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From revising to editing
Working with Peer Groups

Academic writing is a collaborative enterprise. By reading and com-
menting on your drafts, your peers can support your work as a writer. 

And you can support the work of your peers by reading their drafts with a 
critical but constructive eye.

In this chapter, we set out the differences between revising and editing, 
discuss the peer editing process in terms of the composition pyramid, 
present a model peer editing session, and then explain the writer’s and 
reader’s responsibilities through early drafts, later drafts, and final drafts, 
providing opportunities for you to practice peer response on three drafts 
of a student paper.

reVising VersUs ediTing

We make a distinction between revising and editing. By revising, we mean 
making changes to a paper to reflect new thinking or conceptualizing. 
If a reader finds that the real focus of your essay comes at the end of 
your draft, you need to revise the paper with this new focus in mind. 
Revising differs from editing, which involves minor changes to what will 
be the final draft of a  paper — replacing a word here and there, correcting 
misspellings, or substituting dashes for commas to create emphasis, for 
example.

When you’re reading a first or second draft, the niceties of style, 
spelling, and punctuation are not priorities. After all, if the writer had to 
change the focus of his or her argument, significant changes to words, 
phrases, and punctuation would be inevitable. Concentrating on editing 
errors early on, when the writer is still trying to develop an argument with 
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evidence, organize information logically, and anticipate counterarguments, 
is inefficient and even counterproductive.

Here are some characteristics of revising and editing that can guide 
how you read your own writing and comment on the writing of others:

Revising editing

Treats writing as a work in 
progress
Focuses on new possibilities  
both within and beyond the text
Focuses on new questions or 
goals
Considers both purpose and 
readers’ needs
Encourages further discovery

Treats writing as an 
 almost-finished product
Addresses obvious errors and  
 deficiencies
Focuses on the draft and does not 
suggest new avenues for discussion 
Considers grammar, punctu  ation, 
spelling, and style
Polishes up the essay

Again, writing is a process, and revising is an integral part of that 
process. Your best writing will happen in the context of real readers 
responding to your drafts. Look at the acknowledgments in any academic 
book, and you will see many people credited with having improved the 
book through their comments on drafts and ideas. All academic writers 
rely on conversations with others to strengthen their work.

The Peer ediTing Process

We emphasize that the different stages of  writing — early, later, and  final —  
 call for different work from both readers and writers because  writers’ 
needs vary with each successive draft. These stages correspond to what 
has been called the composition pyramid (Figure 12.1).* The  composition 

Situation       Issues       Thesis       Audience

Organization
Effective use of sources

to support thesis

Style and
grammar

FIGURE 12.1 The Composition Pyramid

*information from Susannah Brietz-Monta and Anthony Monta.
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pyramid represents elements of writing that can help you decide what to 
pay attention to at different stages of writing.

1. The top of this inverted pyramid corresponds to the early stages of 
writing. At this point, members of the writing group should identify 
the situation the writer is responding to (for example, homelessness, 
inequality, or air pollution), the issue the writer has defined (for exam-
ple, the economic versus the social costs of homelessness), the thesis 
or argument the writer advances, and the extent to which the writer 
addresses a given audience appropriately.

2. The middle portion of the pyramid corresponds to a later stage of the 
writing process, the point at which members of the group should 
move on to discuss the writer’s organization and use of sources.  Is 
the argument logically organized? Has the writer integrated quota-
tions smoothly into the paper? Is the evidence relevant, recent, and 
 credible?

 3. Finally, the bottom of the pyramid corresponds to the final stages of 
drafting. As the writer’s focus shifts to grammar and style, so should 
the group’s. Questions to ask: Is this specific language appropriate to 
the intended audience? Has the writer presented the argument in ways 
that will compel  readers — even those who  disagree — to listen?

Steps in the Peer Editing Process

■1  The writer distributes copies of the draft to each member of 
the writing group. (Ideally, the group should not exceed four 
 students.)

■2  The writer distributes a cover letter, setting an agenda for the 
group.

■3 The members read the cover letter.

■4  The writer then reads the draft aloud, while members follow 
along, underlining passages and making notes to prepare them-
selves to discuss the draft.

■5  Members ask questions that help the writer identify concepts that 
need further elaboration or clarification.

■6  Discussion focuses on the strengths and weaknesses of the draft 
appropriate to the stage of writing and the writer’s concerns. 
(Even in the early stage, readers and the writer should sustain 
discussion for at least ten minutes before the next student takes a 
turn as writer.)
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Peer groUPs in AcTion: A sAMPLe session

Let’s take a look at one writing group in action to see the potential of this 
approach to writing. One student, Rebecca Jegier, worked collaboratively 
with three other students — Jasmine, Michaela, and Kevin — on a paper 
about the purpose of education and the extent to which school reforms 
reflect what she refers to as “a growing culture of impatience.” She 
explained to her group that she struggled to draw a parallel between what 
she sees as a worn-out factory model of education (students sitting in rows) 
and the story of Blockbuster, a once-successful movie rental business that 
failed to respond to customers’ changing needs. She also felt that she still 
needed to sharpen her argument.

 Rebecca: I think we are expected to argue what we think the  purpose 
of education should be and to place our argument in the 
larger context of how others have defined the purpose 
 historically.

 Jasmine: I am still trying to decide what I think the purpose 
of  education should be. I sort of think that education 
should prepare people for a job, but we also read that 
 article — you know, the one that said we may not even 
know what jobs will be available in ten years. The author 
wrote that schools should prepare people to be creative, 
 innovative, critical thinkers. That other essay explained that 
school should help people flourish. I haven’t decided what 
that means.

 Michaela: I think the important thing we need to decide is the  issue. 
I agree that schools don’t really prepare us to be very 
 creative or innovative. I guess that’s the issue.

Rebecca restated her understanding of the assignment before giving 
Jasmine, Michaela, and Kevin a copy of her draft. This is a valuable starting 
point because a writer’s interpretation of the writing assignment — the 
task,  the purpose, and the audience — helps readers understand why 
she is taking a particular approach. If readers disagree with the writer’s 
interpretation, they should discuss their differences before the writer 
shares the draft and determine an appropriate response to the assignment. 
Rebecca then read her paper aloud while her group members listened and 
wrote notes to indicate specific words, phrases, and ideas that they wanted 
to discuss.

An AnnoTATed sTUdenT drAFT

Here we reprint the main part of Rebecca’s draft, with annotations on 
 passages that elicited comments from her peers. Following the draft, we 
present their discussion in more detail.
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Jegier 1

 Rebecca Jegier

 Student-Centered Learning: Catering to Students’ Impatience
In today’s world of high-speed Internet and fast food, 

Americans have gotten used to receiving instant gratification and 
immediate results. If a Web site takes four seconds or longer to load, an 
average of one in four Internet users will get fed up with waiting and 
abandon the page (“Loading time,” 2013). In a survey conducted by 
the Associated Press, the majority of Americans report losing patience 
after being kept waiting on the telephone for more than five minutes, 
and half of those surveyed reported that they have refused to return 
to a business because of long waits (AP, 2006). This paper is about 
two hundred times as long as the average tweet — how many teenage 
students would be willing to read it until the end? With the growing 
culture of impatience, it comes as no surprise that Americans today are 
frustrated with recent reforms in education and their lack of immediate 
results. It is also not a surprising issue that American children have 
trouble staying focused and engaged in today’s standardized and 
“factory-based” education system driven by worksheets and mandated 
testing. This outdated system has created an environment that is 
completely contradictory to the interactive, personalized, and relevant 
world in which  students spend most of their lives. 

According to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (1947), “Intelligence 
plus character — that is the goal of true education. The complete 
education gives one not only power of concentration, but worthy 
objectives upon which to concentrate.” In order for education 
in America to be “complete” and to reach its full potential of 
empowering students to concentrate and reach their goals, educators 
and school reformers might very well explore the issue of impatience. 
In some cases, such as investing in stocks, the unwillingness to 
be patient can cause people to make a poor  trade-off between 
immediate, although mediocre, results or receiving something much 
better after a wait; in the example of the stock market, a larger return 
on investment usually comes with time. In other circumstances, 
however, impatience can be largely beneficial if it is handled correctly; 
 successful businesses will improve as they make efforts to become 
more efficient and provide better customer service to those who do 
not want to wait.

1

2

Kevin and 
Michaela both 
tell Rebecca 
that they like 
this phrase, 
“the culture of 
impatience.” 

They all dis-
cuss whether 
or not this is 
the argument 
and if Rebecca 
could restate 
her key claim.

Rebecca 
provides one 
important way 
that Americans 
can think about 
the  purpose of 
education and 
tries to con-
nect this per-
spective to her 
own ideas about 
impatience.

She antici-
pates readers’ 
different inter-
pretations of 
impatience and 
whether impa-
tience can also 
be a good thing.

Rebecca’s group 
 member, Kevin, 
says he likes the 
introduction and 
agrees with the 
point that we 
are all becoming 
impatient. But 
he worries that 
the introduction 
should state the 
purpose of educa-
tion more directly 
since this is the 
 assignment. Jas-
mine agrees.
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Jegier 2

School reformers’ impatience belongs in the first  category: 
detrimental and unproductive. Making quality reforms that will 
be be both effective and enduring is a long-term investment 
that must be carefully planned instead of hastily implemented. 
The expectation that coming out with new  legislation will 
immediately change schools for the better is, to put it gently, 
ludicrous. And it is almost as ridiculous to think that small 
reforms will be effective when they don’t change the underlying 
problem and allow the system to become relevant to current 
society.

Take movies, for example. The first Blockbuster store 
opened in the 1980s, boasting convenience and the ability 
to customize movie selection to location. By September 
2012, however, Blockbuster had filed for bankruptcy and had 
closed hundreds of stores in a sad attempt to get back on its 
feet. How did such a successful idea turn into a disaster? The 
problem with Blockbuster was that it made small improvements 
to its traditional, formerly successful model and disregarded 
consumers’ changing desires and demands. Netflix had no 
problem stepping in to fill the gaps with new and innovative 
methods. In fact, Netflix had been patiently operating and 
steadily gaining market share for six years before Blockbuster 
finally came out with its own movie-by-mail service. Albert 
Einstein once defined insanity as “doing the same thing over 
and over again and expecting different results.” Although 
schools monopolize the education business, it is still vital for 
them to adapt and conform to that which is relevant in today’s 
world. Instead of continuing to take a “Blockbuster” attitude 
towards education — an arguably “insane” route — the U.S. 
education system needs to examine reforms that have happened 
in the past as well as reevaluate what its goals are for the 
children of tomorrow.

Ever since education began in America with one-room 
schoolhouses in the nineteenth century, schools have  constantly 
been adapting to meet the needs of the students and those of the 
country depending on the time period (Tyack, 2007). As the goals of 
the country have changed, so have the schools. Initially, Thomas 

3

4

5

She goes on to 
explain that 
school reform-
ers have been 
impatient, but 
their approach 
has been det-
rimental to 
 learning.

Rebecca’s 
peer group is 
intrigued by 
this analogy 
and even its rel-
evance. However, 
Jasmine thinks 
Rebecca is 
beginning to lose 
the focus of her 
argument.

In the following 
three para-
graphs, Rebecca 
shifts the focus 
from the pres-
ent to the past, 
which is part 
of  the assign-
ment, to offer 
some  historical 
context for 
contemporary 
efforts to define 
the purpose of 
education.
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Jegier 3

Jefferson and Noah Webster wanted children to emerge from school 
as functioning, self-governing citizens who could contribute to 
the democracy in a new fragile republic. Later, goals were revised 
due to changes or events in the world such as immigration, 
the space race, and the Brown v. Board of  Education decision. 
When immigrants began to come to America in the late 1800s, 
the school system had to adapt to find a way to assimilate 
immigrants into the established education system. In the 1950s 
when the Supreme Court delivered its Brown v. Board of Education 
decision, schools had to adapt to desegregation and address 
the effects of opening their doors to those who formerly had no 
access to education. In 1957, when the Soviets launched the first 
satellite and effectively “won” the space race, the United States 
immediately shifted its focus to math and science classes. These 
reforms were specific to the time, as well as necessary to the 
relevant situations of that society, and were eventually effective 
even though they were not seen in this way at first.

In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in 
Education published “A Nation at Risk,” a report that pointed 
out flaws in the U.S. education system — flaws that the nation is 
still addressing today. It recommended that we should raise the 
standards of high school graduation requirements and college 
admissions requirements, as well as increase teacher salaries and 
raise standards for those who wish to teach, in addition to many 
other suggestions for reform (National Commission on Excellence 
in Education, 1983). Since this landmark report was produced, 
school reformers have repeatedly tried to confront the system 
head-on. 

President George W. Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 
(NCLB) is a commonly cited and criticized reform that requires states 
to assess all students at select grade levels in order for schools to 
receive federal funding. Intended to increase the quality of education 
for everyone by requiring schools to improve their performance, 
NCLB is limited in that it does not address the root of the problem 
and places the focus on achievement instead of the teaching and 
learning process. Although some improvement in test scores has 

6

7
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been reported since its implementation (Dee & Jacob, 2011), 
frustration with this act has been growing because the tests and the 
standards sometimes contradict each other and are very often not 
aligned. NCLB represents an attempt to provide a simple solution 
for a complex problem. Modern America’s “get-rich-quick” attitude 
toward changes in general and school reforms in particular is 
a fallacy that must be remedied in order to promote effective 
reforms in the education system. Although Americans today tend 
to get frustrated after fifteen minutes of standing in line (AP, 
2006), patience is necessary to develop quality reforms that will 
last in the long term.

In contrast to the detrimental effects of citizens’ and 
reformers’ impatience with the current state of education, the 
“impatience” of our children in schools can actually be beneficial 
to the American education system, if responded to in the correct 
way. I place the word “impatience” in quotation marks because 
the pejorative quality of this word does not fully express what 
is going on in students’ minds when they are categorized in this 
way by teachers, parents, or doctors. The underlying principle 
lies in their upbringing; kids are used to alleviating their natural 
curiosity through googling their questions or by texting a more 
knowledgeable friend who can respond within the hour (if not 
within the minute!). There is nothing inherently wrong with 
wanting to receive instant answers and quick results, especially 
when today’s search engines and mobile apps can easily oblige. 
Similar to the way businesses constantly strive for better customer 
service, it is the responsibility of the school system to tailor 
education to its “impatient” (read: curious) students in relevant 
and timely ways. 

Every child has unique talents and skills that are apparent at 
very early ages. In the 1980s, Harvard psychologist Howard Gardner 
proposed the theory of multiple intelligences (MI), which argues that 
intelligence should not be limited to the traditional “school smarts” 
that can be measured by Binet’s IQ test or by the SAT (Gardner, 
1987). In addition to the linguistic and logical-mathematical 
intelligences that are targeted in most school settings, Gardner 

8

9

Rebecca’s 
group  wonders 
about the 
point Rebecca 
makes here, one 
that implicitly 
connects to 
her idea that 
impatience 
can be a 
detriment. This 
is something 
Michaela wants 
Rebecca to say 
more about.

Although they 
agree with 
this point, 
Rebecca’s group 
is not sure how 
this connects 
with her argu-
ment about 
impatience.

Rebecca helps 
readers think of 
impatience as 
a  positive trait 
that she believes 
educators 
overlook. 
Michaela and 
Kevin also think 
Rebecca needs 
to  connect this 
point to what 
she says about 
the “culture of 
 impatience.”
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Rebecca’s group begins with a brief discussion of her introduction 
and then turns to Rebecca’s argument. They ask questions and offer some 
reflections that they hoped would guide Rebecca toward making a more 
explicit claim about school reform.

 Kevin: I really like your introduction and agree with the idea that we 
live in a world where we expect instant gratifi cation. I know 
I get pretty impatient when I have to wait for anything.

 Michaela: And you use a great phrase, “a culture of impatience,” to 
 describe the problem.

 Jasmine: Yes. But isn’t the paper supposed to be about the purpose of 
education? You eventually connect the idea of impatience 
to the purpose of education, you know, to respond to a 
 generation of students like us who have been brought up on 
technology. School isn’t very responsive to the way we learn. 
Isn’t that what you are arguing?

 Rebecca: Okay, I see what you are saying. But I wanted to write 
an introduction that would capture your attention with 
 something relevant. I’ll have to think about that.

Jegier 5

proposes that people can be intelligent in other distinct 
ways. He came up with eight intelligences, including spatial, 
bodily-kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and 
naturalist. Besides having different intelligences, students are 
unique because of their different learning styles (for example, one 
student might be a visual learner while another learns better from 
listening to a lecture) and the varying paces which they learn and 
retain material (Christensen, Horn & Johnson, 2008). This leads 
us to the question: if all students have different intelligences and 
learn in different ways, what reasoning do we have to support 
that standardizing their education would be an effective teaching 
method for all of them? Is providing the exact same instruction to 
all students fair, even if such a cookie-cutter method of teaching 
caters only to those who are “intelligent” in the linguistic and 
logical-mathematical sense? If the goal is to educate every student, 
standardization is not an effective way to do it.
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 Michaela: You do make your argument at the end of the first 
 paragraph. Like Jasmine said, you are arguing that schools 
need to be more responsive to kids’ needs, who they are, and 
how they learn. I know you are not saying it that way, but is 
that what you mean to say? 

 Rebecca: I think so, yes.
 Kevin: Could you say that?

Kevin begins with a supportive comment that initiates a more specific 
conversation about the way Rebecca frames her ideas with the phrase, 
“a culture of impatience.” However, Jasmine asks a pointed question 
that challenges Rebecca and the others in the group to think about the 
assignment and the role that an introduction should play. In particular, 
everyone seems to agree that Rebecca’s key claim centers on school’s lack of 
responsiveness to a new generation of students who tend to be impatient. 
The way that Rebecca states this is different from the way Jasmine and 
Michaela phrase the argument, and Kevin urges her to restate her claim in 
keeping with their interpretation. In the course of this conversation, then, 
peer group members provide support, but also question, even challenge, 
the way that Rebecca frames her argument. Importantly, the questions and 
advice are specific enough for Rebecca to use what they suggest to change 
her approach to writing about the purpose of education. Can or should 
she lead up to her claim with a story that does not directly address the 
purpose of education? And should she rephrase her claim? If Rebecca took 
their advice, this would mean revising an evaluative claim that schools are 
based on a worn-out factory model of education to a policy-driven claim 
about what school reform should require.

Group members also extended the conversation to helping Rebecca 
connect the different ideas that she introduces in her paper: school 
reforms as a negative example of impatience, the comparison she makes 
to corporations that fail to recognize “a culture of impatience,” and recent 
research on individual learning styles.

 Jasmine: So now I get what you are saying about impatience and 
the purpose of school, but now you want to compare this 
to what happened to Blockbuster. The last sentence of your 
 paragraph is good, but it takes you a while to make this 
point. In the  paragraph above it, you say “Take  movies, for 
example. The first Blockbuster store opened in the 1980s, 
boasting convenience and the ability to  customize movie 
selection to  location.” But I think you need to  connect your 
two points earlier. Otherwise, I think you are losing focus by 
introducing the  example of Blockbuster.

 Michaela: I think the same thing happens when you start to talk 
about No Child Left Behind. Your last sentence talks about 
 “patience.” But you start by summarizing, not making clear 
that there is a connection here.
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 Kevin (interrupting): Yeah, I think you keep summarizing different 
ideas and I get lost in how you are connecting 
 everything.

 Michaela: One way to handle this problem is to say something 
that connects all the dots and not leave your main 
points until the end of each paragraph. The same 
thing happens again when you introduce the idea 
of learning styles.

 Rebecca: Wow, okay. That’s a lot. I am going to have to think 
about all of this.

Rebecca’s draft reflects her first attempt to get her ideas down. It’s fine 
for a first draft to explore ideas. When writers formulate a working thesis (or 
when they fail to do so), readers in a peer group can offer support, noting 
strengths or pointing to places of greatest interest to sustain the writer’s 
energy for writing. The more specific the advice, the better the writer will 
be able to translate that advice into action. Rebecca’s group helped her 
generate a plan for taking some next steps by pointing out how she could 
define the issue and connect different parts of her paper: “ . . . say something 
that connects all the dots and not leave your main points until the end of 
each paragraph.”

A peer group can also ask questions to help a writer set new  
goals, so that revision is really a process of reenvisioning or reseeing the  
key concepts in the writer’s draft. As a reader, it is useful to paraphrase 
particular parts of the draft, so that the writer can hear how you have 
understood what he or she is trying to say. This is what Michaela did when 
she explained in a questioning sort of way: “You are arguing that schools 
need to be more responsive to kids’ needs, who they are, and how they 
learn. I know you are not saying it that way, but is that what you mean  
to say?”

Working WiTh eArLy drAFTs

■  Understand the Writer’s responsibilities

When you present an early draft of your essay to your writing group, you 
want the group to focus on  top- level pyramid  concerns — situation, issue, 
thesis, and audience. You should explain this and any other concerns you 
have in a cover letter. Use the template in Figure 12.2 as a model for what 
needs explaining in the letter to your readers.

During the session, it’s important to be open to suggestions. Although 
you don’t have to incorporate every suggestion your group makes when you 
revise your draft, be sure you at least understand the members’ comments 
and concerns. If you don’t understand what the members are saying about 
your draft, ask them to clarify or give you an example.
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Finally, if you decide not to take someone’s suggestion, have a good 
reason for doing so. If a suggested change means you won’t be addressing 
the terms of the assignment, for example, it’s fine to say no.

1. What is your question (or assignment)?

2. What is the issue motivating you to write?

3. How have published writers addressed the issue you discuss?

4. What is your working thesis?

5. Who is your audience, and how do you want them to respond?

6. What do you think is working best?

7. What specific aspect of the essay are you least satisfied with at this time?

8. What kind of feedback do you especially want today?

FigURe 12.2 The Writer’s Cover Letter: Early Drafts

■  Understand the reader’s responsibilities

Your task as a reader is to follow along as the early draft is read, paying 
special attention to concerns the writer identifies in the cover letter 
and  focusing on the top of the pyramid: situation, issue, thesis, and 
audience. Take notes directly on the draft, circling or underlining sections 
you have questions about, so that you can refer to them specifically in the 
discussion.

When it’s your turn to talk, have a conversation about your 
reactions to the  draft — where the draft amused, confused, or per-
suaded you, for example. Don’t just jump in and start telling the 
writer what he or she should be doing in the paper. Your role as a 
reader is to give the writer a live audience: Your responses can help 
the writer decide what parts of the paper are working and what parts 
need serious revision. There are times, however, when you should play 
the role of deferring reader, putting off certain comments. You don’t 
want to overwhelm the writer with problems no matter how many 
questions the essay raises.

Offer both positive and negative remarks. Start by pointing out what 
is working well in the paper, so the writer knows where he or she is on 
the right track. This also leaves the writer more open to constructive 
criticism. But don’t shy away from telling the writer what should be 
working better. It’s your job as a reader to offer honest and specific 
responses to the draft, so the writer can develop it into an effective piece 
of writing. Figure 12.3 lists key questions you should ask as a reader of 
an early draft.
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■  Analyze an early draft

Keep these questions in mind as you read the following excerpt from a 
 student’s early draft. After reading a number of scholarly articles on the 
Civil Rights Movement, Tasha Taylor decided to address what she sees 
as the difference between scholars’ understanding of the movement and 
more popular treatments in textbooks and photographs. She also tries to 
tie in the larger question of historical memory to her analysis of southern 
blacks’ struggle for  equality — what people remember about the past and 
what they forget. In fact, she begins her essay with a quotation she believes 
summarizes what she wants to argue (“The struggle of man against power 
is the struggle of memory against forgetting”).

As you read Taylor’s essay, take detailed notes, and underline passages 
that concern you. Then write a paragraph or two explaining what she 
could do to strengthen the draft. Keep in mind that this is an early draft, 
so focus on the top level of the pyramid: the situation or assignment, the 
issue, the thesis, and the audience.

1. Are the questions and issues that motivate the writer clear?

2. Has the writer effectively described the conversation that  published 
 writers are engaged in?

3. What is at issue?

4. What is the writer’s thesis?

5. Is the writer addressing the audience’s concerns effectively?

6. What passages of the draft are most effective?

7. What passages of the draft are least effective?

FigURe 12.3 A Reader’s Questions: Early Drafts

Taylor 1

Tasha Taylor
Professor Winters
English 111
October 23, 20—

 Memory through Photography

The struggle of man against power is the struggle of 
memory against forgetting.

—Milan Kundera

13_GRE_5344_Ch12_344_370_PP5.indd   356 10/3/17   6:12 PM

Copyright © Bedford/St. Martin's. Distributed by W.H. Freeman and Company for Bedford/St. Martin's. 
Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.



Working WiTh eArly drAFTs 357

Taylor 2

Ask the average American what the key components of the civil 
rights movement are, and most people will probably recall Martin Luther 
King Jr. speaking of a dream in front of the Lincoln Memorial, Rosa 
Parks riding a bus, a few court decisions, and perhaps a photograph of 
Elizabeth Eckford cowering before an angry mob in front of Central High 
School in Little Rock. Few people are aware A. Philip Randolph planned 
the march on Washington. Few could describe Rosa Parks’s connection 
to the civil rights movement (for example, the fact that she had been 
a member of the NAACP since 1943) before her legendary refusal to 
give up her seat in December 1955, which led to the Montgomery Bus 
Boycott. Few recognize the years of struggle that existed between the 
Brown v. Board of  Education decision and the actual desegregation of 
schools. Few  consider the fate of Elizabeth Eckford after federal troops 
were sent to protect her and the other members of the Little Rock Nine 
had left Central High or the months of abuse (physical and emotional) 
that they endured in the name of integration. What most people know 
is limited to textbooks they read in school or the  captions under 
 photographs that describe where a particular event occurred.

Why is it that textbooks exclusively feature the stories of 
larger than life figures like Martin Luther King? Why is it that we 
remember things the way we do? Historical events “have little 
meaning without human interpretation, without our speaking about 
them within the contexts of our lives and our culture, without giving 
them names and meanings” (Kolker xix). Each person experiencing 
the exact same event will carry a different memory from that event. 
Trying to decipher what memories reveal about each person is a 
fascinating yet difficult endeavor, because each retelling of a memory 
and each additional memory alters existing ones.

The story that photographs and textbooks tell us does not even 
begin to describe the depth of the movement or the thousands who 
risked their lives and the lives of their families to make equality a reality. 
Embracing this selective memory as a nation prevents understanding and 
acknowledgment of the harsh reality of other images from the civil rights 
movement (demonstrators being plowed down by fire hoses, beatings, 
and the charred bodies of bombing  victims) which are key aspects of 
understanding who we are as a  society. The question therefore is why. 
Why is it that textbook writers and publishers have allowed so much 
of this history to be skewed and forgotten? How can it be that barely 
50 years after these events so many have been forgotten or diluted?

1

2

3
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Reading as a Writer

 1. What is working well in Taylor’s draft?

 2. What is Taylor’s thesis or argument?

 3. To what extent does she connect her analysis of the civil rights movement 
and historical memory?

 4. What parts of her analysis could Taylor explain further? (What do you still 
need to know?)

 5. What would you suggest Taylor do next?

Working WiTh LATer drAFTs

■  Understand the Writer’s responsibilities

At a later stage, after you’ve had the opportunity to take readers’ sug-
gestions and do further research, you should be able to state your thesis 
more definitively than you did in your earlier draft. You also should 
be able to support your thesis with evidence, anticipating possible 
counterarguments. Ideally, your readers will still provide constructive 
criticism,  offering their support, as in the first draft, but they will also 
question and challenge more than before.

Here, too, you want to help readers focus on your main concerns, 
which you should explain in a cover letter. You may still need to work 
on one or two  top- level pyramid concerns, but your focus will likely be 
midlevel  concerns — organization and the effective use of sources. Use the 
list of questions in Figure 12.4 to help you write your cover letter.

1. What is your research question?

2. What is the issue motivating you to write?

3. What is your thesis?

4. How do you go about identifying a gap in readers’ knowledge,  
modifying other’s ideas, or trying to correct readers’ misunderstandings?

5. To what extent do you distinguish your argument from the  
information you quote, summarize, or paraphrase from the sources 
you have read?

6. To what extent have you organized your ideas in ways that will help 
readers follow the logic of your argument?

7. To what extent have you anticipated potential counterarguments to 
your thesis?

8. What do you think is working best?

9. What specific aspect of the essay are you least satisfied with at this time?

FigURe 12.4 The Writer’s Cover Letter: Later Drafts
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■  Understand the reader’s responsibilities

In a later draft, your focus as a reader should be on midlevel concerns in 
the composition pyramid: places in the writer’s text that are confusing, that 
require better transitions, or that could use sources more effectively. You can 
challenge writers at this stage of the composing process, perhaps playing 
the role of naive reader, suggesting places in the draft where the writer has 
left something out or isn’t clear. The naive reader’s comments tend to take 
the form of questions: “Do you mean to suggest that everyone who learns 
to write well succeeds in life? What kind of success are you talking about?” 
Closely related to the naive reader is the devil’s advocate reader. This reader’s 
comments also challenge the writer, often taking the form of a question like 
this: “But why couldn’t this be attributed to the effects of socialization rather 
than heredity?” Figure 12.5 offers questions for reading later drafts.

■  Analyze a Later draft

Now read the excerpt from Taylor’s second draft (pp. 360–62). You will see that 
she begins with her discussion of historical memory. She also has included 
an analysis of a book of photographs that Nobel Prize–winning author Toni 
Morrison compiled. Take notes as you read the draft and write a paragraph in 
which you describe what you see as some of the strengths of what Taylor has 
written and what she can do to make other elements stronger. In  particular, 
focus on the middle level of the composition  pyramid — on organiza tion 
and the effective use of sources and evidence to support her thesis.

 1. To what extent is it clear what questions and issues motivate the writer?

 2. What is the writer’s thesis?

 3. How effectively does the writer establish the conversation — identify 
a gap in people’s knowledge, attempt to modify an existing argument, 
or try to correct some misunderstanding?

 4. How effectively does the writer distinguish between his or her ideas 
and the ideas he or she summarizes, paraphrases, or quotes?

 5. How well does the writer help you follow the logic of his or her  argument?

 6. To what extent are you persuaded by the writer’s argument?

 7. To what extent does the writer anticipate possible counterarguments?

 8. To what extent does the writer make clear how he or she wants readers 
to respond?

 9. What do you think is working best? Explain by pointing to specific 
passages in the writer’s draft.

10. What specific aspect of the draft is least effective? Explain by pointing 
to a specific passage in the writer’s draft.

FigURe 12.5  A Reader’s Questions: Later Drafts
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Taylor 1
Tasha Taylor
Professor Winters
English 111
November 14, 20—

 Memory through Photography

The struggle of man against power is the struggle of 
memory against forgetting.

—Milan Kundera

Memory is such an integral part of what it is to be human, yet 
is something so often taken for granted: People assume that their 
memories are accurate to protect themselves from the harsh realities 
of the atrocities committed by ordinary people. Even the pictures 
used to represent the  much- celebrated civil rights movement give 
us a false sense of security and innocence. For example, the Ku Klux 
Klan is most often depicted by covered faces and burning crosses; the 
masks allow us to remove ourselves from responsibility. Few could 
describe Rosa Parks’s connection to the civil rights movement (for 
example, the fact that she had been a member of the NAACP since 
1943) before her legendary refusal to give up her seat in December 
1955, which led to the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Few recognize 
the years of struggle that existed between the Brown v. Board of 
Education decision and the actual desegregation of schools. Few 
consider the fate of Elizabeth Eckford after federal troops were sent 
to protect her and the other members of the Little Rock Nine had left 
Central High or the months of abuse (physical and emotional) that 
they endured in the name of integration. What most people know 
is limited to textbooks they read in school or the captions under 
photographs that describe where a particular event occurred.

It is important, therefore, to analyze what is remembered and 
even more importantly to recognize what is forgotten: to question 
why it is that it is forgotten, what that says about society today, 
how far it has come and how much it has unwittingly fallen back into 
old patterns such as prejudice and ignorance. The discrepancies in 
cultural memory are due more to a society’s desire to remember itself 
in the best light and protect itself from the reality of its brutality 
and responsibility. Such selective memory only temporarily heals the 
wounds of society; lack of awareness does not cause healing. 

1
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Although there have been many recent moves to increase awareness, 
they are tainted by unavoidable biases and therefore continue to 
 perpetuate a distorted memory.

Images play a central role in the formation of cultural memory 
because people can point to photographs and claim them as concrete 
evidence: “Images entrance us because they provide a powerful 
illusion of owning reality. If we can photograph reality or paint or 
copy it, we have exercised an important kind of power” (Kolker 3). 
A picture of black and white children sitting at a table together is 
used to reinforce the cultural perception that the problems of racism 
are over, that it has all been fixed.

In her book Remember, Toni Morrison strives to revitalize 
the memory of school integration through photographs. The book 
is dedicated to Denise McNair, Carole Robertson, Addie Mae Collins, 
and Cynthia Wesley, the four girls killed in the 16th Street Baptist 
Church bombing in 1963. Morrison writes, “Things are better now. 
Much, much better. But remember why and please remember us” 
(Morrison 72). The pictures are of black and white children happily 
eating together, solemnly saluting the flag together, and holding 
hands. The photographs of the four murdered girls show them 
peacefully and innocently smiling as if everything really is better 
now. In reality, according to the United States Bureau of Alcohol, 
Tobacco and Firearms, between 1995 and 1997 there were 162 
incidents of arson or bombing in African American houses of worship. 
There are a few images of people protesting integration, but they 
are also consistent with the cultural memory (protesters are shown 
simply holding signs and yelling, not beating and killing innocent 
children). Finally, the captions are written in a child’s voice. Yet it is 
not a child’s voice at all it is merely a top down view of children that 
serves to perpetuate a distorted cultural memory.

The photographs used to suggest how things are much, much 
better now are misleading. For example, the last photograph is of 
a black girl and a white girl holding hands through a bus window, 
which was transporting them to an integrated school. The caption 
reads: “Anything can happen. Anything at all. See?” (71). It is a 
very powerful image of how the evil of Jim Crow and segregation 
exists in a distant past and the nation has come together and 
healed. However, Morrison neglects to point out that the picture

3

4

5

13_GRE_5344_Ch12_344_370_PP5.indd   361 10/3/17   6:12 PM

Copyright © Bedford/St. Martin's. Distributed by W.H. Freeman and Company for Bedford/St. Martin's. 
Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.



362 chAPTer 12 | From revising To ediTing: Working WiTh Peer groUPs

Taylor 3

was taken in Boston, Massachusetts, not the deep south, the heart 
of racism. Children holding hands in Boston is much less significant 
than if they were in Birmingham where that action would be concrete 
evidence of how far we as a nation have come.

Morrison also glorifies Martin Luther King Jr. and Rosa Parks, 
pointing to them as epitomizing the movement. Unfortunately, she 
perpetuates the story that one needs to be special or somehow 
larger than life to affect change. Paul Rogat Loeb writes in Soul of 
a Citizen:

Once we enshrine our heroes, it becomes hard for mere mortals 
to measure up in our eyes . . . in our collective amnesia we lose 
the mechanisms through which grassroots social movements of 
the past successfully shifted public  sentiment and challenged 
entrenched institutional power. Equally lost are the means by 
which their participants managed to keep on, sustaining their 
hope and eventually prevailing in circumstances at least as 
 difficult as those we face today. (Loeb 36, 38)

Placing a select few on pedestals and claiming them as next to divine 
heroes of the movement does society a disservice; people fail to 
realize that ordinary people can serve as agents of change.

Morrison’s book ignores the thousands of ordinary people who 
risked their lives for the cause to bring about equality. The caption 
besides the picture of Rosa Parks in Remember reads “because if 
I ever feel helpless or lonely I just have to remember that all it takes 
is one person” (Morrison 62). Ironically, Morrison gives credit for 
the Montgomery Bus Boycott to one person, ignoring the months 
of planning and dozens of planners involved. Even the photograph 
presents Rosa Parks in a position of power. It is a  low- angle shot up 
at Parks that makes her appear larger than life and authoritative. The 
 photo graphs of Martin Luther King Jr. also further the impression of 
power with a close up shot of his face as he stands above thousands 
of participants in the March on Washington. Although these 
photographs were se lected to perpetuate the hero illusion, it is more 
inspiring to remember the ordinary people who took a stand and were 
able to accomplish extraordinary feats because of their dedication 
and persistence rather than glorify extraordinary people who were 
destined for greatness.

6
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Reading as a Writer

 1. What is Taylor’s thesis or argument?

 2. How well do her transitions help you follow the argument’s logic?

 3. How effectively does she distinguish between her ideas and the ideas she 
summarizes, paraphrases, or quotes?

 4. To what extent are you persuaded by her argument?

 5. What should Taylor do next?

Working WiTh FinAL drAFTs

■  Understand the Writer’s responsibilities

Your final draft should require editing, not revising. At this stage, readers 
should focus on errors in style and grammar in the text, not on the 
substance of your work. Here, too, indicate your main concerns in a cover 
letter (Figure 12.6).

1. What is your unique perspective on your issue?

2. To what extent do the words and phrases you use reflect who you 
believe your readers are?

3. Does your style of citation reflect accepted conventions for academic 
writing?

4. What do you think is working best?

5. What specific aspect of the essay are you least satisfied with at this 
time?

FigURe 12.6  The Writer’s Cover Letter: Final Drafts

■  Understand the reader’s responsibilities

Once a writer’s ideas are developed and in place, readers should turn 
their attention to the bottom level of the composition pyramid, to matters 
of style and grammar. At this stage, details are important: Is this the best 
word to use? Would this sentence be easier to follow if it were broken 
into two sentences? Which spelling is  correct — Freedman or Friedman? 
Are citations handled consistently? Should this question mark precede 
or follow the quotation mark? The grammatically correct reader evaluates 
and makes judgments about the writer’s work. This reader may simply 
indicate with a mark of some sort that there’s a problem in a sentence 
or paragraph. Figure 12.7 is a list of questions a reader should ask of a 
final draft.
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■  Analyze a near-Final draft

Now read Taylor’s  near- final draft and write a paragraph detailing what 
she can do to strengthen it. Again, you will see that Taylor has made 
substantial changes. She compares Morrison’s book of photographs to 
a Spike Lee documentary that she watched with her class. As you read 
the essay, focus on the bottom level of the composition pyramid: Does 
the writer use appropriate language? Does she adhere to appropriate 
conventions for using and citing sources? (See the Appendix for in -
formation on MLA and APA formats.)

1. How does the writer go about contributing a unique perspective on 
the issue?

2. To what extent does the writer use words and phrases that are 
 appropriate for the intended audience?

3. To what extent does the style of citation reflect accepted conventions 
for academic writing?

4. What do you think is working best?

5. What specific aspect of the essay are you least satisfied with at this 
time?

FigURe 12.7 A Reader’s Questions: Final Drafts

Taylor 1
Tasha Taylor
Professor Winters
English 111
December 5, 20—

 Memory through Photography
Memory is such an integral part of what it is to be human, 

yet it is something so often taken for granted: people assume that 
their memories are accurate to protect themselves from the harsh 
realities of the atrocities committed by ordinary people. Even 
the pictures used to represent the  much- celebrated civil rights 
movement give us a false sense of security and innocence. For 
example, the Ku Klux Klan is most often depicted by covered faces 
and burning crosses; the masks allow us to remove ourselves from 
responsibility. Few could describe Rosa Parks’s connection to the civil 

1
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rights movement before her legendary refusal to give up her seat 
in December 1955, which led to the Montgomery Bus Boycott (for 
example, the fact that she had been a member of the NAACP since 
1943). Few recognize the years of struggle that existed between 
the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision and the actual 
desegregation of schools. Few consider the fate of Elizabeth Eckford 
after the federal troops sent to protect her and the other members 
of the Little Rock Nine had left Central High or the months of 
abuse (physical and emotional) that they endured in the name of 
integration. What most people know is limited to the textbooks they 
read in school or the captions under photographs that describe where 
a particular event occurred.

It is important, then, to analyze what is remembered, and 
even more important to recognize what is forgotten: to question 
why it is that it is forgotten, what that says about society today, 
how far it has come and how much it has unwittingly fallen back 
into old patterns of prejudice and ignorance. The discrepancies in 
cultural memory are due more to society’s desire to remember itself 
in the best light and protect itself from the reality of its brutality 
and responsibility. Such selective memory only temporarily heals 
the wounds of society; lack of awareness does not cause healing. 
Although there have been many recent moves to increase awareness, 
they are tainted by unavoidable biases and therefore continue to 
perpetuate a distorted memory.

Images play a central role in the formation of cultural memory 
because people can point to photographs and claim them as concrete 
evidence: “Images entrance us because they provide a powerful 
illusion of owning reality. If we can photograph reality or paint or 
copy it, we have exercised an important kind of power” (Kolker 3). 
A picture of black and white children sitting at a table together is 
used to reinforce the cultural perception that the problems of racism 
are over, that they have all been fixed.

In her book Remember, Toni Morrison strives to revitalize 
the memory of school integration through photographs. The book is 
dedicated to Denise McNair, Carole Robertson, Addie Mae Collins, and 
Cynthia Wesley, the four girls killed in the 16th Street Baptist Church 
bombing in 1963. Morrison writes: “Things are better now. Much, 
much better. But remember why and please remember us” (72).

2
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The pictures are of black and white children happily eating together, 
solemnly saluting the flag together, and holding hands. The 
photographs of the four murdered girls show them peacefully and 
innocently smiling as if everything really is better now. In reality, 
according to the United States Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and 
Firearms, between 1995 and 1997 there were 162 incidents of arson 
or bombing in African American houses of worship. There are a few 
images of people protesting integration, but they are also consistent 
with the cultural memory (protesters are shown simply holding signs 
and yelling, not beating and killing innocent children). Finally, the 
captions are written in a child’s voice. Yet it is not a child’s voice at 
all; it is merely a  top- down view of children that serves to perpetuate 
a distorted cultural memory.

The photographs used to suggest how things are much, 
much better now are misleading. For example, the last photograph, 
taken through a bus window, is of a black girl and a white girl 
holding hands; the bus was transporting them to an integrated 
school. The caption reads: “Anything can happen. Anything at 
all. See?” (Morrison 71). It is a very powerful image of how the 
evil of Jim Crow and segregation exists in a distant past and the 
nation has come together and healed. However, Morrison neglects 
to point out that the picture was taken in Boston, not in the Deep 
South, the heart of racism. Children holding hands in Boston is 
much less significant than if they were in Birmingham, where that 
action would be concrete evidence of how far we as a nation have 
come.

Morrison also glorifies Martin Luther King Jr. and Rosa 
Parks, pointing to them as epitomizing the movement. Unfortunately, 
she perpetuates the story that one needs to be special or somehow 
larger than life to effect change. Paul Rogat Loeb writes in Soul of 
a Citizen:

Once we enshrine our heroes, it becomes hard for mere 
mortals to measure up in our eyes. . . . In our collective 
amnesia we lose the mechanisms through which grassroots 
social movements of the past successfully shifted public 
 sentiment and challenged entrenched institutional power. 

5
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Equally lost are the means by which their participants 
managed to keep on, sustaining their hope and eventually 
prevailing in circumstances at least as difficult as those we 
face today. (36, 38)

Placing a select few on pedestals and claiming them as 
next-to-divine heroes of the movement does society a disservice; 
people fail to realize that ordinary people can serve as agents 
of change.

Morrison’s book ignores the thousands of ordinary people 
who risked their lives for the cause to bring about equality. The 
caption beside the picture of Rosa Parks in Remember reads “Because 
if I ever feel helpless or lonely I just have to remember that all it 
takes is one person” (Morrison 62). Ironically, Morrison gives credit 
for the  Mont gomery Bus Boycott to one person, ignoring the months 
of planning that involved dozens of planners. Even the photograph 
presents Rosa Parks in a position of power. It is a  low- angle shot up 
at Parks that makes her appear larger than life and authoritative. The 
photographs of Martin Luther King Jr. also further the impression of 
power with a  close- up shot of his face as he stands above thousands 
of participants in the March on Washington. Although these 
photographs were selected to perpetuate the hero illusion, it is more 
inspiring to remember the ordinary people who took a stand and were 
able to accomplish extraordinary feats because of their dedication 
and persistence rather than to glorify extraordinary people who were 
destined for greatness.

In contrast, Spike Lee’s 1998 documentary titled 4 Little Girls 
is a stirring depiction of the lives and deaths of the girls who died in 
the 1963 16th Street Baptist Church bombing. In his film, Spike Lee 
looks behind what some would call “societal amnesia” to disclose 
the harsh realities of the civil rights movement. Lee interviews 
family members and friends of the murdered girls, revealing the 
pain and anger that they grapple with more than forty years after 
the tragedy. Lee includes not only images of the bombed church but 
also the charred and nearly unrecognizable bodies of the murdered 
girls. These disturbing images underscore the reality of their deaths 
 without appearing sensationalist. The film does an exceptional job

7
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of reminding the viewer of the suffering and mindless hate that were 
prevalent during the civil rights movement.

However, the documentary is also biased. For instance, 
the girls were not little; they were fourteen, not really little 
girls. Lee chose to describe them as little to elicit emotion and 
sympathy for their tragic deaths. They were victims. They had 
not marched through the streets demanding equality; instead, 
Denise McNair, Carole Robertson, Addie Mae Collins, and Cynthia 
Wesley were simply attending Sunday school and were ruthlessly 
murdered. Victimizing Denise, Carole, Addie Mae, and Cynthia 
is not detrimental to the cultural memory in and of itself. The 
problem is that the victimization of the four girls is expanded 
to encompass the entire black community, undermining the 
power and achievement of the average black citizen. We need to 
remember the people who struggled to gain employment for blacks 
in the labor movement of the 1940s and 1950s that initiated the 
civil rights movement.

One can argue that despite the presence of misleading 
images in Spike Lee’s film and Toni Morrison’s book, at least some 
of the story is preserved. Still, it is easy to fall victim to the  cliché: 
Those who do not remember history are doomed to repeat it. Just 
because a portion of the story is remembered, it does not mean 
that society is immune to falling back into its old habits. This 
 cultural amnesia not only perpetuates the injustices of the time 
but leaves open the possibility that these atrocities can occur 
again. If people believe the government can simply grant black 
equality, then they may believe that it can also take it away. In 
essence memory is about power: “The struggle of man against 
power is the struggle of memory against forgetting” (Kundera). 
Those who are remembered hold power over the forgotten. Their 
legacy is lost and so is their ability to inspire future generations 
through their memory.

9
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Reading as a Writer

 1. What would you say is Taylor’s argument?

 2. To what extent does she provide transitions to help you understand how 
her analysis supports her argument?

 3. To what extent does she integrate quotations appropriately into the text of 
her argument?

 4. To what extent does the style of citation reflect accepted conventions for 
academic writing?

 5. If Taylor had more time to revise, what would you suggest she do?

FUrTher sUggesTions For Peer ediTing groUPs

Monitoring your own writing group can help ensure that the group is both 
providing and receiving the kinds of responses the members need. Here is 
a list of questions you might ask of one another after a session:

•	 What topics were discussed?

•	 Were most questions and comments directed at the level of ideas? 
Structure? Language?

•	 Were topics always brought up with a question or a comment?

Taylor 6
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•	 Who initiated talk more  frequently — the writer or the readers?

•	 What roles did different group members play?

•	 Did each author open with specific questions or concerns?

•	 Did the readers begin by giving specific reactions?

After answering these questions, identify two things that are working well 
in your group. Then identify two things that you could improve. How 
would you go about making those improvements?

When we asked our students what they thought contributed to ef -
fective conversation in their writing groups, here is what they told us:

•	 honest and spontaneous expression

•	 free interaction among members

•	 high levels of personal involvement

•	 members’ commitment to insight and change

•	 the sense that  self- disclosure is safe and highly valued

•	 members’ willingness to take responsibility for the group’s  effectiveness

•	 members’ belief that the group is important

•	 members’ belief that they are primary agents of help for one another

•	 members’ focus on communication within the group over other 
 dis cussions
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