November 9, 2010

DESCRIPTION:  "Encouraging Real Revision: Strategies from the Writing Center." The Writing Center director Rebecca Fremo and members of the tutoring staff discussed strategies for encouraging genuine revision.  They shared tutoring techniques and discussed best practices.  The following handouts were provided to session participants.
Writing Center Tutors:  On Revision

The following excerpts come from a survey administered to Writing Center tutors in October of 2010.  Thirteen of eighteen tutors responded.
1. Describe a time when revising a piece of writing really mattered to you.  Describe the piece and why revision was important.
Notice the affective elements.  These pieces of writing communicated something about the student’s actual identity as a writer, as a thinker, and as a human being.  Here are some quotes from the tutors:

· “My first ever research paper for FTS.  I was really nervous about succeeding in college . . . “

· “My piece was my college entrance essay. It mattered to me because not only was I passionate and connected to what I was writing about, but I also felt like I had a lot riding on that one piece of writing.”

· “My memoir for creative writing. The topic was so important to me that I couldn’t bear to have any of it be misunderstood. . . “

· “Revising has always mattered when I’m writing a creative piece. There’s a story I want to tell and it never comes out exactly how I want it on the first try.”

· “For ‘Art of Interpretation,’ we had a paper we worked on the entire semester.  It was my first ‘paper baby,’ a work I really cared about, as I wanted to prove myself (mostly to myself!) as an English major.”

· “I wrote a paper on my experiences in India and how they deeply and emotionally affected me. The paper wasn’t a particularly important one for the class, but my experience in India was so profound that I found my palms sweating and my heart racing when I tried to write about it.  Revision was vital.”

2. In what ways have your professors affected your revision practices?  Are there certain things that professors do to encourage revision?  If so, what are they?
Notice the emphasis below on being more explicit about our values and expectations. Notice, too, the focus on multiple drafts and the need to emphasize global, rather than local (merely sentence level) concerns.

· “Having rough drafts as a midpoint instead of just a final draft encourages me to at least get my thoughts out there on paper.  Then, even if nothing is done in class with the rough draft, I still have the opportunity to take a break and later re-work it. “

· “Make expectations clearer, maybe providing a sample of a ‘quality’ paper on MOODLE.”

· “I found peer response, organized in class, to be very helpful.  Turning in more than one draft or offering the chance to rewrite can be very helpful as well.”

· “When profs are specific about which areas/ideas/themes/issues need to be revised, I find that the most helpful. If I get a paper back [from the professor] that just needs to be revised, sort of generally, I don’t really know which direction to go or how to go about effectively revising.”  

· “Assign writing that students find important and give them enough time to do what they want with it.  I know that isn’t always possible. . .”

·  “When they have several drafts due at separate dates, this essentially forces revision in at least one way.  I think it’s important for teachers to recognize if an essay is actually going anywhere [before we get too entrenched in the project].”

· “The biggest thing I’ve realized in college is that rewriting a paper doesn’t mean just changing the small grammar mistakes, but rethinking all your arguments. I think it’s best if professors only comment on large overarching issues. That way, people aren’t tempted to focus just on the little details.”

· “Having me turn in a rough draft . . . really helps me. . .  On the one hand, I  can see why a professor wouldn’t want to do that (they want you to learn to be self-sufficient and manage your own time well), but on the other hand, my best work comes when I’ve had a lot of time to think about the argument I’ve presented.”

· “Grade based on the revision.  Lead by example—talk about how they revise.”

3. Are there any ways in which professors (perhaps inadvertently) do not encourage revision? If you had to identify “revision busting” behaviors, attitudes, or policies, what would they be?
Tutors suggest that we sometimes send mixed messages to them, emphasizing that they should take care with their work, but not providing enough time for a feedback loop.  
· “Some professors don’t offer the option of revising a piece even if the student receives a C or lower on a paper. Without that opportunity, I’ve seen students develop hopelessness towards their writing, and that whatever they turn in will always be crap. . .”

· “When professors don’t talk about the paper after assigning it, it makes students forget about the assignment until the last minute, and then they have no time to revise.”

· “Not giving any critical feedback. A paper with few or no marks on it sure doesn’t create any incentive to revise the next one.”

·  “When they put great emphasis on talking about grammar and language in the prompt, the focus switches from global to local.  I have one prof who wrote out bullet points on the prompt for what [this prof] wanted, and four of the six bullet points dealt with academic language and grammar.  It places stronger emphasis on how the paper sounds and looks rather than what it actually says.”
· “I had a class where the professor allowed us to hand in our paper once, receive comments, and then hand it in for a final grade. When we got the first comments back, almost everyone in class was upset because there was no grade, so they were not sure if they “needed” to revise or not.  . . . The professor agreed to give them a grade, and students who were satisfied did not revise their work. I don’t think professors should give in to that, especially if they have spent all this time giving suggestions to help students. In this case, the grade was not the point and students should recognize that.”

INTRODUCE REVISION AS A CONCEPT

· Use your own work to illustrate your revision process. Show students an early draft of an article, a syllabus, or even a writing assignment.  Then show them your revision.  Emphasize that revision in such cases is about content, structure, argument, purpose, approach, context, etc.  It is NOT a matter of fixing comma splices.

· Present students with a "case study" of a professional writer's revision.  Consider looking at multiple editions of the same novels or poems.  OR, consider sharing actual reviewers' comments and responses to your own drafts.  Then talk with students about how you made changes or why you didn't.

· Bring in sample student papers that do--and don't--revise well.  Show students the difference.  Explain why you see it as a difference.

· Find an example from popular culture that exemplifies revision in action. Talk to students about revised advertising slogans and campaigns.  What was gained/ lost when we went from "The Un-Cola" to "Make Seven-Up Yours?"  When McDonald's revised its approach to fast food, bringing us yogurt parfaits and shakable salad, what was that about?  How did this constitute a "re-seeing" of the company's purpose?  Its audience?  Its context or place in the consumer market?

· Get literary!  Consider contemporary retellings of Shakespeare's plays or other "classic" texts (a quick clip or two from that Leonardo DeCaprio Romeo and Juliet can illustrate this concept quickly).  

· Get visual!  Consider sharing a work of art, as well as other artists’ revisions/ renditions of that original work.  How did the original influence the revision?

· Offer students a reading about the concept.  Try Adrienne Rich's "'When We Dead Awaken': Writing as Re-Vision" or Patricia Hampl's "Memory and Imagination."  At the very least, assign some material from Lunsford’s Everyday Writer or another handbook that explores revision as a concept.  

TREAT WRITING AS AN ONGOING PROCESS THAT REQUIRES REVISION
· Consider the portfolio method as your assessment strategy.  See Becky Fremo if you'd like to implement a portfolio model in your course or experiment with portfolios in your department.  Remember that portfolios usually include a cover letter or descriptive piece that describes revisions made to the work over time.

· Require rough drafts and build a response mechanism into the course that allows for useful feedback. Respond to early drafts or require peer response.  After drafts have received feedback, solicit a revision.  

· Try not to grade "drafts."  A graded draft is really no longer a draft.  (See Becky Fremo if you want to duke this point out over lunch sometime!)

· When you assign large projects and papers, be sure to structure formal checkpoints throughout the semester.  Consider requiring a proposal, an annotated bibliography, a short essay explaining the project, etc.  Students then return to these documents as they draft the final paper, revising existing assumptions, plans, and approaches.

· Remind students that revision should be substantive.  (It's ridiculous for us to spend hours responding to papers that really only change a few minor points or edit for clarity.)  Require students to hand in a page that describes the nature and scope of the changes with every revision. 

· Comment in ways that are appropriate for particular stages of the writing process.  An early draft requires feedback regarding structure, argument, focus, and evidence.  Your comments should invite and facilitate revision at this stage.  When commenting on later drafts, you may wish to do more work with style, mechanics, and grammar.  

· Consider requiring a "revision plan" before the final draft comes in.  Review the plan yourself or ask students to take the draft and the revision plan to the Writing Center for a conference.

· Talk with students about your commenting style, your approach to grading, and so on.  Help them to understand that you don't believe revision equals "filling in" blanks to answer your questions.  

SAMPLE ACTIVITIES TO HELP STUDENTS "GET" REVISION

· In any WRITI or WRITD course: Require students to read about a specific topic in multiple publications.  Then, discuss the effects of "re-seeing" the material for different audiences.  For instance, how might the results of a research project in chemistry differ when published in Scientific American and on the National Institutes of Health web site?  What would need to happen in order to publish the results in Time Magazine? 
· In MCS: Ask students to generate word problems.  Have them re-write one another's problems by shifting the variables around.  Discuss how the change in variable elicits a revision of the problem and its outcome.

· In T/D: Use improvisation to focus on revision.  What happens when the context for the improvisation shifts?  What happens when a new character enters the scene and revises the situation?

· In ENG: Ask students to rewrite texts by shifting genre, purpose, or audience.  What do we gain or lose if we recast Thoreau's "Where I lived and What I Lived For" as a pamphlet?  What can and can't be said?  What are the new genre's possibilities and shortcomings? 

· In HIS: Study Stanton and Mott's 1848 Declaration of Sentiments alongside Jefferson's Declaration of Independence.  Ask students to discuss the revision. What happens when the Black Panthers revise that document as well?  How do such historical revisions help us understand our culture and its values?

THE BOTTOM LINE

· Students need to know what revision is and why it's important in our classes.  
· We need to be more explicit about our expectations and values when we read students' work.
· If we value revision, we need to build revision time into the course.
· If we want strong revisions, we need to offer feedback at the most helpful times. 

