Feeling the desire to revise a piece of writing but don’t know where to begin? Have the nagging feeling there’s something more you could do but you’re not sure what? Here are a few suggestions to try that might help to get you started:

Take a piece you want to “move along” in some way. Read it through, then write, dialoguing with yourself on paper, about what you like and where you feel you might be holding back, where and what you might develop. Try to tease out some of the possibilities. If a fleeting idea “What if I did that” runs across your mind, that might be something to pay attention to. Where are you stuck? What questions do you have? What scares you about the revision process?

The writer Charles Baxter commented in a questions and answer session following a reading that when considering interactions between characters, it is useful to ask three questions. Choose a scene of interaction between characters in something you have written and ask yourself: 1) What does each character want from the other? 2) Who has the most to lose, or stands to be hurt the most? 3)What does each character wish/hope the other will NOT find out? Now you can either dialogue with yourself on paper in response to these questions, or turn directly to your scene, and with these questions in mind, make any changes that come to mind.

Take something you have written that is fairly “close to life.” Pretend that you need to disguise something in order to protect someone who matters to you. What would you/can you change? You can dialogue with yourself on paper about possible changes, or turn directly to your work and start making the changes that suggest themselves to you.

Addition/Subtraction: 1)Take something you’ve written that you wish to revise. Go through and eliminate every word you possibly can. 2) Take the same piece. Now go back and add wherever there’s something you could add. It is helpful to do BOTH, since most revision is essentially a going back and forth between both these processes. As individuals, we probably all have somewhat of an innate tendency toward either underwriting or overwriting. Which do you think in the case with you?

Return to a piece you started that you don’t feel quite “gelled.” Read it through. Underline the words, phrases, passages that seem strong to you (try to focus on your feelings, not what you think someone else might say). Copy these onto a new piece of paper. Pretend that this is a completely new piece, and continue writing, using what you have as a springboard.

Take something that you began, but didn’t have time to finish haven’t yet returned to. Take the last sentence that you wrote and copy it onto a fresh piece of paper. Now continue writing, pretending that is the first sentence of a new piece, and see what happens.

Take the largest dictionary that you have, or can get your hands on. Close your eyes, open a page and randomly let your finger come down on (or close to) a word. Just for fun, explore how the word or something associated with the word might be integrated into your piece.

Take a piece you’ve written. Ascertain what point of view it is written from (first person, third person), etc. Now, just for fun, as an experiment, change the point of view. You can do this is a number of ways. You can change from first person to third person, or vice versa. Or you can change from the third person point of view of one character to that of another.

Take a piece you’ve written. Ascertain what tense it is (mostly) written in. (Chances are the tense won’t be absolutely the same throughout.) Present or past? Past-perfect? Now try changing the tense. Try re-writing something written in the past tense in the present tense, and vice versa.
