CHAPTER 3

The Writing Process

Experts often divide the writing process into three major components:
prewriting, drafting, and revision (which includes editing). Bear in
mind, though, that the process for most people is not as linear as this
suggests, and the three components don’t always happen in a straight-
forward fashion. For instance, you might begin revising a partial draft
before completing the drafting process. Or you may find yourself stuck
at a fairly late point in the draft and decide to revisit your prewriting.
Don't think that these three steps need to be completed one at a time.
Different projects will likely call for different strategies, and you'll enjoy
the process more if you allow yourself to go back and forth between the
steps according to the needs of the particular assignment you're trying
to complete.

PREWRITING

Prewriting is everything that you do before beginning an actual draft of
your paper. It includes annotating and questioning texts, taking notes
and participating in class, and discussing the assignment with your
instructor and/or classmates. It also includes specific topics covered
in this chapter: choosing a topic, developing an argument and a thesis,
gathering support, and proposing a paper’s organizational strategy.

Choosing a Topic

Obviously, your choice of a topic for your paper is of key importance,
since everything else follows from that first decision. Your instructor
may assign a specific topic, or the choice may be left to you. The
most important piece of advice for choosing a topic is to write about
something that genuinely interests you. If your instructor gives your
class a choice, chances are that he or she really wants to see a variety
of topics and approaches and expects you to find a topic that works
for you.

Even if your instructor assigns a fairly specific topic, you still need to
spend a little time thinking about and working with it. You want your
paper to stand out from the rest, and you should do whatever you can to
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26 READING AND WRITING ABOUT LITERATURE

Here is an example of a topic for William Butler Yeats’s “The Second
Coming” from a student journal:

Topic: I am interested in how Yeats uses imagery of the Apocalypse.
Here is an example of a thesis statement for a paper on this topic:

Thesis: “The Second Coming” disrupts Christian models of the Apocalypse,
and in doing so challenges the reader to grapple with the uncomfortable
prospect that the world as we understand it right now will soon face utter
annihilation.

It might help to phrase your thesis as a complete sentence in which
the topic is the subject, followed by a predicate that makes a firm state-
ment or claim regarding your topic. This is your thesis statement, and
it will probably appear toward the beginning of your paper. The fore-
most purpose of a paper, then, is to explain, defend, and ultimately
prove the truth of its thesis.

Keep the following guidelines in mind as you think about a tentative
thesis for your paper:

¢ Your thesis should be both clear and specific. The purpose of
a thesis is to serve as a guide to both the reader and the writer, so
it needs to be understandable and to point clearly to the specific
aspects of the literature that you will discuss.

¢ Your thesis should be relevant. The claim you make should not
only interest you as a writer but also give your reader a reason to
keep reading by sparking his or her interest and desire to know
more. Not every paper is going to change lives or minds, of course,
but you should at least state your thesis in such a way that your
reader won't have the most dreaded of responses: “Who cares?”

¢ Your thesis should be debatable. Since the purpose of an argu-
mentative paper is to convince a reader that your thesis is correct
(or at least that it has merit), it cannot simply be an irrefutable fact.
A good thesis will be something that a reasonable person, having
read the literature, might disagree with or might not have consid-
ered at all. It should give you something to prove.

¢ Your thesis should be original. Again, originality does not imply
that every thesis you write must be a brilliant gem that nobody but
you could have discovered. But it should be something you have
thought about independently, and it should avoid clichés, contain
something of you, and do more than parrot back something said in
your class or written in your textbook.
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THE WRITING PROCESS 29

learning something genuine from the experience of writing, and that is
what a literature course is all about.

Gathering Support for Your Thesis

Once you have crafted a tentative thesis, it is time to think about the
evidence or support you will need to convince your reader of the claim’s
validity. But what exactly counts as support? What can you include in
your paper as evidence that your thesis is true? Essentially, all support
comes from one of three sources:

¢ The text itself. It is not enough to say that a certain piece of liter-
ature says or means a certain thing. You will need to show this by
summarizing, paraphrasing, or quoting the literature itself.

¢ Other people’s ideas. Chances are you will find a lot of useful mate-
rial for your paper if you pay attention to easily available sources of
ideas from other readers. These include the notes and biographical
information in your textbooks, research conducted online or in the
library, lectures and discussions in class, and even informal conver-
sations about the literature with your friends and classmates.

¢ Your own thoughts. Remember that although you may want to
integrate ideas and information from a variety of sources, your
paper is yours and as such should reflect your thinking. The most
indispensable source of material for your paper is your own mind;
your own thoughts and words should always carry the heaviest
weight in any paper you write.

One of the best ways to gather supporting ideas for your paper is
brainstorming. You can brainstorm —alone or with classmates—even
before settling on your topic and thesis, to explore the many possible
threads that you could follow in your writing. When brainstorming to
gather evidence, the idea is to write down, very quickly, every idea that
comes to you, every possible idea that might be included in the draft of
your paper. Don'’t censor yourself during this process. Allow yourself to
write down everything that interests, puzzles, or delights you. Later you
will have ample opportunity to prune your list of repetitions, tangents, or
weaker ideas. For the time being, just let the ideas flow, and get as many
as you can down on a piece of paper or as you can down in your notes.

ORGANIZING YOUR PAPER

Once you've determined what evidence to use, it is time to begin sorting
and organizing it. The principle for organizing any paper is the sequence
of paragraphs, so at this stage you should be thinking at the level of
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32 READING AND WRITING ABOUT LITERATURE

little additional attention on your part. The most typical trouble spots
are introductory and concluding paragraphs and the transitional sen-
tences that connect paragraphs. Although there is no one formula to
help you navigate these waters, as each writing situation and each paper
are different, we offer some general guidelines that can help you think
through the problems that might arise in these areas.

Introductions

Essentially, an introduction accomplishes two things: First, it gives a
sense of both your topic and your approach to that topic, which is why
it is common to make your thesis statement a part of the introduction.
Second, an introduction grabs your readers’ interest and makes them
want to read on and find out what your paper has to say. Some com-
mon strategies used in effective introductions are to begin with a prob-
ing rhetorical question, a vivid description, or an intriguing quotation.
Weak introductions tend to speak in generalities or in philosophical
ideas that are only tangentially related to the real topic of your paper.
Don'’t spin your wheels: get specific and get to the point right away.

Consider this introduction from a student essay on Susan Glaspell’s
Trifles:

What is the relationship between legality and morality? Susan Glaspell's
short play Trifles asks us to ponder this question, but it provides no clear
answers. Part murder mystery, part battle of the sexes, the play makes its
readers confront and question many issues about laws, morals, and human
relationships. In Mrs. Peters, a sheriff’s wife, the play chronicles one
woman'’s moral journey from a certain, unambiguous belief in the law to a
more situational view of ethics. Before it is over, this once legally minded
woman is even willing to cover up the truth and let someone get away
with murder.

The student poses a philosophical question at the very beginning of
the paper and then offers a tentative answer. (This paper appears in its
entirety on pages 135-138.)

Conclusions

Your conclusion should give your reader something new to think about,
a reason not to forget your essay as soon as the reading is done. Some
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34 READING AND WRITING ABOUT LITERATURE

REVISING AND EDITING

Once you have a complete, or near-complete, draft, it’s time to begin
thinking about revision. Try to avoid the common pitfall of thinking of
revision as locating and fixing mistakes. Revision is far more than this.
Looking at the parts of the word, you can see that re-vision means “see-
ing again,” and indeed the revision stage of the writing process is your
chance to see your draft anew and make real and substantial improve-
ments to every facet of it, from its organization to its tone to your word
choices. Most successful writers will tell you that it is in the revision
stage that the real work gets done, where the writing takes shape and
begins to emerge in its final form. Most professional writers spend much
more time revising than they do writing the first draft. Don’t skimp on
this part of the process or try to race through it.

It is a good idea not to start a major revision the minute a draft is
complete. Take a break. Exercise, have a meal, do something completely
different to clear your mind. If possible, put the draft aside for at least a
day, so that when you return to it you'll have a fresh perspective and can
begin truly reseeing it. Print out your draft. Attempting serious revision
on-screen is generally a bad idea—we see differently, and we usually see
more, when we read off a printed page. Read with a pen in your hand
and annotate your text just the way you would a piece of literature, look-
ing for the strengths and weaknesses of your argument. The process laid
out here consists of three phases: global revisions, or large-scale revi-
sions; local revisions, or small-scale revisions; and the final editing and
proofreading. If you haven’t done so before, revising your paper three
times may seem like a lot of work, but bear in mind that most profes-
sional writers revise their work many more times than that. Revision is
the real key to writing the best paper you can.

Global Revision

On a first pass at revision —the large-scale, global part of the
process—don’t worry too much about details like word choice, punc-
tuation, and so forth. Too many students focus so much on these issues
that they miss the big picture. The details are important, but you will
deal with them in depth later. You wouldn’t want to spend your time
getting the wording of a sentence just right only to decide later that the
paragraph it is in weakens your argument and needs to be deleted. So
at first, look at the overall picture —the argument, organization, and
tone of the paper as a whole. While there’s nothing wrong with making a
few small improvements as you read, nothing smaller than a paragraph
should concern you at this point. Here are some possibilities for how
you might revise your paper globally.
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THE WRITING PROCESS 39

PEER EDITING AND WORKSHOPS

Some instructors give class time for draft workshops, sometimes called
peer editing, in which you work with your fellow students, trying to
help one another improve your work-in-progress. Such workshops can
benefit you in two ways. First, your classmates can offer you critiques
and advice on what you might have missed in your own rereading. Sec-
ond, reading and discussing papers other than your own will help you
grow as a writer, showing you a variety of ways in which a topic can
be approached. If you really like something about a peer’s paper —say,
a vivid introduction or the effective use of humor—make note of how
it works within the paper and consider integrating something similar
into a future paper of your own. We are not, of course, advocating copy-
ing your classmates; rather, we are pointing out that you can learn a lot
from other people’s writing.

Your instructor may give you guidelines regarding what to look for
in others’ drafts, or you may be left more or less on your own. In either
case, keep these general guidelines in mind:

¢ Be respectful of one another’s work. You should, of course,
treat your peers’ work with the same respect and seriousness that
you would want for your own. Keep your criticism constructive
and avoid personal attacks, even if you disagree strongly with an
opinion. You can help your fellow writers by expressing a contrary
opinion in a civilized and thoughtful manner.

¢ Be honest. This means giving real, constructive criticism when it is
due. Don'’t try to spare your workshop partner’s feelings by saying,
“That’s great,” or, “It’s fine,” when it really isn’t. When asked what
went badly in a peer workshop, students most commonly respond
not that their peers were too harsh on their work but that they were
not harsh enough. Wouldn'’t you rather hear about a problem with
your work from a peer in a draft workshop than from your profes-
sor after you have already handed in the final draft? So would your
classmates.

¢ Look for the good as well as the bad in a draft. No paper, no
matter how rough or problematic, is completely without merit.
And no paper, no matter how clever or well written, couldn’t be
improved. By pointing out both what works and what doesn’t, you
will help your classmates grow as writers.

¢ Keep an eye on the time. It’s easy to get wrapped up in a dis-
cussion of an interesting paper and not allow adequate time for
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THE WRITING PROCESS 43

USING QUOTATIONS EFFECTIVELY

At some point, you will want to quote the literature you are citing, and
you might also want to quote some secondary research sources as well.
Quotations ground your paper in the literature you are discussing and
prevent your argument from being overly abstract. They also allow the
author of the literature a chance to shine through in his or her own
words, showing that you respect and appreciate the author’s work. Quo-
tations bring emphasis, variety, and specificity to your writing. Be selec-
tive, though, in your use of quotations so that the dominant voice of the
paper is your own, not a patchwork of the words of others. Here is gen-
eral advice to help you integrate quotations effectively into your essays.

Avoiding Floating Quotations

Try to avoid floating quotations. Sometimes writers simply lift a sen-
tence out of the original, put quotation marks around it, and identify the
source (if at all) in a subsequent sentence. Doing so can create confu-
sion for a reader, who is momentarily left to ponder where the quotation
comes from and why have you quoted it. In addition to potentially caus-
ing confusion, such quoting can read as awkward and choppy, as there
is no transition between another writer’s words and yours.

Use at least an attributed quotation —that is, one that names the
source within the sentence containing the quotation, usually in a lead-in
phrase. This way the reader knows right away who originally wrote or
said the quoted material and knows (or at least expects) that your com-
mentary will follow. It also provides a smoother transition between your
words and the quotation.

Problem: Floating Quotation Solution: Use a Lead-in Phrase

“I met a traveler from an antique Shelley begins his poem “Ozyman-
land.” This is how Shelley’s poem dias” with the words “I met a trav-
“Ozymandias” begins. eler from an antique land.”

Integrating Quotations

Whenever possible, use an integrated quotation. To do this, make the
quotation a part of your own sentence, as shown in the lead-in phrase in
the table above. This is the hardest sort of quoting to do since it requires
that you make the quoted material fit in grammatically with your own
sentence, but the payoff in clarity and sharp prose is usually well worth
the extra time spent on sentence revision.
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