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        Welcome to Revising Your Novel: First Draft to Finished Draft

      

      

      There’s something both exhilarating and terrifying about finishing a first draft. The story is finally written down, and you’ve seen how your characters have grown and developed, but you also see all the plot holes, weak areas, and parts you know for sure don’t work.

      Most of the time, turning that first draft into the novel in your head takes work. A lot of work.

      Just as there is no right way to write, there’s no right way to revise. It’s a process every writer must work out for themselves, and can even vary from book to book. You never know what extra effort a manuscript will need until you see how that first draft shakes out.

      For first-time revisers, this can be overwhelming. There’s so much to consider, keep track of, and remember. They often don’t know how to start or what to work on first.

      For seasoned writers, it can be just as intimidating, especially if revision isn’t something they enjoy doing.

      For those of us who love revisions and do our best writing after we know how the story unfolds, it’s still a lot of work. Fun work, but there’s still a long way to go from “the end” to “It’s done!”

      My goal with this book is to help writers of all skill levels revise a first draft, and help you develop your rough manuscript into a finished draft. This book will provide guidance if you’re new to revisions, and work as a stand-in critique partner if you’re not yet ready to show the manuscript to another person. It will help you determine which revision techniques and processes work best for you, how to think about the revision process, and how to put those skills into practice.

      Get ready to roll up your sleeves and get to work.

      

      What You’ll Get From This Book

      Revising Your Novel: First Draft to Finished Draft is a mix of book doctor and personal editor. The goal of the analysis sections is to help you develop your book doctor skills and teach you what you need to objectively review your manuscript. The revision steps and options will guide you to the best way to fix any issues you’ll find during your analysis.

      You’ll review the manuscript from the top down, looking at the larger macro issues of structure and plot, all the way to the micro issues of how an individual scene works. You’ll focus on the pieces and how they fit within the larger framework of the novel.

      There’s a lot of information in these pages. Take it session by session and work at a pace that’s comfortable for you. No one expects you to revise an entire novel over a weekend, so don’t worry if it takes you more time. Revising a novel is often hard work, but well worth it in the end.

      This information is here to guide you, encourage you, give you goals to strive for, and most of all—help you.

      By the end of the workshops, you’ll have a clean, well-developed story that’s ready to move on to the next step. For most writers, that will be polishing the finished draft. Others will send the manuscript to beta readers and critique partners for a final read. Some writers (and manuscripts) will be ready for submission to agents and editors, and others will be ready to be self published.

      Whatever your goal for your novel, this book will help you get there.

      

      What You’ll Encounter in This Book

      Revising Your Novel: First Draft to Finished Draft is a series of self-guided workshops designed to lead writers through the revision process. Each workshop covers one step of that process, with smaller sessions that focus on individual topics within that step. At the end of this book, you’ll have a cleaner manuscript and a novel that fits your vision.

      Workshops: The workshops go step by step through revising a novel. Each workshop offers  topics with questions, directions, tips and tricks, plus common problem areas within each topic and suggestions on how to fix them.

      Analysis: Each workshop starts with an analysis that examines an aspect of the manuscript and helps you determine where any weak spots might be.

      Revision Tasks: These go step by step with tasks to do, or further questions to ask to fix the problems found in the analysis.

      Revision Options: Most workshops offer multiple options on how to revise that aspect of the manuscript, focusing on the most common problems in that area.

      Revision Red Flags: These prompts draw attention to common problems found in early drafts of a novel.

      Problems Found? These prompts suggest where to go to solve problems found during the workshop analysis.

      

      How to Get the Most From the Sessions

      I’ve structured Revising Your Novel: First Draft to Finished Draft in a way I find the most helpful when revising, but feel free to adjust the order of the workshops to best suit your own writing process.

      For example, when I write a first draft, I focus on the plot first, then flesh out the characters once I see the story unfold. So when I revise, I flip it and focus on the characters first, and adjust the plot as needed. I find this gives me the best balance to ensure both sides get enough attention.

      If you know what areas you want to work on already, feel free to jump ahead to the workshops that fit your needs. Use this book to guide you, but don’t feel you must follow every last suggestion and do every single option. This is why I’ll frequently say, “probably” “likely,” and “often” throughout this book, and suggest things to “try,” “consider,” and “think about.” Just because advice or a technique typically works a certain way, every novel is different and what you’re trying to achieve with it must be taken into consideration when applying my advice and tips.

      Different manuscripts have different issues, so focus on what your novel needs. If something suggested here doesn’t apply, it’s okay to ignore it; just be objective and honest about what the manuscript needs. If you feel you’re strong in an area and skip a section, but still can’t fix a particular problem, try looking at those sections anyway. You might find the answer you need is there after all, for example, writers with strong goal—>conflict—>resolution skills might over plot and run into pacing problems.

      There’s a lot of overlap in writing, so in some cases, you might need to jump ahead (or back) to specific sessions in a different workshop. For example, dealing with infodumps is covered in depth in Workshop Five: Description Work, but it’s also a common problem found in a slow beginning, so it’s also mentioned in Workshop Three: Plot and Structure Work. The story structure session will send you to Workshop Five to do those exercises if you discover infodumping issues in your beginning.

      Revising a novel is just as much about studying the story as it is tweaking the text, and the analysis sessions were designed to help you examine your manuscript objectively. Some questions will be easy to answer, focusing on general reminders and clarification aspects of the novel, while others will be tougher and require hard looks at the manuscript. There will likely be times when answering these questions feels too hard or not necessary, but this is where the real work lies—it’s difficult to revise a novel when you don’t know where it’s weak.

      The more effort you put into figuring out what your manuscript needs, the better prepared you’ll be to meet those needs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Getting Ready to Revise

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes, you think you’re ready to revise, but there’s often a period between finishing a first draft and starting the first revision when you’re “done” with the manuscript, even though you still have a few tasks left to do. You’re tired of drafting; you want to move on to revising and get the novel out the door.

      This can be a dangerous time, because if you jump in before the manuscript is truly finished, you’ll create more work for yourself. The rougher that first draft is, the more prep work you might need to do. However, if you tend to write clean first drafts, you might indeed be ready to move forward and start your revisions.

      Be objective and honest. The more truthful you are regarding the state of your draft, the better prepared you’ll be to revise it.

      Take a little time and finish a not-quite-done-yet-draft (if needed), run it through your beta readers, get organized, and mentally prepare for all the work you’re about to do.

      

      First, Fill the Holes

      Look at your manuscript objectively—is it really ready or do you still have a few holes to fill? (Be honest.) It’s not unusual to have a manuscript with a few holes that you promise you’ll “fix in revision.” Sometimes you can fix these holes while you revise, but other times they need filling before you move forward.

      In this session, the goal is to finish the first draft before you begin your revision.

      Step One: Finish (or Write) Any Scenes You’ve Been Putting Off

      There are always one or two scenes you know you need to write, but never do write until you absolutely have to. If you have any scenes you’ve been putting off, sit your butt in the chair and write them. Even if they’re clunky and messy, at least they’ll be down on paper where you can fix them. And if they fight you, maybe that’s a red flag you don’t need them after all (wouldn’t that be a relief?).

      Step Two: Fill in the Details That Still Require Research

      Look for places where knowing a detail wasn’t necessary during the first draft, but adding it now will make the scene richer and more plausible.

      Pick a day when you can focus, then start at the first missing detail and take them one at a time until they’re done. At the very least, write the information in another file so you can easily add it when you reach that scene during revision.

      Step Three: Finalize Any Shaky Character Backstories

      Odds are the main characters have decent backstories and histories (if not, you’ll deal with that in Workshop Two), but secondary characters—or characters who turned out to be more important than you originally thought—might not be as fleshed out as needed.

      Look at your characters and flesh out any missing histories or defining moments necessary to the plot. Now that the first draft is done, it should be clear who matters and who needs more oomph to refine their personalities or personal stories. You’ll also know what areas or details will add depth to the existing story and character arcs.

      Step Four: Decide on the Final Details or Names

      Sometimes you need to live with a name or detail a while before you decide if they’re working in the novel or not. And sometimes, you change them mid-novel and forget, so both versions (or spellings) exist.

      If you have any names or details you’re not sure about, change them now so you can get used to the new ones, and change them again if you still don’t like them.

      Step Five: Do What You Know Needs Doing

      If there’s anything you think is going to take additional time or effort, go ahead and do some work on it first. Maybe you know you’re not happy about the setting, or you wanted to add more symbolism, or you think the novel needs a subplot—whatever is nagging at you, give in and fix it. Filling the holes now will make the rest of the revision process easier.

      Optional: Hand the Manuscript Off to Beta Readers or Critique Partners

      Not every writer seeks feedback at the same stage (if at all). If you prefer to receive feedback before you do your revision, send your draft to your critique partners when the draft is done. If you’d rather get the manuscript as finished as possible before looking for feedback, then do your revision first. When (and if) you seek feedback is totally up to you.

      

      Know When to Revise What

      Unless you're one of those rare authors who can write and polish a novel in one draft, you'll go through several revision passes between the first and finished drafts. How many passes depends on both the novel and the writer, and you might do as few as two or as many as twenty. No matter how many drafts a novel needs, you can make the process more efficient. For example, it doesn't make much sense to polish the text if you're still figuring out the story.

      In this session, the goal is to understand the most effective way to do your revision so you’re not revising text you’ve already edited.

      Early Draft Revisions

      These revisions take the most rewriting, so tackle them first. They change how the plot and story unfold, who the characters are, maybe even the theme, but don't typically affect how the text itself reads (unless you decide to change narrative styles, such as past tense to present tense or first person to third). In early draft revisions you will:

      Get the story the way you want it: This is the story you wanted to tell, even if it still needs some work. It illustrates your idea and conveys the concepts you wanted to explore. If the story isn’t working, the most beautifully written prose in the world won't save it.

      Get the plot the way you want it: Everyone in the story has the right goals and is generally doing what they need to do. Revising your plot is all about moving the pieces around so they're in the best possible places to achieve the strongest impact. For example, you might know you need a scene where the protagonist discovers her best friend betrayed her, but not know exactly where that scene best fits in the novel.

      Get the characters the way you want them: Characters change over the course of a novel, and not just in the story. You might start a character with one personality and end up changing it as the novel develops. Or you might decide two minor characters should be combined into one, or kill off a character altogether. Make sure you have the right story people in the right places.

      Middle Draft Revisions

      Once you’ve dealt with the macro issues, move on to the text itself. Middle draft revisions include issues that require rewriting on a smaller, scene-by-scene level. These edits don't change the plot or story, but clarify or enhance how the information is conveyed to your readers. In middle draft revisions you will:

      Flesh out or cut descriptions: Descriptions almost always need revising. You’ll trim heavy areas and bulk up sparse ones, fix talking heads in empty rooms, and generally ground readers in every scene. You’ll cut descriptive elements that aren't working to dramatize and/or set the scene.

      Adjust the pacing and scene or chapter transitions: A novel’s flow determines how readers experience the story. Awkward transitions and episodic chapters can kill the pacing instead of building tension and drawing readers in. You’ll tighten the overall novel and cut out any dead weight dragging it down.

      Replace weak words and phrases with strong ones: Some word edits require more rewriting than others, and this is a good revision pass to take right before the final polish pass. You’ll tweak the text and make sure everything reads well.

      Finished Draft Revisions

      The final revision pass is all about the last-minute review, fixing the elements that have been nagging at you, or clearing up any messy areas. Most scenes require little more than a cut here and there or moving a sentence for better narrative flow. In finished draft revisions you will:

      Tweak little aspects: Minor tweaks, such as moving a comma or changing a word, gets smoothed over.

      Drive yourself crazy deciding if it’s done or not: We all do it. The manuscript seems finished, but self-doubt nags you and you start second-guessing every decision you made. If it’s only general fears, you’re ready to go. If they’re specific, your writer’s instinct is likely trying to tell you there’s still a problem to address. Go examine it further and either fix it, or put those doubts to rest.

      Read the manuscript one last time: A final read is useful for catching leftover edits or details that no longer apply. It’s also good to check the final flow of the story and how it all unfolds. This pass is particularly useful after letting the manuscript sit for a few weeks so you can read it with fresh eyes and see what’s actually on the page. You’ll make one last pass before you stop messing with the story and turn to the copyedits.

      Final Draft Polish

      Once the manuscript is working and everything reads smoothly, it's time for the final polish to put the shine on the prose. These edits that don't change the story, plot, or understanding of either, just how the text itself reads. The goal in this final pass is to focus on the copy editing and proofing.

      Check for oft-used or repeated words: We all have favorite words or phrases and we tend to use them a lot. You’ll read through and trim out anything that sounds repetitious.

      Catch any revision smudge: In any revision, you’ll find leftover bits that refer or relate to something you edited out. Details change, time of day moves from morning to night, characters refer to something (or someone) that was later deleted. A final read through in one sitting can help make those smudges jump out, especially if you haven't looked at the manuscript in a few weeks.

      Check the spelling, punctuation, and grammar: Break out those dictionaries and style rules to catch any technical errors, dropped punctuation, incorrect word usage, and typos—especially those sneaky little homonyms such as their, there, and they're. If you’re unsure of a rule or word, look it up.

      Check any spellings or details unique to your novel: If you've created names or items, it's not a bad idea to check to ensure every instance is spelled the same way and used consistently. This is a must if you changed the name of anything midway through writing the draft. Odds are you missed one somewhere.

      Working from the macro to the micro issues can make the revision process go more smoothly, regardless of how many drafts you do. It also gives you a structure that makes revising a little less intimidating. You know what to worry about when, and you can ignore elements that don’t need your attention in that revision pass.

      

      Mentally Prepare Yourself for the Revision

      Not every writer dreads a revision, but if the thought of revising is daunting or even frightening, it helps to mentally prepare for the work involved, especially if you know you have a lot of rewriting to do. By the time a novel is written, the characters feel like family, and anything you do to alter that family can be rough. Even if you enjoy revising, it’s helpful to prepare for it.

      In this session, the goal is to put yourself in the right mindset to have productive and effective revision sessions.

      Don't Be Afraid of the Delete Key

      I learned long ago that trying to force in a favorite line or scene makes that line or scene sound forced and it ends up not working anyway. Remember, your words aren’t set in stone. You’re the writer, you can change the text however you want, and that's okay because you're still writing. Delete chapters without a thought if they need to go; cut favorite lines if the scene changes and they no longer work. It’s still a work in progress until you decide it’s done.

      It's the Story That Matters

      Focusing on the story makes it easier to accept any big changes you might need to do. Plots change all the time, but the heart of the story usually stays the same. Don't be afraid to re-plot or make drastic changes if it will make the story better. The plot is only a series of events that illustrate the story, and you have tons of options for getting to the same place.

      Revision Red Flag: If you find yourself changing the story as well as the plot, you might have a core conflict issue or story premise problem. It only becomes problematic if you're changing the plot and story so much, every revision reads like a whole new book. You're basically trying to write and revise the draft at the same time, which is bound to cause frustration. Nail down the story you want to tell first, then go back and create the plot to show that story.

      First Drafts Are for Ideas

      A first draft doesn't need to be perfect, or even be the book you expected. Stories evolve, plots change, so feel free to move around major plot events to see how they play out. Decide what you want to do, and if you like the new direction, proceed to revise. If it’s not what you want, keep drafting until it is. No one says you have to revise the first first draft.

      Making the Story Better is a Good Idea, Even if it Takes Work

      “But that'll be so much work” is a common reason not to make a change, but it's a bad one. You've already put a ton of work into the book, so why not make it the best it can be and give it the best chance to sell? Embrace the work, because "writing" isn’t only done during the first draft. Some of the best writing can come after several drafts when you can see how all the pieces work together.

      Revision Red Flag: If you find yourself adding more and more extraneous plot points or story arcs to the novel to “make it better” and very little of it affects the core conflict of the novel, you probably have too much going on. Don’t add more to add more—make sure what you add is serving the story you’re telling.

      Think Macro Until You're Happy With the Story

      The big elements determine if a novel will work—the core conflicts, the character goals, the stakes, the premise. If these aren't working, no matter how much you polish the scenes or the writing, the story will feel bleh. Major inherent story flaws need to be fixed before the book as a whole can work.

      Trust Your Gut

      If you think something needs fixing, it probably does. If it nags at you that a certain character does a certain thing, go fix it before you put a ton of work into revising. If that big reveal doesn't have the impact you think it should, change it. If anything bugs you, trust your writer's compass and work it out until you’re happy. 

      Revising taps into a slightly different part of the writer’s brain, so the better you mentally prepare, the easier your revisions will be.

      

      Stay Organized During the Revision

      How much feedback the manuscript gets before you start revising will determine how much you have to keep track of. Detailed critiques from your ten best beta readers will yield a lot more information than looking at the first draft with no outside comments. How many changes you plan to do also plays a role, as well as the state of the manuscript at the start. Keeping track of it all can be challenging.

      In this session, the goal is to determine the best way to organize your thoughts and keep track of what you want to do.

      Step One: Gather Your Materials

      Some writers like index cards and tape flags, others use three-ring binders and highlighters, and still others use software with electronic files instead of manila folders. Whatever your preferred manner, get everything you’ll use so you’ll have it handy when you need it. Don’t forget about the non-writing essentials—your favorite drink or snack, reference guides, links to blog posts with helpful advice (such as Fiction University). If you think you’ll need it, put it within reach.

      If you don’t have a preferred method yet (or don’t think your current one is working), try one or more of these options:

      Software: Collect all your notes and critiques in one file (or folder) in your favorite program. Microsoft Word’s Document Map feature is a handy way to create a table of contents to quickly scan through for what you want. Scrivener allows you to add text sub-files with everything you need right there per scene or chapter. Note-taking software, such as Microsoft’s OneNote or Evernote, is another way to keep everything in one place.

      Three-ring binders and paper: For those who prefer a more hands-on approach, a binder with paper you can add to and group how you like it can be the perfect fit. You can easily add pages, move pages as needed, and take notes anywhere. You might even have a separate binder for the manuscript itself, with notes and ideas written on the pages.

      Tape flags and printed pages: If the idea of everything written and marked on the manuscript appeals to you, print out your manuscript and use different colored tape flags for different aspects of the revision. Tape additional sheets of paper to pages for extra notes, or write on the backs of the pages. Don’t forget scissors and tape if you go this route. Highlighters and colored pens are also useful.

      Step Two: Gather Your Notes

      Hunting through files or pages to find the feedback comment you want to address can be both time consuming and annoying. Collect everything in one place so you can easily access it when you reach that section of the revision. Create a story bible with important details to maintain consistency.

      If you don’t have a preferred method yet (or don’t think your current one is working), try any of these options:

      Put the notes into the manuscript file: Copy all the comments you want to address directly into the manuscript, so as you read through each scene, you’ll see what needs to be done. Macro comments might be added at the start of each chapter or scene, or in the beginning of the file. If you have multiple critiquers, you might use a different color per person. Or you might use a different color per type of problem to address, such as green for point-of-view issues and red for places where you’re telling and not showing.

      Create a master revision file: A master file with a summary and list of what you want to revise can provide a nice, step-by-step guide to follow—and a checklist to cross off when each aspect is done.

      Print everything out: Hard copies you can physically flip through could be a better option for those who prefer to edit from paper.

      Use index cards: A popular organization method is to write out what needs to be done per scene on a index card, referencing page numbers or chapters. You can put everything on one card, or use a different color for each character or option.

      Extra Tip: Decide how you’ll identify what comments have been dealt with. Delete them? Move them to another file or folder? Change the color, or simply cross them off a list? It’ll help when you’re not sure if you’ve made a change or not.

      Step Three: Gather Your Thoughts

      There’s a reason the previous session in this book is called Mentally Prepare Yourself for the Revision. Revising a novel is a lot of work, and being in the wrong head space can affect how productive it is. It’s not uncommon to try to tackle too much too fast, and end up frustrated and feeling as though you’re not getting anywhere (or worse—that you’re ruining the manuscript). Take the time you need to be in the right frame of mind to revise your novel, review your plan, and have fun with it.

      Let my advice, tips, and questions help you focus, stay on track, and guide you through your revision so you don’t have to worry about what you’re forgetting.
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      Not all revisions are created equal. You’ll write clean first drafts that fall out of your head onto the page as if they want to be written, and drafts that fight you every step of the way until you whip them into submission and make the novel work. Other drafts you’ll write and revise countless times until they become a tangled mess (even though you still love that story and swear you’ll make it work).

      Approaching one of the less common types of manuscripts often requires a different tack than the average draft—and a little more effort to make it work. But the results can be worth it if it turns that mess of a manuscript into the book of your heart.

      

      Different Types of Revisions

      Most writers will have a first draft that’s ready for revision. These will be split between manuscripts no one but you has seen, and manuscripts that have been through a round of beta readers or critique partners. The more uncommon revision will be a novel you’ve revised countless times to make work and need extra help to finally get it there.

      In this session, the goal is to determine the type of revision you’re facing, and determine if you need to take a slightly different approach. Feel free to skip the specific in-depth sections if you’re not facing that type of revision.

      Revising on Your Own

      This is a typical first-draft revision, where no one but you has seen the manuscript. You either want to work out all the bugs before you show it to anyone, or you want to make sure it’s as complete as possible before asking for feedback. For a more in-depth discussion on this revision type, see Revising on Your Own.

      Revising From Feedback

      This is a draft that’s been through critiques and has feedback to help guide you in your revision. It might be a first draft or a later draft. The hard part here is figuring out what feedback to heed and what to ignore. For a more in-depth discussion on this revision type, see Revising From Feedback.

      Revising Overly Revised Manuscripts (The Frankendraft)

      The more troublesome manuscripts are those you’ve revised over and over. You’ve changed so much you often forget what story you were trying to write in the first place. These revisions require a slightly different approach than a typical revision. Until you decide what you want, you won’t know the steps to take to get there. For a more in-depth discussion on this revision type, see Revising Overly Revised Manuscripts (The Frankendraft).

      Revising From Multiple Drafts

      If you’ve been revising for a while, you might have several drafts that explore different directions. This is especially true if you weren’t sure how the story might unfold and needed to write a draft or two to figure it out. Problem is, you’re now faced with several drafts that all contain scenes and ideas you like, and you have no clue how to merge them all into one draft.  For a more in-depth discussion on this revision type, see Dealing With Multiple Drafts During a Revision.

      Revising Half-Finished Manuscripts

      These manuscripts have stalled, often somewhere in the middle of the novel. They require more effort because they’re often inherently flawed—which is why they’re giving you so much trouble—and until you fix that flaw you can’t get the novel to work. You love the story, but you don’t want to scrap the whole thing and start over—though sometimes this is the only way to get this type of novel to work. For a more in-depth discussion on this issue, see the Bonus Workshop: Salvaging Half-Finished Manuscripts.

      Preparing yourself for the revision at hand helps ensure you revise your novel in the most effective and productive way possible.

      If you’ve identified the type of revision you face, move on for a more in-depth discussion, or jump ahead to Workshop One: Revision Prep if you’re ready to start now.

      

      Revising on Your Own

      You’ve finished a first draft, seen how the story unfolded, and are ready to move on to draft number two and strengthen the story and/or fix any problems you’ve found. You know what it needs and want to get the manuscript into decent shape before you send it out to beta readers or even agents and editors.

      In this session, the goal is to separate yourself from your work so you can look at it objectively.

      One of the toughest aspects of writing is the ability to look at your work without an emotional attachment to it. Since you wrote it, you understand elements that might not be clear to readers, and you often overlook any flaws your instincts say need to be fixed. To get the most from a revision, you have to look at your work as if you didn’t write it.

      Give Yourself the Freedom to Stink

      First drafts don’t always stink, but a lot of them do, so don’t worry if yours is one of them. It’s normal. Pretty much every writer writes a bad first draft at some point, and it doesn’t mean the manuscript is a failure. That first-draft brain dump can be messy, and the revision is how you clean up the mess.

      If you’re revising on your own, you have to rely on your eyes and instincts to spot issues and fix them. This can be hard if you’re too emotionally invested in the work, and every little “mistake” can feel like the end of the world.

      It’s not.

      As you go through your manuscript, remember: You’re not finding mistakes, you’re finding places to improve the manuscript.

      Approach it as if You’re Doing a Critique for a Friend

      It can help to look at your manuscript and pretend it was written by a friend. What advice would you give that friend about this story?

      Take it a step further and pretend it’s a good friend who wants you to tell it like it is and not hold back. They won’t take anything you say personally. Then critique the manuscript to the best of your ability.

      Be a good friend and be ruthless. The tougher you are, the better the manuscript will be.

      Don’t Worry About the Time it Takes to Revise

      Unless you’re on a deadline, worrying about when you’ll get a revision done can be stressful and sap your creativity and energy. You want to get your book done as quickly as possible so you can send it out, but rushing the work never results in the best work, and this can hurt you and your novel in the long run.

      It’s okay if it takes longer than you expect to make your novel shine. And if you’re not worrying about it, you often wind up getting done more quickly anyway, because all that energy is going into the revision, not the worrying.

      Revising on your own is a useful way to get your novel the way you want it before showing it to others. You’re happy with it and aren’t being influenced during the drafting process by outside advice.

      

      Revising From Feedback

      Writing is a solitary endeavor, and it’s common to fall in love with your words. You’ve spent a lot of time and effort on your book, so sometimes the thought of changing a single word can be disheartening. It’s even harder when other people ask for major changes you’re not sure the manuscript needs. But revisions are a part of publishing, and you’ll have to find the best way to apply any editorial advice received.

      In this session, the goal is to look at ways to best use any feedback received to revise your novel.

      It’s important to remember that you are always in control of your work. You can say no to changes—whether they come from critique groups, beta readers, agents, or editors. You decide how you want to handle feedback, and you might find that you can find ways to satisfy critiquers and do something you never expected with the book.

      First Look at a Critique

      Everyone has their own process for handling critique feedback and diving into revisions, but when faced with pages of information and comments, sometimes it's hard to know where to start. A good first step is to simply read them with no expectations. Make no judgments here. If anything pops up that seems totally out of left field (and there's always something unexpected), let it slide on by.

      Once you've read everything, ask your critiquers any questions you might have. Sometimes you'll need clarification on a point, or someone will say something that resonates with you and you'll want them to elaborate. After that, let the critique sit for a few days.

      The sitting is an important aspect. You no doubt have hopes and dreams for your story, so any negative comment can trigger a knee-jerk reaction and the need to justify why you did something. “They’re missing the point,” you cry. (For the record, they usually aren't.) Letting the feedback soak in helps you evaluate it objectively.

      Dealing With Feedback From Critique

      When you get a critique it can be easy (and tempting) to ignore what you don't like and accept only the comments that praise the manuscript. But you asked or the “critique” part, so treat any feedback with the respect it deserves. It was given to help you discern where any problems lie in your manuscript, and to give you opportunities to make the work even better.

      Take every comment seriously: Even if it seems out of left field or flat out wrong, someone thought it based on what you wrote. Ask yourself why the critiquer said it and try to see the underlying problem, then decide if it's a comment that needs to be addressed or not. Often, comments that come out of left field are your critiquers picking up on a subtle problem, but even they’re not sure what that problem is. They know something is wrong, but guessing as to the real cause. A totally wrong comment can be missing the point, but it’s still valid since it's what the critiquer felt. It's your job to determine what made that critiquer feel that way and then decide if it needs fixing.

      If you agree with a comment, make the change: Sometimes you'll agree with something, but don't want to do it. It'll be too much work, it'll cause another problem later, etc. Do it anyway.

      If you don't agree with a comment, don't make the change: It's your book; do what you think is best. Even great ideas or suggestions can be wrong for your novel. As long as you understand why the comment was made and have solid reasons for not addressing it, you can ignore it. It's the comments you disagree with but can't say why that can come back to bite you.

      If you're not sure about a comment, think about what the critiquer is trying to point out and why: Think about why you're resistant to the comment. Sometimes feedback requires an edit that scares you, asks you to change something you love, or even needs a skill you're not sure you have to fix. Or it might suggest something you hadn't thought about before, but there's something in the comment that resonates with you and you hesitate. It's as if your subconscious knows there's a gem in that comment. 

      If you trust the critiquer had that issue, but know in your heart the scene or detail is right: Sometimes critiquers spot a problem and know something is off, but the trouble spot isn't where they see it—it's all in the setup, so the resolution isn't coming through correctly. Critiquers see the symptoms of the problem, but not the true cause, and your gut is telling you they’re wrong, but…still right. If you fix the issue where they mention it, you don't fix the problem and might even create a new one. But if you consider why they feel that way, you can trace those symptoms back to where you went off track.

      If it's a grammar or punctuation rule and you're not sure if the comment is right, look it up: People remember rules wrong all the time, especially when things such as commas can be a personal preference. Overall, if a punctuation change makes the sentence read better, make it. If not, don't.

      If it's a clarity issue, fix it, even if you think it's clear: If a reader was confused, something wasn't clear. Sure, you may have left hints, or even talked about it two chapters earlier, but if your critiquer read those chapters a week apart (like a reader might) and forgot a key bit of information, another reader will likely have the same problem. You might not need to go deep into anything, but a quick word or two as a reminder usually fixes the uncertainty.

      Do whatever serves the story best: Even good ideas can be the wrong ideas if they don't fit the story you're trying to tell. Adding or doing something that seems cool just because it's cool can hurt your novel. It can hijack it, add unneeded subplots, and confuse the core conflict.

      

      Don’t Try to Do it All

      As tough as revising can be, the hard part is reviewing your critiques and not being sure what to do with all that advice. It's not uncommon to want to do everything everyone says, but listening too hard can cause problems. Sometimes it's better to hear what they're saying and identify the problem that made them say it in the first place. For example, you might get comments such as:

      Nothing's happening in this scene, you should cut it. (This could indicate a problem with an unclear goal, and simply making that goal more clear would fix it.)

      I don't understand why this character is doing this. Maybe explain what they're really after? (This could indicate a problem with motivation, but explaining the specifics too much will give away the secret and kill the tension.)

      I don't believe he'd do that here. (This could indicate a failure to lay the right groundwork leading up to that choice, not a problem with the character's actions.)

      It's helpful to consider the source when reviewing your feedback. A mystery fan might nudge you to create more mystery or drop more clues, which might not be appropriate for your romantic comedy. The romance fan might encourage you to develop the sexual tension between the leads, even though there's no romance in the novel. A thriller fan might ask you to pick up the pace, even though a historical fiction fan might prefer a slower pace.

      It's possible you're getting such comments because:

      
        	The mystery reader doesn’t care about characters and only wants a twisty puzzle to solve (and your novel is a character-driven story).

        	The romance reader wants to see the two leads fall in love (and your novel is an adventure story with no romance).

        	The thriller reader wants an adrenaline rush with high stakes (and your novel is more suspense with personal stakes).

      

      These readers want what the book is not, and their comments would only push you to write a different type of book than what you intended.

      However…it's possible you're getting such comments because:

      
        	The mystery reader feels the plot is too predictable and she's getting bored.

        	The romance reader feels there's no chemistry between your lead characters and they feel flat.

        	The thriller reader feels the stakes are too low to make him care about the story.

      

      The details of the comments might be off base, but they point to a problem that does exist. It’s up to you to determine if the problem lies with the book not being the right type of book for that reader, or an issue you want to address.

      Remember, not being the book a particular reader wants to read is not the fault of the manuscript.

      On the flip side, you can still benefit from critiques outside your genre. Would a little mystery add humor or tension to your romantic comedy? Maybe tension between the leads in your thriller is exactly what you need, only not the sexual kind. Perhaps a few scenes in your historical could benefit from a little excitement. It’s fine to ignore advice that doesn’t serve your story, but consider it first.

      Trust your instincts to know when a comment is good for your book, bad for your book, or good, but not right for your book. Listen to what your critiquers felt, as well as what they said.

      But (and this is a biggie)…

      If you notice you ignore a lot of advice, you might want to examine why.

      Are You Ignoring Advice That Can Help You?  

      Every writer gets at least one rough critique, and it’s only natural to ignore words that hurt or sap your confidence. The danger comes when you consistently ignore the very advice that can help you just because it hurts or you don’t like it. If you’ve been revising novel after novel (or the same novel multiple times) and don’t think you’re getting any better, step back, look at the situation objectively, and ask:

      Are you getting the same advice from multiple sources? If a lot of the feedback says the same thing, there's something in the writing or story that needs fixing, especially if it's a larger issue that crops up no matter what piece you're working on. That suggests it's a skill problem, not an individual story problem.

      Is the amount or quality of feedback you're getting declining? It’s frustrating to spend a lot of time critiquing someone’s work, only to have that advice ignored time and time again. People don't want to waste time on writers who brush them off and keep making the same mistakes. If you used to get detailed critiques back, and now you're getting short summarized reviews, you might want to think about why no one is bothering to help anymore. 

      Do you feel as if you ought to do it, but you're blowing it off because "that's what editors are for"” It happens—writers think problems in their work will be fixed once they sell it, and their work only needs to be "good enough" to land an agent or an editor. Not true at all. The manuscript needs to be as perfect and as polished as you can make it before it goes to an agent or editor (and that goes double if you plan to self or indie publish).

      With any critique, trust your writer’s compass. Focus on the story and keep asking what will make it better. You might take a few side trips getting there, but you'll work it out eventually.

      

      Revising Overly Revised Manuscripts (The Frankendraft)

      A Frankendraft differs from a draft you know needs heavy revising. It’s been cut and stitched together so many times the scenes no longer work together, and the story is either so deeply buried or so watered down that it doesn't make a whole lot of sense anymore.

      In this session, the goal is to determine if you have a Frankendraft, and discuss options for what to do with it.

      Often, there's not much you can do with a Frankendraft, so be prepared. Your objectivity is gone since so much of the story is in your head that you no longer notice it's not on the page. Sometimes, it's so terribly flawed that it's best to be merciful and pull the plug. But all hope is not lost, and you can take steps to bring this monster back to life.

      Step One: Say Goodbye

      Accept that the Frankendraft is dead and put the manuscript in a drawer. You created this mess by revising it over and over, and it's time to start fresh. Forget the text you already wrote and focus on the story you wanted to tell. Rewrite it from scratch in a clean file. No more editing. No more trying to make this manuscript work. Treat it as if it were a brand-new idea and run from there.

      It's usually worth taking some time at this stage to brainstorm as if the novel you wrote never existed. Take another look at the idea, maybe run through some exercises to inspire the muse and get a different perspective (I suggest my book, Planning Your Novel: Ideas and Structure to help you here).

      Step Two: Trim the Fat

      Decide what's needed in the story and what's not. What’s the single most important goal in the plot? That’s your core conflict.

      Remember, you’re looking for an achievable goal here, not a premise. Something tangible, not a vague concept, such as "the romance between so and so." Look for what the protagonist wants, such as, "Bob wants to win Jane's heart."

      What events are critical to resolving that goal? If they weren't there, there would be no story. List those events, but no more than ten. Now revise with your core conflict and those plot points and get rid of everything else.

      I strongly suggest doing an outline here, even if you're not an outliner by nature. It’ll help you see if your plot is working and if you have all the right pieces to write a solid novel without writing the actual novel. If there are glaring holes or problems, they'll show up here.

      Step Three: Kill Some Characters

      Hard as this will be, eliminating characters will go a long way toward stripping out what's unnecessary. Who is the single most important character in the story (that's your protagonist)? Who is their antagonist? Now get rid of everyone else (don't panic, you'll add some back!).

      Make a list of all the other characters. Go through the list and ask if the two critical characters (protagonist and antagonist) absolutely totally need that person to resolve the story goal. It's okay to have a "maybe" list here, as you'll need some minor characters down the road.

      Revision Red Flag: Watch out for "zombie" characters who might turn this draft back into a Frankendraft—look for anyone who brings a serious subplot with them. If their story risks overshadowing or hijacking the core conflict, they do not need to be there. Save them for their own novel, or cut that subplot out. In most cases, it’s better to cut the character as well, so you’re not tempted to return to that subplot.

      Step Four: Go Five for Five

      What are the five critical events that have to happen to resolve the core conflict? Who are the five (or fewer) critical characters necessary to achieve those goals?

      Take those five plot events and spread them out over the course of the novel. Which one is the best starting place? One of the critical events in your story should be the inciting event. If it's not, go back to step four and try again. Which one is the ending? You should have figured out this event from step two.

      Now, of the remaining three events, which one is the best midpoint reversal event? It should be large enough to sustain your middle, and interesting enough to keep readers guessing. (A midpoint reversal is something that happens in the middle of the novel to surprise readers or change how the story unfolds. It also gives you something to plot toward from the beginning, then deal with in a way that gets you to the ending).

      Finally, take each of the two remaining events and put one on either side of the midpoint. These might make good first and second act endings.

      You might say, "But I can't do that because the chronology is off now!" but don't worry about that. Just organize and look at those turning points. Is there a way to rework the chronology so that these events fall in that order? Forget what you already wrote. Don't try to slip in details you remember you like.

      Look at the first event and determine a way to get to the second. Then to the third, and so on. Brainstorm. Think outside the box and imagine what your characters would do. These notes can be rough and sketchy—just try to get an idea of how this book can play out.

      Those who have trouble plotting might get snagged here, so if you're not sure what to do, try a shift toward the characters and write out their front story. What are their roles in the novel? What do they do? How do they help? Follow their character journeys as if the novel were their story and see what happens. After that, look back and see where this journey overlaps the core conflict and where the plot points might occur.

      You'll have a much tighter story and a clearer look at how that story might unfold. You can always add in more scenes or turning points to flesh it out, but be wary of sewing dead pieces back on and creating another Frankendraft. The goal here is to start fresh and breathe new life into the story, not fix the old manuscript.

      Most times you have to bury a Frankendraft to keep it away from the villagers, but once in a while, you can save it and turn it into something wonderful.

      

      Dealing With Multiple Drafts During a Revision

      Some manuscripts go through several drafts before you find the best way to tell your story. Problem is, you can end up with multiple drafts containing good writing in every one. Finding a way to piece together all the best parts and still tell a cohesive story can be a challenge—and risks creating a Frankendraft.

      In this session, the goal is to find the most effective way to manage multiple drafts during a revision.

      Lists can be incredibly helpful at giving you an overall look at your novel, especially if it's in several pieces. Start figuring out which pieces contribute to your core conflict and which don't. You can hit the critical details in all the scenes you plan to use and see how they flow together. Maybe even use that one-line summary that describes the plot so you can see how they connect to the overall story arcs.

      It can also help to create a new file and start pasting in all the scenes you want in the order you want them in. The story won't make a ton of sense since the scenes will likely be disjointed, but they'll be in place and give you a sense of how they flow and work together (and let you see where you might need to write more or cut back). For those using the Three Act Structure, this is quite helpful in determining where your major set pieces fall, and if the right scenes are in the right places. You might find you have too much setup in Act One and not enough scenes for Act Three (or vice versa), and will need to adjust.

      Rethink Your Darlings

      In multiple drafts, you’ll likely have favorite moments you want to include, and you'll probably work hard to get them to fit. But just because it's a great scene doesn't mean it belongs in the final story or plot. Difficult-to-place scenes might not be the right scenes for the book. Forcing a scene can create a stumbling block for readers—it doesn't flow, it doesn't quite make sense, it doesn't advance the story.

      This doesn't hold true for every tough bit to fit, and once in a while, you come up with a seriously cool way to make it work that you wouldn't have thought about otherwise. But if you find yourself beating your head against a scene, it might be time to file it away and save it for another story. Look at those favorite scenes and ask:

      Does it advance the core conflict? No matter how good the scene is on its own, if it’s not advancing the plot, it probably doesn’t need to be there.

      Does it offer new and relevant information? Often, a favorite scene is similar to one already in the manuscript. The idea appeals to you, and you write it multiple times or multiple ways. It’s a good scene, sure, but it does nothing new.

      Beware of Revision Smudge

      Revision smudge is those bits and pieces left behind that reference something no longer in the story. Maybe you switched which characters were in the scene with your protagonist, or you changed a location of scene, or a goal shifted slightly and the stakes were altered. Reading these scenes feels right, but when you look closely, you realize the details refer to a part of the story that is no longer there. That reference was cut, changed, or moved to a new location. Some things to keep an eye out for:

      
        	Are there any leftover names or details that don't belong?

        	Is anything referenced that is no longer there, or has changed?

        	Are there extra characters in a scene who aren't anywhere else in the story?

        	Is the information revealed new, or has it been added elsewhere?

      

      Check for Repeated Information

      Repeated description and backstory often cause trouble when merging multiple drafts. A scene that originally introduced a character in chapter two might now be in chapter five, and readers already know that character by that time.

      To help fix out-of-order or repeated details, search for each character's name (or a key detail of backstory) and verify where you revealed it first, then check if it was also mentioned any other place. This can be time consuming, but by the end, you'll know exactly where you wrote what about a character.

      Revise Chronologically

      Revising chronologically also helps see the story as it unfolds, since you can easily flip back and double check details. Even better, having just read it, the text will be fresh in your mind. You might even make an easy-to-check list of details you changed that need to be edited overall.

      Piecing together multiple drafts can be tricky, but a little planning can save you a lot of time and effort, and direct you to the right areas to spend additional time on during your revision.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Workshop One

          

          Revision Prep

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Goal of This Workshop: To organize your thoughts, analyze the manuscript’s needs, and determine what revisions you want to do with this manuscript.

        What We’ll Discuss in This Workshop: How to evaluate a manuscript and determine what it needs, how to create editorial and character arc maps, and how to create a revision plan.

        

      

      

      Welcome to Workshop One: Revision Prep

      Before diving into a revision, it helps to know what you’re working with and what shape your manuscript is in. Novels often change during a first draft, so any outlines or summaries could be outdated by the time you’re ready to revise. Your goals for the novel might have changed as well, or even the direction you originally planned to take. Scheduling a day or two to take stock of what you’ve written and how that compares to your original vision can save you time and effort later.

      It’s tempting to skip these steps and dive right into the revision, but with all the work that goes into a draft, it’s worth the extra effort to understand what you want from your revisions, and the best way you can accomplish your goals.

      

      Take a Look at the Big Picture

      You had an idea for this novel when you started it—a vision for what you wanted it to be. Maybe you never wavered from that path and the first draft is exactly what you expected it to be, but often the story changed and evolved as you wrote it. New ideas excited you and your original plan isn’t so clear. You need a little reminder as to why you wrote this novel in the first place, and who you wrote it for.

      In this session, the goal is to clarify what you want your novel to be.

      Step One: What Do You Want This Novel to Be?

      This may seem like a simple question, but it's more than “a YA fantasy" or “a futuristic thriller." Do you want it to be funny? Scary? Romantic? Do you want it to fall into a certain genre or subgenre? This is important if you plan to submit it to agents or publishers. Do you want it to entertain or do you want readers to think deeper thoughts? If so, what thoughts?

      What type of novel you want to create will help guide you on what aspects to revise, whether it’s adding humor, romance, tightening the pacing, raising the tension, or something more fundamental. A character-driven literary novel requires different elements than a hard-core thriller. Just as you wouldn't write them the same, you wouldn't revise them the same. Think of it like adding spice to a meal—you want to bring out the right flavors in your story.

      Revision Red Flag: If you’re not sure of the tone, style, or even genre you’re aiming for, or you have multiple (and conflicting) tones and styles, that could indicate you haven’t decided

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        	What is the point-of-view character trying to do in this scene? (the goal)

        	Why is she trying to do it? (the motivation for that goal)

        	What’s in the way of her doing it? (the conflict and scene obstacle)

        	What happens if she doesn’t do it? (the stakes)

        	What goes wrong (or right)? (how the story moves forward)

        	What important plot or story elements are in the scene? (what you need to remember or what affects future scenes.)

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      

      
      
      
      
      
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        	What type of person is the character at the start of the novel?

        	What type of person is the character at the end of the novel?

        	What happens to create this change?

        	When did these revelations or changes in behavior occur in the novel?

        	What does the character believe at the start of the novel?

        	What is believed by the end of the novel?

        	What brings about this change in view?

        	What is the character hiding (or what is hidden from her) at the start of the novel?

        	What is revealed by the end of the novel?

        	What emotional sacrifices are made over the course of the novel?

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        	Is the point-of-view character(s) likable or interesting enough to read about?

        	Are their goals clear so there's narrative drive in the story?

        	Do the characters seem real?

        	Are there strong and interesting stakes?

        	Is there too much back story, exposition, or description?

        	Is the overall structure holding together?

        	Does the opening scene have something to entice readers to keep reading?

        	Do the scene and chapter endings entice readers to turn the page?

        	Is the pacing strong?

        	Are the plots, stakes, and goals believable?

        	Does it read well overall?

        	Do the sentences flow seamlessly or do any stick out and read awkwardly?

        	Are the dialogue tags clear?

        	Does the world seem fleshed out?
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