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R E V I S I O N  S T R A T E G I E S  O F  E X P E R I E N C E D  A D U L T  W R I T E R S  
One aim of my research has been to contrast how student writers define revision with how a 
group of experienced writers define their revision processes. Here is a sampling of the 
definitions from the experienced writers: 
 
Rewriting: "It is a matter of looking at the kernel of what I have written, the content, and then 
thinking about it, responding to it, making decisions, and actually restructuring it." 
 
Rewriting: "I rewrite as I write. It is hard to tell what is a first draft because it is not determined 
by time. In one draft, I might cross out three pages, write two, cross out a fourth, rewrite it, and 
call it a draft. I am constantly writing and rewriting. I can only conceptualize so much in my 
first draft-only so much information can be held in my head at one time; my rewriting efforts 
are a reflection of how much information I can encompass at one time. There are levels and 
agenda which I have to attend to in each draft." 
 
Rewriting: "Rewriting means on one level, finding the argument, and on another level, language 
changes to make the argument more effective. Most of the time I feel as if I can go on rewriting 
forever. There is always one part of a piece that I could keep working on. It is always difficult to 
know at what point to abandon a piece of writing. I like this idea that a 
piece of writing is never finished, just abandoned." 
 
Rewriting: "My first draft is usually very scattered. In rewriting, I find the line of argument. 
After the argument is resolved, I am much more interested in word choice and phrasing." 
Revising: "My cardinal rule in revising is never to fall in love with what I have written in a first 
or second draft. An idea, sentence, or even a phrase that looks catchy, I don't trust. Part of this 
idea is to wait a while. I am much more in love with something after I have written it than I am 
a day or two later. It is much easier to change anything with time." 
 
Revising: "It means taking apart what I have written and putting it back together again. I ask 
major theoretical questions of my ideas, respond to those questions, and think of proportion and 
structure, and try to find a controlling metaphor. I find out which ideas can be developed and 
which should be dropped. I am constantly chiseling and changing as I revise." 
 
The experienced writers describe their primary objective when revising as finding the form or 
shape of their argument. Although the metaphors vary, the experienced writers often use 
structural expressions such as "finding a framework," "a pattern," or "a design" for their 
argument. When questioned about this emphasis, the experienced writers responded that since 
their first drafts are usually scattered attempts to define their territory, their objective 
in the second draft is to begin observing general patterns of development and deciding what 
should be included and what excluded. One writer explained, "I have learned from experience 
that I need to keep writing a first draft until I figure out what I want to say. Then in a second 
draft, I begin to see the structure of an argument and how all the various sub-arguments which 
are buried beneath the surface of all those sentences are related." What is described here is a 
process in which the writer is both agent and vehicle. "Writing," says Barthes, unlike speech, 
"develops like a seed, not a line,"8 and like a seed it confuses beginning and end, conception and 
production. Thus, the experienced writers say their drafts are "not determined by time," that 
rewriting is a "constant process," that they feel as if (they) "can go on forever." Revising 



confuses the beginning and end, the agent and vehicle; it confuses, in order to find, the line of 
argument. 
 
After a concern for form, the experienced writers have a second objective: a concern for their 
readership. In this way, "production" precedes "conception." The experienced writers imagine a 
reader (reading their product) whose existence and whose expectations influence their revision 
process. They have abstracted the standards of a reader and this reader seems to be partially a 
reflection of themselves and functions as a critical and productive collaborator—a collaborator 
who has yet to love their work. The anticipation of a reader's judgment causes a feeling of 
dissonance when the writer recognizes incongruities between intention and execution, and 
requires these writers to make revisions on all levels. Such a reader gives them just what the 
students lacked: new eyes to "re-view" their work. The experienced writers believe that they 
have learned the causes and conditions, the product, which will influence their reader, and their 
revision strategies are geared towards creating these causes and conditions. They demonstrate a 
complex understanding of which examples, sentences, or phrases should be included or excluded. 
For example, one experienced writer decided to delete public examples and add private 
examples when writing about the energy crisis because "private examples would be less 
controversial and thus more persuasive." Another writer revised his transitional sentences 
because "some kinds of transitions are more easily recognized as transitions than others." These 
examples represent the type of strategic attempts these experienced writers use to manipulate 
the conventions of discourse in order to communicate to their reader. 
 
But these revision strategies are a process of more than communication; they are part of the 
process of discovering meaning altogether. Here we can see the importance of dissonance; at the 
heart of revision is the process by which writers recognize and resolve the dissonance they sense 
in their writing. Ferdinand de Saussure has argued that meaning is differential or "diacritical," 
based on differences between terms rather than "essential" or inherent qualities of terms. 
"Phonemes," he said, "are characterized not, as one might think, by their own positive quality 
but simply by the fact that they are distinct." In fact, Saussure bases his entire Course in 
General Linguistics on these differences, and such differences are dissonant; like musical 
dissonances which gain their significance from their relationship to the "key" of the composition 
which itself is determined by the whole language, specific language (parole) gains its meaning 
from the system of language (langue) of which it is a manifestation and part. The musical 
composition-a "composition" of parts-creates its "key" as in an over-all structure which 
determines the value (meaning) of its parts. The analogy with music is readily seen in the 
compositions of experienced writers: both sorts of composition are based precisely on those 
structures experienced writers seek in their writing. It is this complicated relationship between 
the parts and the whole in the work of experienced writers which destroys the linear model; 
writing cannot develop "like a line" because each addition or deletion is a reordering of the 
whole.  
 
Explicating Saussure, Jonathan Culler asserts that "meaning depends on difference of meaning." 
But student writers constantly struggle to bring their essays into congruence with a predefined 
meaning. The experienced writers do the opposite: they seek to discover (to create) meaning in 
the engagement with their writing, in revision. They seek to emphasize and exploit the lack of 
clarity, the differences of meaning, the dissonance, that writing as opposed to speech allows in 
the possibility of revision. Writing has spatial and temporal features not apparent in speech-
words are recorded in space and fixed in time-which is why writing is susceptible to reordering 
and later addition. Such features make possible the dissonance that both provokes revision and 
promises, from itself, new meaning. 

For the experienced writers the heaviest concentration of changes is on the sentence level, and 
the changes are predominantly by addition and deletion. But, unlike the students, experienced 



writers make changes on all levels and use all revision operations. Moreover, the operations the 
students fail to us—reordering and addition—seem to require a theory of the revision process as 
a totality-a theory which, in fact, encompasses the whole of the composition. Unlike the students, 
the experienced writers possess a non- linear theory in which a sense of the whole writing both 
precedes and grows out of an examination of the parts. As we saw, one writer said he needed "a 
first draft to figure out what to say," and "a second draft to see the structure of an argument 
buried beneath the surface." Such a "theory" is both theoretical and strategical; once again, 
strategy and theory are conflated in ways that are literally impossible for the linear model. 
Writing appears to be more like a seed than a line. 
 
Two elements of the experienced writers' theory of the revision process are the adoption of a 
holistic perspective and the perception that revision is a recursive process. The writers ask: 
what does my essay as a whole need for form, balance, rhythm, or communication. Details are 
added, dropped, substituted, or reordered according to their sense of what the essay needs for 
emphasis and proportion. This sense, however, is constantly in flux as ideas are developed and 
modified; it is constantly "re-viewed" in relation to the parts. As their ideas change, revision 
becomes an attempt to make their writing consonant with that changing vision. 
 
The experienced writers see their revision process as a recursive process—a process with 
significant recurring activities—with different levels of attention and different agenda for each 
cycle. During the first revision cycle their attention is primarily directed towards narrowing the 
topic and delimiting their ideas. At this point, they are not as concerned as they are later about 
vocabulary and style. The experienced writers explained that they get closer to their meaning 
by not limiting themselves too early to lexical concerns. As one writer commented to explain 
her revision process, a comment inspired by the summer 1977 New York power failure: "I feel 
like ConEdison cutting off certain states to keep the generators going. In first and second drafts, 
I try to cut off as much as I can of my editing generator, and in a third draft, I try to cut off 
some of my idea generators, so I can make sure that I will actually finish the essay." Although 
the experienced writers describe their revision process as a series of different levels or cycles, it 
is inaccurate to assume that they have only one objective for each cycle and that each cycle can 
be defined by a different objective. The same objectives and sub-processes are present in each 
cycle, but in different proportions. Even though these experienced writers place the 
predominant weight upon finding the form of their argument during the first cycle, other 
concerns exist as well. Conversely, during the later cycles, when the experienced writers' 
primary attention is focused upon stylistic concerns, they are still attuned, although in a reduced 
way, to the form of the argument. Since writers are limited in what they can attend to during 
each cycle (understandings are temporal), revision strategies help balance competing demands 
on attention. Thus, writers can concentrate on more than one objective at a time by developing 
strategies to sort out and organize their different concerns in successive cycles of revision. 
 
It is a sense of writing as discovery—a repeated process of beginning over again, starting out 
new—that the students failed to have. I have used the notion of dissonance because such 
dissonance, the incongruities between intention and execution, governs both writing and 
meaning. Students do not see the incongruities. They need to rely on their own internalized 
sense of good writing and to see their writing with their "own" eyes. Seeing in revision—seeing 
beyond hearing—is at the root of the word revision and the process itself; current dicta on 
revising blind our students to what is actually involved in revision. In fact, they blind them to 
what constitutes good writing altogether. Good writing disturbs: it creates dissonance. Students 
need to seek the dissonance of discovery, utilizing in their writing, as the experienced writers do, 
the very difference between writing and speech—the possibility of revision. 



 


