been publishing his
work since the 1970s.
Hopkins always writes
the first drafts of his
poems in longhand.
Then he types them
and uses a pencil to
make his revisions.

When the editors of Writing came across two drafts of his
poem “When I Dance,” we grew curious about his revision
process and asked him to take us back to that moment.

Writing: What was the inspiration for this poem? 
Lee Bennett Hopkins: “When I Dance” was written specifi-
cally for my poetry collection Song and Dance, which was pub-
lished in 1977. Sometimes when collecting work, I get inspired
to create a poem about the topic. This is not always true, but at
times I just seem to fall into the mood of the collection.

Writing: Did you handwrite or type the original poem? 
LBH: I always write in longhand ... always. I love the feeling of
pencil on paper. When I feel I have a good draft, I type it to see

how it looks on a page, then go over it word for
word in pencil to make suggested changes. And
speaking of paper, I never, ever waste a piece of it.
I use both sides of pieces of paper … always. I
almost feel it is criminal to waste such a precious
commodity.

Writing: Why did you choose one word over
another word in your first draft of the poem? For
example, what’s the difference between spin,
sway, twist, whirl, and pirouette? 
LBH: Choosing words in writing a poem is
mandatory. I use a thesaurus and go over every
single word. I not only find this fun but challeng-
ing. The English language is so vast, has so many
words. One cannot remember all of them at one
time. The thesaurus is a mighty tool for writers.

In the fifth stanza of “When I Dance,” I use
the words pirouette / to springs; I might have
written spin / to spring instead. But that would
not work within the context of the whole poem,
which suggests many kinds of dance: boogie,
disco, tap, etc. Pirouette is a much livelier, love-
lier word. It suggests ballet, another type of
dance movement.
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Revision Lessons: Lee Bennett Hopkins
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Above: A first draft of “When I Dance” 
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“I don’t believe there is any such thing as writing—there is only rewriting.” 
—Lee Bennett Hopkins
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Writing: Why did you break up the poem the way you did? 
LBH: I like to experiment with breaks in poems. They give a verse a 
different feeling, a different look, a different personality.

Writing: How much time did you spend on this poem? How do you
know when a poem is done or whether it is long enough? Do you try
to keep your poems under a page long? 
LBH: I never remember how long it takes to write one poem. It takes as
long as it must take. Some poems come full-blown; others take a long
time; still others might take forever and never get written. I suppose I just
know when a poem is “just long enough” or when it demands to be
done with. I guess it is the sound in your head that tells you this. A poem
can be a few words or a few hundred. The idea of the poem, itself,
should determine its length, and perhaps its form.

When I finish writing a poem, it is finished. I don’t remember writing
it, and I don’t remember it! Although my memory is incredible (ask me
for a poem about dinosaurs, and I can lead you to many within
moments), I can never recite a verse of mine without having it in front of
me—no matter how many times I read it. I can recite verses by Carl
Sandburg, Langston Hughes, others—but not mine!

One last thing about writing poetry (or any other form of writing): I don’t
believe there is any such thing as writing—there is only rewriting. ✎
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WHEN I DANCE

When I dance
caterpillars boogie
into butterflies

wild geese disco
lighting up
skies

the worn-down moon
taps
till it’s new

millions of stars
twirl 
into view

When I dance
winters
pirouette
to springs—

When I dance
the 
whole
wide
world

whirls—
and
sings.

Above: Published and final version of “When I Dance”

Copyright © 1997 by Lee Bennett Hopkins. First
appeared in Song and Dance, published by Simon and
Schuster Books for Young Readers. Reprinted by per-
mission of Curtis Brown, Ltd.
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Above: A later draft of “When I Dance” 
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What exactly do you mean by “rock
descent”? I don't understand that part.

What does “happy birthday”
have to do with Dia de los

muertos? How do you 
celebrate your birthday?
Can you tell me more?

What do you do with pencil
and colored paper? Why do
you love them so much?

I like the contrast of
black holes and 

meteors with stars,
but it's not enough. I
want to know more.
Why did you write

this?

Revision Lessons: Student Writing

Christian Garcia is a junior at the Urban Peace Academy High School in New York City. Here are two
versions of his poem “I Am From.” The before version was written during a five-minute freewrite, and

the after version was written in 20 minutes using the revision interview technique.

Before
The first draft of Christian’s poem was very short. Christian’s writing teachers 

asked him a few questions to help him get started on his revisions.

I AM FROM

I am from rock descent
Don’t care and look at the world from the front seat.

I am from Dia de los muertos
From mourning of the ones who have fallen
To happy birthday CJ.

I am from pencil and colored paper
Where the circles never end in my mind

I am a never-ending space with black holes 
and built-up meteors ready to explode
Yet a gentle gaze up at the stars.

I am what I am.
I am Christian Garcia
Punk rocker, rap city thug, writer/artist, world traveler

But most of all, I am Me!

Conduct Your
Own Revision
Interview

Have you ever had the 
experience that you’re not
really sure how you’re feeling
or what you’re thinking? Then
a friend asks you the right
questions and gets you 
talking? Revision can some-
times be like that. The next
time you’re not sure how to
fix a piece of your writing, try
doing a revision interview.

1. Read your work aloud 
to a friend. 

2. Have your friend ask you
questions about your work.
(This is the interview part.) 

3. Answer each question
aloud, and have your 
friend take notes of 
what you’re saying.

4. Use your friend’s notes 
as a map to guide you in
your revision process. Fact File

STUDENT WRITER 
Name: Christian Garcia, age 17
School: Urban Peace Academy, New York City
Favorite books: The Crow series, by Norman Partridge
Favorite quote: “All’s fair in love and war.” 
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Where do you dream
of going? Where would

you go if you could
travel the world? 
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After

The changes that Christian made to his poem were a result 
of the answers he gave to his teachers’ questions. 

To Christian, “rock descent” means
rock music. There's always music
playing in his mind. He added these
lines to show his readers his 
connection to music. 

Christian was born on Dia de los
muertos (Day of the Dead), a holiday
that is celebrated in Latin America
and in his neighborhood in New York
City. In this stanza, he added more
details about both celebrations. 

To show readers that he is tough 
and soft at the same time, Christian 
contrasted more detailed images of 
black holes with the night sky and 
took his readers further into his 
mind-and his world. 

Christian evoked the place from which
his family came and the places he
dreams of visiting. 

I AM FROM

I am from rock descent
A troubled young mind like the side of a crumbling mountain 
With the sound of guitar strings 
And drums echoing in the far scopes of my mind
Take me to the edge of Everest 
To look at the world from a front-view seat.

I am from Dia de los muertos
For mourning the dead, parading with papier-mâché skulls
Overlooking the people as they taste the tequila, bitter yet warm
Or for waiting by the stoop
Hearing Mom and Dad sneak up the steps
Trying to surprise CJ with gifts and balloons for his birthday.

I am from colored pencils on paper
Letting the lead drag across the page
Where the circles never end 
And take me far, far away.

I am a never-ending space,
Blank but filled with millions of miles of mysteries
Black holes leading deep into the dark past of my life 
To raging meteors that are ready to explode
Yet I am a gentle gaze upon
The stars, glittering like diamonds
In this never-ending blackness.

I am what I am
I am Christian Garcia
Punk rocker to rap city gangster to writer/artist and world traveler.
Take me far away from the city 
And take me to the rural streets of Managua, Nicaragua
Take me to the grassy hilltops of ancient samurai battles
Take me down the pleasant flow in the canals of Venice
I am what I am and
Most of all, I am me!

12Weekly Reader grants teacher-subscribers of Writing permission to reproduce this page for use in their classrooms only.
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Your Turn: Write an “I am from” poem, and then pair up with a classmate to revise it. 
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[grammar slammer]

Simplify, Simplify

William Strunk Jr. said it perfectly almost a century ago in
his classic handbook on writing, The Elements of Style:
“Vigorous writing is concise. A sentence should contain no
unnecessary words, a paragraph no unnecessary sentences,
for the same reason that a drawing should have no unneces-
sary lines and a machine no unnecessary parts. This requires
not that the writer make all his sentences short, or that he
avoid all detail and treat his subjects only in outline, but that
every word tell.”

Empty Phrases Examples Fix-Its
The fact is ... because
The fact that ... I got wet due to the fact that it was raining. > Delete or use a more direct word.
It is true that ...

What I want to say is ... I just wanted to say I love you. > Just say it.
I just wanted to say ...

Who is ... The man who is my father is very tall. > Delete.
Which was ...

Is the one who ... He is the one who is going to light the torch. > Delete.

It is highly recommended that you omit and refrain from using an abundance
of extraneous, nonessential, and needless words in your writing.

Eschew 
surplusage.”“
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Power Words
Words have power. Necessary words power your 
sentences. Unnecessary words dilute the power of your sen-
tences. In his essay “Rules of Literary Art,” Mark Twain said,
“Eschew surplusage.” Follow his advice.

Kick Out the Freeloaders!
Words that sap the power of a sentence are like guests at a
potluck who bring nothing to the party. They eat, but they
don’t contribute. In writing, typical freeloaders are obvious
adjectives, redundancies, and empty phrases.

Obvious Adjectives
She cried warm, salty tears.
> Tears are always warm and salty.
> Crying implies tears. 
Mark passed the warm, fluffy, white mashed potatoes to Ally.
> Mashed potatoes are usually warm, fluffy, and white.

Unless the mashed potatoes are the focus of the story or
scene, don’t state the obvious.

Redundant Redundancies
> Say it once.
On that freezing cold and bone-chilling morning, the bus
broke down, and I had to walk to school in the below-zero
weather.
> It was cold. We get it. 

Her eyes were large in size and brown in color.
> The “in” phrases add nothing.

Make every word count. Make sure every word brings something to the party.
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With a Little Help From My Friends
The Gifts of a Writing Buddy
By Laura Deutsch

Y OU’VE WRITTEN YOUR ESSAY FOR ENGLISH CLASS, and you
think it’s pretty good. But you wonder whether a certain

sentence is convoluted and whether the ending makes sense.
You obsess about it for a couple of days and nibble your fin-
gernails. Then you realize–you don’t have to figure it out on
your own. Writing buddy to the rescue!

Writing can often be a solitary and lonely act. Not so with a
writing buddy at your side. Someone who reads and com-
ments on your writing, a writing buddy can be a constant
source of support in your creative process.

The buddy system works for every kind of writing, from
school reports to fiction. It is such a valuable tool that profes-
sional writers use it frequently. For instance, suspense author
Amelia Atwater-Rhodes sends her first drafts to her friends
and writing buddies Ollie and Kyle. “They always get my
world, even when I don’t,” she says.

The writing-buddy technique is a two-way street. Its value
goes far beyond getting feedback. As author and writing
teacher Natalie Goldberg observes, reading someone else’s
writing “awakens stories inside you.” A good writing relation-
ship can inspire you to move to the next level with your writ-
ing. And you might just make a great friend along the way.

Here are some rules of the road to help you get started.
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Map Out a Plan
Choose a buddy who writes at
the same level as you or bet-
ter–someone whose feedback
you respect. Writing buddies
should be peers–your classmates or
friends. Don’t just go for talent and brains. Choose
someone you like, because if the relationship works out
well, you may be spending a lot of time writing and talk-
ing to each other.

Ask for What You Need
The beauty of this writing tool is that you get to ask for
the kind of feedback you want. If you’ve done some
freewriting, you might want your buddy to do no more
than listen as you read it aloud–Goldberg calls this
“deep listening.” There’s great value for a writer in sim-
ply being heard.

For a more organized piece of writing, you’ll want
more specific feedback. Atwater-Rhodes suggests you
ask your writing buddy questions like, “What do
you think about my character Lily?”
She does this, and it works well for her.

Start With Praise
It’s a privilege to be asked to 
comment on someone’s writing, and
at the heart of the relationship is mutu-
al respect and encouragement.

Always start giving your feedback with a compliment; this
will relax your buddy and make him or her more receptive to
your suggestions. Let your buddy know when you enjoy some-
thing. Use simple words. Describe your reactions: “Good.”
“Nice description.” “I’m laughing.” Underline phrases you like,
and point out sections that you’d like to hear more about. Note
an original image, a strong verb, or snappy dialogue. Comment
throughout the piece, and write overall comments at the end.

Give Thoughtful Feedback
As for criticism, you want your comments to be honest, but
not brutal. Essayist Anne Lamott observes, “You don’t always 

have to chop with the sword of truth. You can point with it
too.” The goal is not to rip your buddy to shreds, even if you
think your suggestions are for his or her own good.

If there’s a problem with your buddy’s writing, frame your
comment as a question or an “I” statement. Instead of “This
makes no sense,” you might say, “I’m not sure what you
mean here.” State your observation factually, and follow it up
with a simple suggestion—for example, “This might work bet-
ter if you broke it up into two sentences.”

Now back to that English assignment. Grab your buddy
and get started! ✎
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“There are probably a number of ways to tell your story right, and someone else may be able to tell
you whether or not you’ve found one of these ways.” —Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird 
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[how-to]

MEAGAN’S LANGUAGE ARTS TEACHER has asked her to write an essay
about “breaking the rules.” Here is an excerpt of what she gives her 

writing buddy, Jason, to read. Notice how she inserts specific questions (in
the comment boxes) after the highlighted text. She simply uses Microsoft
Word’s editing function. 

The Writer
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JASON RESPONDS TO MEAGAN’S QUESTIONS (in purple type).
He also highlights some sections and makes comments

about them. Then he writes a few general comments.

17

The Buddy
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“I was working on the proof of one of my poems all the morning, and took out a comma. 
In the afternoon I put it back again.”—Oscar Wilde, 19th-century author
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W E’VE ALL PRETENDED THAT A FIRST DRAFT is a final draft.
Don’t deny it; you know you’re guilty of this. How
many times have you waited to write a paper

until the night before it was due? When you were finally
done, what did you do? If you’re like most procrastinators,
you shoved it into your schoolbag and went to sleep, totally
exhausted. Then in the morning, sitting at your desk in class,
you reread what you had written the night before and fell into a pit of shame. You had known
it wasn’t the best thing ever written, but you hadn’t realized how awful it actually was! If only
you had set aside the time to revise.

Reworking what you have written is just as important as (if not more important than) putting
down your original ideas and concepts. If writing a first draft is like jumping off a building, revis-
ing is like suddenly sprouting wings and taking flight. 

Sounds great, doesn’t it? So, then, how does a writer go about revising a draft? Where should he or she even begin?  
Here’s a helpful list of 10 revision tips. There are more, of course, but these are the most important tips to help you get

started … or, rather, to help you pick up where you left off—at your first draft.

Writing’s Top 10 Tips
For Revision

1. Take Pause
As soon as you have completed your first draft, put it away.
File it in a drawer, lock it in a safe, hide it in the freezer. Put
it anywhere you won’t be tempted to look at it for at least 
24 hours. Now breathe.

It is important to put some distance between your work
and yourself. There is no set time you should stay away to
detach yourself from your piece. One day should probably
be the minimum, though. Just don’t forget about your dead-
line (if you have one).

2. Imagine You Are Your Audience
When you are ready to come back to your work and begin
the second draft, imagine yourself as the reader who is
reading your work for the first time. In fact, if you read your
first draft aloud, you will probably find glaring errors that
silent reading would not show. What might confuse the
reader? What is unclear? If you were the writer, how would
you have handled things differently? 

Hey, guess what? You are the writer! Fantastic! Now that
you have seen your work from somebody else’s perspective,
go back into it and fix it. 

You should also be sure to consider your audience. If you
are writing a paper for a grade, think about what your
teacher is looking for in your paper. If you are writing a story
for a magazine, make sure you understand the magazine’s
style. If you have no intended audience, make up one.
Impress the audience in your head. Somebody has to.

3. Think BIG Thoughts 
What are the large issues in your writing? Can you see the
piece as a whole and try to find the holes? Sure you can—
but how?

Think about what you originally intended to write about
when you started your project. What’s your thesis or main
argument? Does your paper support it with examples?
Where does it stray? How can you fix those areas? 

If your piece is fiction, why are you writing the story?
What is the plot? Are you faithful to the plot, or does your
story wander off in directions that don’t move the plot for-
ward? What about your characters? Who are they? Are
they believable? Do you sense anything wrong with them?
How can you make them better? More solid? 
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“I’m not a very good writer, but I’m an excellent rewriter.”
—James A. Michener, Pulitzer Prize—winning author
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4. Cut Out Adverbs
In case you’ve forgotten what an adverb is, it is a word that
describes a verb, an adjective, or another adverb, and it 
usually ends in -ly. Often, these bad boys are useless or redun-
dant. Observe: Suddenly, Pablo burst into the room. Of
course it was sudden; he burst in, after all! Don’t repeat your-
self; just cut out the adverb and say Pablo burst into the room. 

The problem with adverbs is that they are almost always
very unnecessary. See? Like right there. Very, although it
does not end in -ly, is an adverb. And you don’t really need
it, do you? Very is OK to use sometimes, but there is prob-
ably a better way of describing something. 

Mayu walked very angrily. Rework that sentence to read
Mayu stomped away. Voilà. Adverb, be gone! 

5. Go Easy on the Speech Tags
“What’s a speech tag?” he queried. 

A speech tag is the “he said, she said” part of your dia-
logue. The temptation to use wild speech tags may occur
when you find yourself writing “he said, she said” all over the
place. You may want to mix it up by throwing in a “he queried”
or a “she pontificated.” Come on, don’t be silly. “He queried”
is extravagant. 

This is better: “What’s a speech tag?” he asked.
Sometimes, you may not even need a speech tag! You can

ignore the “he said, she said” baloney when you make the
speaker obvious in other ways.

“Hey there, Laura. What’s new?” Bob hadn’t seen her in
more than a month, and he missed the way her hair smelled.

“Not much.” She threw her head back, letting loose the
fresh apple scent of her shampoo.

“That’s cool.” Bob closed his eyes and took a deep
breath. He had missed the apples.

If we keep this up for too long, though, the reader will lose
track of what he and she are actually saying and focus on the
ridiculousness of following every piece of dialogue with
another action or thought.

“Try to find a happy medium,” he said.

6. Watch Out for Weak Verbs
Weak verbs are usually some form of to be or a vague,
actionless verb. When you use them at the beginning of a
sentence, your whole thought is off to a rough start.

Consider this example:
The monkeys were a distraction to the zoo visitors.
You can improve that sentence by dropping the weak verb

were and substituting a stronger verb up front:
The monkeys distracted the zoo visitors.
See how much more lively the sentence is when you drop

a weak verb? 
Watch out for weak openers like this one: There are many

bears in the woods of North America. Remove the weak verb
and substitute a punchier one: Many bears roam the woods
of North America.

You can easily identify a weak verb by asking yourself,
“Does this sentence show or tell?” If you are telling, you prob-
ably have a weak verb on your hands. If you are showing,
however, you’re good.

The golf course was rained on. 
No, no, no. Avoid the passive voice (a form of to be plus a

past participle). Try: Rain is pouring down on the golf course.
Hey, hand me that 9 iron.

[how-to]
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7. Simplify, Simplify
If you’re working on a research paper of a required length,
you’re not going to like this tip. But listen anyway, because it’s
a mighty, mighty good one. Cut out unnecessary words that do
nothing extra for your sentence, just as you did with your
adverbs. (See Grammar Slammer, page 13.)

8. Use a Thesaurus
Everyone’s vocabulary is limited. If you find yourself getting
frustrated because you seem to be using the same words
over and over again, expand your vocabulary by consulting a
thesaurus for a better or a richer word. Sometimes, it’s not
even about finding a “better” word; sometimes, it’s just about
mixing it up a little.

Be careful not to go thesaurus crazy! That can happen
when you substitute every other word for some new, flashy
word and, before you know it, you have a totally unrecogniz-
able piece of writing. Sometimes your first instinct is the right
one, and you should stick with it. 

Here’s an example:
The small accident didn’t cause any damage.
The small cataclysm didn’t cause any damage. 
How can a cataclysm, a “very bad accident,” not cause

any damage? You would be better off sticking with small. 

9. Don’t Get So Tense!
One of the most common mistakes we see in student writing
submissions is the confusion of tense. Is your piece taking
place in the present, or is it taking place in the past? Read
the following example, and see whether you can find the
tense errors. 

This morning when I woke up, I immediately remembered
the previous night’s events. I am sitting there watching a
movie about goblins and ghouls when all of a sudden, Mike
screams out, “This is dumb!” and scared me half to death!

Here’s a helpful tidbit: Writing in the past tense is easier
than writing in the present.

10. Proofread 
No one is born with the skill of proofreading. It has to be
learned. Proofreading is the meticulous search for misspelled
words, poor grammar, and missing or misplaced punctuation.
Countless books have been written on the subject.

When proofreading, remember that your computer’s spell-
checker is not foolproof. For example: Beethoven was deaf.
He could not here a thing. Do you see the mistake? If not,
maybe you can hear it. Spell-checkers sometimes miss errors
such as the use of here for hear, so look carefully for blun-
ders as you proofread. ✎

[how-to]
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delete

swap order of words

capital letter

lowercase

insert

insert comma

insert space

new paragraph

close up this space
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[skills drill]

You Be the Editor
The following essay contains a number of errors. Pick up your red pencil and correct the errors, using the proofreading 
symbols that appear below. In some cases, you may want to do more than correct spelling and punctuation. Try tightening the
wording, moving sentences around, and picking stronger verbs and nouns. 

Moon Landing

On July 20 1969, the spacecraft known as Apollo 11 landed softly on the moon. The whole wide world was

watching on there televisions when Apollo 11’s Commander neil Armstrong spoke the following words to Mission

Control. “Houston, Tranquility Base here, Armstrong pronounced proudly. “The Eagle has landed.”

While crew member Michael Collins orbits in the command module above Armstrong very slowly made his way

down the ladder, of the lunar module. When he touched his foot onto the surface, of the moon, Armstrong spoke the

now famous word into his headset and they were transmitted back to earth, “That’s one small step for a man, one

giant leap for mankind.” Edwin “Buzz” Aldrin, the third crew member of Apollo 11, Buzz Aldrin, joins Armstrong on

the surface of the moon. Before the astronauts left Earth, there had been a whole bunch of discussion about

whether or knot it would be good to place an American flag on the surface of the moon. Did that mean we were

saying the moon was ours? In the end though, Americans were happy of our great triumph and the rest of the world

did not seem bothered too much. Together, Armstrong and Aldrin put the American flag. Itstill stands today, but it

does not move in the breeze because their is no air or wind all the way up there on the moon.

Proofreading Symbols
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REVISION CHECKLISTUse this checklist to gauge your progress in revising your work. 
Make a check mark in each box as you complete the task.
� I put away my draft for (at least) 24 hours before beginning my revisions.� I read my draft aloud to look for these problems:• missing articles (a, an, the) • redundancies• run-on sentences

• unrealistic dialogue� I asked someone else to read my work, and I incorporated his or her 
suggestions into my revision.

For authors of essay and research papers� I checked for the following elements:• a clear thesis or main idea • examples to support my argument� I painstakingly identified my adverbs and cut out all very unnecessary ones.� I reviewed my speech tags. 
� To be or not to be. That is the question. I checked for weak verbs and instances 

of passive construction; I replaced them with strong verbs and active voice.� I used a thesaurus to vary my word choices.� I checked my verb tenses for consistency. � I ran spell-check. 
� I proofread my work for misspellings, misplaced or missing punctuation, and grammar mistakes.
� I gave my work a title, numbered my pages, and included my name, grade, and subject.Score Yourself

10–12 ✓ Aces! 7–9 ✓ Close, but you need more revision work.4–6 ✓ OK start. Keep going.1–3 ✓ Rewind, review, revamp, revise! 

W
ee

kl
y 

R
ea

de
r 

gr
an

ts
 t

ea
ch

er
-s

ub
sc

rib
er

s 
of

 W
rit

in
g

pe
rm

is
si

on
 t

o 
re

pr
od

uc
e 

th
is

 p
ag

e 
fo

r 
us

e 
in

 t
he

ir 
cl

as
sr

oo
m

s 
on

ly
.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

20
06

 b
y 

W
ee

kl
y 

R
ea

de
r 

C
or

po
ra

tio
n.

W
rit

in
g

is
 a

 fe
de

ra
lly

 r
eg

is
te

re
d 

tr
ad

em
ar

k 
of

 W
ee

kl
y 

R
ea

de
r 

C
or

po
ra

tio
n.

Im
ag

e 
Z

oo



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (Color Management Off)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <FEFF005500730065002000740068006500730065002000730065007400740069006e0067007300200074006f0020006300720065006100740065002000410064006f00620065002000500044004600200064006f00630075006d0065006e0074007300200066006f0072000a002000200020002000200020002000200020002000200020002000200020002000200020002000200020002000200020005100750065006200650063006f007200200057006f0072006c00640020004d00690064006c0061006e0064>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


