1250 READING AND WRITING ABOUT LITERATURE

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 bene-

fit you in two ways. First, your classmates can offer you critiques and
issed in your own rereading. Second,

advice on what you might have mi :
reading and discussing papers other than your own will help you grow
of ways in which a topic can be

as a writer, showing you a variety
approached. If you really like something about a peers 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 copying
your classmates; rather, we are pointing out that you can learn a lot from
other people’s writing,

Some students are u
they don't know enough about wri
they may doubt whether advice fro
But you don't need to be a great lite

style or grammar, to give genuinely
Whatever your skills or limitations as a writer, you have something in-

valuable to give: the thoughts and impressions of a real reader working
through a paper. It is only when we see how a reader responds to what
we've written that we know if a paper is communicating its intended
message. If you are given an opportunity to engage in peer workshops,

make the most of them.
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:

e 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 opin-
ion. You can help your fellow writers by expressing a contrary opin-
ion 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 prc-bler;l with
your work from a peer in a draft workshop than from your professor

ncomfortable with such workshops. They may feel
ting to give valid advice to others, or
m their peers is particularly valuable.
rary critic, much less an expert on
useful advice to a fellow writer.
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s Ask questions. Asking questions about portio

* Be specific in your comments. Vague
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you have already handed in the final draft? So would your

after
chﬁsmulcs.

. 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

per, 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 discussion
of an interesting paper and not allow adequate time for another
paper. Say you're given half an hour to work with your draft and that
of one classmate. When you reach the fifteen-minute mark, move on,
no matter how interesting your discussion is. Fair is fair. On the
other hand, don't stop short of the allotted time. If you are reading
carefully and thinking hard about one another’s drafts, it should be
impossible to finish early.

» Take notes on your draft itself or on a separate sheet. You may be
certain that you will remember what was said in a workshop, but you
would be amazed how often people forget the good advice they heard
and intended to follow. Better safe than sorry— take careful notes.

ns of a draft you don't
understand or find problematic can help its writer see what needs to
be clarified, expanded, or reworked. Useful questions can range
from the large scale (What is the purpose of this paragraph?) to the
small (Is this a quote? Who said it?).

* Don't assume that explaining yourself to your workshop partner
can replace revision. Sometimes your workshop partners will ask a
question, and when you answer it for them, they will say, “Oh, right,
that makes sense.” leaving you with the impression that everything
is clear now. But remember, your classmates didn't understand it
f‘l‘ﬂm the writing alone, and you won't be there to explain it to your
mstructor.

comments like “The introduc-

tion is good” or “It’s sort of confusing here” are not much help. Aim

for something more like “The introduction was funny and really
made me want to read on” or “This paragraph confused me because
it seems to contradict what you said in the previous one.” With com-
ments like these, a writer will have a much better sense of where to

focus his or her revision energies.

* Try to focus on the big picture. When you are reading a draft,

Its tempting to zero in on distracting little mistakes in spelling,
Punctuation, or word choice. While it's generally fine to point out or
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circle such surface matters as you go along, a draft workshop is not
about correcting mistakes. It's about helping one another to re-see
and rethink your papers on a global scale.

* Push your partners to help you more. If your workshop partners
seem shy or reluctant to criticize, prompt them to say more by letting
them know that you really want advice and that you are able to take
criticism. Point out to them what you perceive as the trouble spots in
the essay, and ask if they have any ideas to help you out. It feels good,
of course, to hear that someone likes your paper and cannot imagine
how to improve it. But in the long run it is even better to get real, use-
ful advice that will lead to a better paper. If your classmates are not
helping you enough, it’s your responsibility to ask for more criticism,
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Even if your class does not include workshop time, you can still use
the many resources available to you on campus. Find one or two other
members of your class and conduct your own peer workshop, reading
and critiquing one another’s drafts. Be sure to arrange such a meeting far
enough in advance of the due date so that you will have ample time to
implement any good revision advice you receive. Many campuses also
have writing or tutoring centers, and the tutors in these centers, often
advanced students who are skilled writers, can offer a good deal of help.
Remember, again, that you should make an appointment to see a tutor
well in advance of the paper’s due date, and you should not expect a tutor
or mentor to revise or “fix” your paper for you. That is, ultimately, your
job. And, of course, you can also approach your instructor at any phase
of the writing process and ask for advice and help.

But remember, no matter where you turn for advice, the final respon-
sibility for your paper is yours. Any advice and help you receive from
classmates, tutors, friends—or even your instructor—is just that: advice
and help. It is your paper, and you must be the one to make the decisions
about which advice to follow and which to ignore, and how to imple-
ment changes to improve your paper. The key is to keep an open mind,
seek help from all available sources, and give yourself plenty of time to
turn your first draft into a final paper that makes you truly proud.

TIPS FOR WRITING ABOUT LITERATURE

Each genre of literature—fiction, poetry, and drama— poses its own,
sltg_hl,h,r dll:fferent set of assumptions, opportunities, and problems for
writers, which are covered in more detail in the sections that follow.

However, the following general principles can help you as you write
about any form of literature:
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, pon't assume that your readers will remember (or -
impm'tant} the same ideas or incidents in the literature f}?"slder
do. You should assume that your readers have read the Jj¢ at you
but not necessarily that they have reacted to it the same :,n:j oo

E have. Therefore, whenever possible, use specific examples and ::,::l
ke dence in the form of quotations and summaries to back up your
0 claims.

i , Do not retell the plot or text at length. Some writers are tempted to
g begin with a plot summary or even to include the text of a short
% poem al the beginning of a paper. However, this strategy can backfire
i by delaying the real substance of your paper. Be discriminating

n when you summarize—keep quotations short and get to the point
you want to make as quickly as possible.

?:T + Do not assume that quotations or summaries are self-sufficient
- and prove your point automatically. Summaries and quotations are
by a starting point; you need to analyze them thoroughly in your own
" words, explaining why they are important. As a general rule, each
iy quotation or summary should be followed by at least several sen-
- tences of analysis.

4 § ¢ Itis customary to use the present tense when writing about litera-
w g ture, even if the events discussed take place in the distant past.

it

i When she sees that Romeo is dead, Juliet kills herself with his knife.

e

* The first time you mention an author, use his or her full name. For
subsequent references, the last name is sufficient. (Do not use first

it
;_, names only; it sounds as if you know an author personally.)
i * Titles of poems, short stories, and essays should be put in quota-
6 tion marks. Titles of books, plays, and periodicals (magazines,
* newspapers, etc.) should be italicized or underlined. In titles and
o in all quotations, follow spelling, capitalization, and punctuation
i exactly as it occurs in the work itself.

* Give your paper a title. A title doesn’t need to be elaborate or super
clever, but it should give some clue as to what the paper is about and
begin setting up expectations for your reader. Simply restating the
assignment, such as “Essay #2” or “Comparison and Contrast Paper,”
Is of little help to a reader and might even suggest intellectual lazi-
Ness on your part. For the same reason, avoid giving your paper the

>ame title as the work of literature you are writing about; unless
3 Youre Shakespeare or Hemingway, don't title your paper Hamlet or
VB A Clean, Well-Lighted Place.”

* Al
ve 3.11, use common sense ﬂﬂd be consistent.




