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This thesis is designed to invite scholars, writers, and teachers of rhetoric and 

composition pedagogy to re-evaluate the revision process as a means of inspiring and 

supporting first-year writers to become acquainted with their “writer’s voice.” This study 

explores students’ resistance towards revision and argues that recognizing and developing 

revision habits will help students revise independently. Self-directed revision not only 

strengthens a writer’s ability to engage in the writing process more astutely, but it is also 

a fundamental component to the self-identification process from which the writer draws 

inspiration. This thesis is structured into four main sections: (1) Introduction, referring to 

aim and methodology; (2) Chapter 1, addressing the importance of “self-directed” 

revision; (3) Chapter 2, a case study presenting first-year student responses to writing and 

revision; (4) Conclusion, discussing the relevance of implementing a strategic and shared 

value approach to first-year composition revision assignments.
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Overview and Purpose of Study 

Prescriptive notions of revision have been recursively practiced in first-year 

composition courses as a way to fixate students’ attention on what revision is and how 

they are expected to revise. The goal of revision projects and other process-based 

methods in first-year writing is to support students’ writing independence, while also 

leading them through instructor-sponsored revision. Although the purpose of revision is 

to assist students to take ownership of their writing and the writing process, it often seems 

to lead to more teacher intervention and direction. The lack of self-directed revision that 

takes place within writing courses is the overarching dilemma that frequently causes 

students to become consistently resistant towards exercising significant revision in their 

drafts, particularly when asked to revise independently of the instruction provided by the 

teacher or peers.  

To articulate the need to improve and restructure current approaches to revision in 

first-year composition courses, the contents of my study will address the common 

difficulties students experience during revision, investigate student and teacher 

assumptions about the revision process in general, discuss students’ views of and 

responses to revision as it pertains to the “Revision Project” currently assigned in first-

year composition courses at Florida Atlantic University (FAU), and propose new and 

alternative revision strategies that can effectively promote and help students develop 

independent and personalized approaches to revision. Therefore, to keep students active
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within their writing and revision processes we must improve our understanding of how 

students and teachers interpret their roles and responsibilities, as well as how they 

negotiate learning across such revision assignments.  

While Chapter 1 is devoted to exploring the reasons behind students’ resistance 

towards revision and their susceptibility to making few changes independently, Chapter 2 

shifts the focus towards the pedagogical purpose of a revision project currently assigned 

in many of the first-year writing courses at the University, discussing its positive and 

negative reception among students and instructors. Although the University’s Writing 

Program is currently undergoing changes regarding its courses and university policies, 

the main objective has always been to teach revision as a recurring role in the writing 

process. The descriptions provided on the Writing Program’s website in 2014 stated that 

first-year composition is dedicated to helping students “recognize and practice writing as 

a recursive process that demands substantial reworking of drafts to revise content, 

organization, clarity, argument structures…as distinct from editing and correction of 

surface error” (“ENC 1101/1102 Syllabus Elements”). While these are well-grounded 

goals for a composition course, students still heavily rely on either surface-level revisions 

or feedback given to them by their instructors. Therefore, this study presents an 

opportunity to examine the challenges of teaching recursive, self-directed models of 

revision. This may include better understanding the presumptive understandings students 

and teachers bring to such assignments, the difficulty for novice writers to address 

higher-order and lower-order concerns simultaneously, the mixed-messages they receive 

from instruction materials and from teachers, the difficulty in gaining critical distance 



3 

from their writing in order to reinterpret it, and the difficulty for graduate student 

instructors who are also sometimes novice writers themselves.  

The Personal Writer and the Academic Writer: Can We Be Both? 

Before moving into the issue of revision, I would like to examine the ideological 

operations behind the teaching of writing in order to consider the role revision plays in 

shaping both the student and his or her reality. While first-year writing classes are 

designed to help direct students towards becoming successful and independent writers, 

some revision techniques and assignments that are meant to contribute to this 

independence may in fact restrain, frustrate, and inconvenience students in a way that 

debilitates their potential to discover their “writer’s voices.” A writer’s voice is a type of 

personal writing tendency or habit, which prompts a specific technique, strategy, or 

approach that a writer develops and refers to during any and all stages of the writing 

process. However, many inexperienced writers do not receive ample time and 

opportunities to discover, develop, engage with, or practice using their writer’s voices in 

first-year composition, especially during revision, due to the structure and duration of the 

course as well as the objectives put forth by the instructor.  

To emphasize my belief in the integration of self-directed revision and writer’s 

voice in first-year composition classrooms, the figures from which I will draw the 

majority of my criticisms include David Bartholomae, Peter Elbow, and James Berlin. I 

have purposefully selected such scholars to secure the foundation for my argument, 

which is that revision allows first-year students to become acquainted with individual 

power and voice, while also teaching them to operate within academic discourse. 

Additionally, being that there is little recent scholarship useful to my investigation of 
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self-directed revision, I intend to engage with these germinal scholarly works so that I 

may contribute my recent experiences in first-year composition to their discussions.   

In his promotion of studying and writing academic discourse from a social 

constructionist standpoint, David Bartholomae suggests in “Inventing the University” that 

mimicking scholarly language will assist first-year students in communicating with 

academic communities. However, there still remains a difficulty when asking first-year 

students “to take on the role—the voice, the persona—of an authority whose authority is 

rooted in scholarship, analysis, or research” (Bartholomae 5). For many first-year 

composition classes, Bartholomae’s pedagogical position aligns succinctly with the goals 

writing instructors impose on their students. Our goal is for inexperienced writers and 

revisers to become experienced and, to do this, students are taught to learn and mimic 

academic reading, writing, and revising discourse. However, when mimicking academic 

discourse becomes a habit, then students tend to downplay their authentic voice as 

writers. 

Inexperienced student writers, especially when engaging with curricula that 

emphasize argument-driven academic essays, have a tendency to mimic what has been 

relayed to them by the instructor. Revising exactly—and sometimes only—what the 

teacher suggests in a draft is a frequent setback in first-year writing instruction. Students 

are encouraged to think critically, but are hesitant to enforce independent revisions in fear 

of weakening their paper or appearing inadequate. There are writing and revision 

expectations that are imposed on students entering first-year composition; thus, the initial 

desire to achieve strongly personalized and authentic voices through the writing process 
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becomes too readily replaced by the concentration of adopting an “academic” voice to 

achieve a final product that is satisfactory to the teacher.  

Richard Boyd in his article, “Imitate Me: Don’t Imitate Me: Mimeticism in David 

Bartholomae’s ‘Inventing the University’” discusses students as “imitators” and the 

reciprocal nature of resistance in the classroom. Boyd states, “For Bartholomae, a 

fundamental task of the writing instructor is to ‘pry loose’ the student from the discourse 

community to which he or she had belonged prior to entering the university…He argues 

that students can, through their imitation of the academy’s language, acquire the ability to 

see themselves as ‘within a privileged discourse’ and thus gain a new power” (Boyd 

336). While Boyd agrees that this structure of power has the ability to transform as 

Bartholomae suggests, he questions “Bartholomae’s assumption that students come to the 

university seeking admission into our discourse community” (337). Boyd points out that 

Bartholomae blatantly ignores “the possibility that a student might come to our classroom 

with a goal other than that of entering into our discourse community” (337). Despite the 

common belief that incoming student writers’ main goal is to successfully assimilate to 

an academic community, we cannot disregard the notion that many first-year students 

simply want to be heard within the academic community. However, because first-year 

writers feel that they are expected to quickly and completely ascribe themselves to this 

“discourse community,” most students choose to mimic so long as they are able to pass 

the class, not to learn or adopt a new and foreign discourse.  

Often times, the pressure students face to mimic academic discourse causes them 

to develop resistance towards instructors’ learning agendas. There is a clear and 

inevitable expectation that students will “practice writing” in FAU’s first-year writing 
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courses, but there is another, less-emphasized expectation, which is that students’ 

“writing is expected to change” (“ENC 1101/1102 Syllabus Elements”). It is difficult for 

teachers to expect their students’ writing to change easily, quickly, or significantly in a 

single semester. Therefore, teachers often expect students to revise their papers according 

to the feedback they receive on their rough drafts. At times, revision has the potential to 

evoke a sense of a loss of power and, thus, revising only what the teacher suggests is one 

way in which students relinquish their independence as writers.  

The Power Struggle: How Students Maintain Authority in Their Writing 

Considering that first-year writers are inexperienced writers, they are still in the 

process of developing writer and reader prose. Therefore, when they are asked to seek a 

reader’s perspective, which is also at times the teacher’s perspective, these writers are 

inclined to set aside their personal writing habits or dismiss them altogether to assume a 

more established and powerful role. In response to Boyd’s criticism of mimesis, Robert 

Brooke states, “Boyd indicates that imitation is never a simple pedagogical moment but is 

always wrapped up with student resistance and the classroom struggle over power and 

authority” (168). Boyd believes that to empower students, teachers must  

provide instructional context that facilitates their understanding of the workings of 
mimeticism in the educational process. Students who are aware of the nature of 
imitative desire are the ones best equipped to preserve the social and political 
pasts that they bring to the university and that must serve as the starting points for 
any critical enterprise that they would undertake. (Boyd 343) 
 

In contrast to Bartholomae, Boyd believes that if students are able to grasp the workings 

of mimeticism, they will then be intellectually and ethically prepared to challenge the 

academic model, heightening their awareness and prompting them to ask questions about 

teachers’ authority over their texts and the “multiplicity of their voices” (Boyd 343). 



7 

Bartholomae argues that students’ difficulty with learning to write in academic discourse 

is a result of their inability to “‘build bridges’ between their point of view and the 

reader’s” (Bartholomae 7). He suggests that this lack of embracing reader-based prose is 

activating students’ resistance towards embracing the prescribed academic model.  

While Bartholomae believes that teachers should be responsible for shaping the 

classroom, Peter Elbow’s expressionist scholarship suggests that students can learn just 

as effectively without teachers. In his response to Bartholomae’s social constructivist 

view, Elbow states, “there is a crucial difference in our concrete approaches to students. 

That is, even though I agree with your goal of helping students be less manipulated by the 

culture, I would hold back much more in my critique of this student's writing. I simply 

want to critique or intervene much less than you do” (“Responses to Bartholomae and 

Elbow” 90). The power of the teacher (academic) versus the power of the student 

(amateur) is what fundamentally shapes Bartholomae and Elbow’s discussion of 

composition pedagogy. Both theorists agree that teaching academic writing is the overall 

pursuit within first-year composition classes, as I argue it should be. Nevertheless, their 

views on the way teachers should introduce and implement this academic “training” in 

the classroom differ. As Bartholomae insists, “the power and authority to determine the 

correctness (or at least the properly ‘academic’ qualities) of a student’s writing reside 

solely with the instructor” (qtd. in Boyd 336). When students are expected to adopt a 

scholarly “role,” “voice,” or “persona” that is unfamiliar to them, or perhaps 

disingenuous to their personality, they tend to set aside their own writing habits 

completely. For revision tasks, especially, it becomes habitual for students to revise what 

they are expected or told to revise, rather than apply their revisions self-sufficiently. 
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However, while I agree that part of the problem is due to students’ partiality to their own 

writing habits, which may prevent them from taking on an audience-based view, I find 

that, more significantly, inexperienced writers are so much concerned with their reader’s 

point of view, most commonly their instructor, that they dedicate less time to self-

evaluate or consider their own positions.  

Katherine Gottschalk and Keith Hjortshoj in “Assigning and Responding to 

Revision” discuss several reasons why students tend to resist global revision and resort to 

correcting minor, sentence-level errors. Gottschalk and Hjortshoj propose that teachers 

who require their classes to make changes after they have handed in a completed draft 

reinforces students to make minor changes due to the tedious amount of time and effort it 

would require to break apart a completed draft. As previously stated per FAU’s Writing 

Program, first-year writing courses are organized so that students “will work a single 

essay through several drafts; each essay will be a part of a larger project” (“ENC 

1101/1102 Syllabus Elements”). From this statement, one can gather that this was the 

intended purpose in assigning a revision “project.” However, from the complaints 

frequently expressed by the students in regards to this assignment (see Chapter 2), this 

“large project” is hardly treated like a project at all, but rather like another paper 

assignment.  

Assigning revision projects late in the course has caused students’ original work 

to become weaker, making their voices as writers more ineffective: “revision has proved 

to be a highly complex operation, now viewed as a starting point. Revision is an essential 

activity that initiates discovery, builds skill levels, and over time, as writers gain maturity 

through practice, creates writing expertise” (Becker 49). Revision should be viewed as a 
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“starting point” for students. In terms of the “Revision Project,” any type of revision 

assignment that is introduced mid to late term is asking students to carry out a writing 

technique that they have not yet practiced or become confident in. Understandably, due to 

the limited timeframe of these courses, it seems rather impractical to extend these 

revision projects further. However, I believe that there are several possible ways for first-

year writing courses to contribute more time to teaching and practicing revision. Whether 

or not teachers choose to assign a project or paper devoted specifically to learning about 

revision, there is an inevitable need to emphasize the importance of self-discovery 

through the writing and rewriting process. 

Revise and Conquer: A Process of Self-Critique and Self-Discovery 

If we were to combine Bartholomae and Elbow’s differing views of power in 

composition classrooms, we may come to find that there is a way to teach students to 

learn the language of academic discourse while also maintaining a sense of personal 

power and authentic writer’s voice. Revision, even more so than invention, is a process 

that requires self-critique, correction, and rethought. If teachers seek to maintain power 

over their students’ revision habits, decisions, and voices during the revision process, the 

self-correcting attitude we want to instill in first-year writers will be overtaken by 

insecurity, causing students to doubt the effectiveness and value of their writing abilities. 

There are, however, many students that need and prefer clear and comprehensible 

guidance from their peers and instructors when revising. However, if teachers choose to 

depend completely on their students’ abilities to change or rethink what they have 

previously written, it is most likely that these students will complete little to no revision, 

due to various factors that will be discussed in Chapters 1 and 2. 
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Bartholomae emphasizes that students are to be socially constructed through their 

participation in higher education. However, although Elbow “celebrate[s] ‘independent, 

self-creative, self-expressive subjectivity,’” he agrees with Bartholomae that students are 

socially constructed. Nevertheless, Elbow argues that these societal pressures should not 

impede students’ abilities to make the classroom a utopian place for exploration and 

personal authority (Bartholomae and Elbow 88). While there are certain expectations that 

should be met within student writing and revision, there should also be opportunities for 

first-year writers to explore and understand different writing and revision approaches that 

are personal to them. In “Being a Writer vs. Being an Academic: A Conflict in Goals,” 

Elbow suggests that students should learn to “write as though they are a central speaker at 

the center of the universe” (Elbow 80). Elbow believes that the student should be the 

driving force in the writing process, rather than the instructor. In turn, the instructor 

becomes a “facilitator” or “mentor,” whose role is to assist students in the more tactical 

and transitional practices of writing and revision, rather than assuming the role as the 

“director.” Elbow also acknowledges the need for the type of academic writing 

Bartholomae encourages, but states that self-discovery is the precursor to developing the 

kind of academic discourse that is necessary for first-year student learning.  

Teacher, Students, and Society: Environmental, Experiential, and Ideological 

Effects on Writing and Revision 

For first-year writers to adjust to academic writing more expressively, they should 

be encouraged to incorporate a part of their experience and self-awareness into their 

work. To unpack the relationships between teacher, students, and society, I will briefly 

discuss the power and function of the rhetorical principles presented by James Berlin, 
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whose social-epistemic pedagogy is centered on the effects of culture and the use of 

internal dialogue within contemporary education. Berlin’s non-traditional approach, 

which involves investigating culture and language through ideological perspectives, gives 

a nod to the argument that first-year writers should learn to acquire and maintain active 

voices within the critical discussions ever-present in their surroundings and experiences. 

Drawing on the philosophies from Pauolo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Berlin 

argues that rather than operate according to the traditionally militaristic structures of the 

institution, writers can become significantly more empowered through “knowing” 

themselves and the world, while also being aware of and questioning the forces of the 

hegemonic system of higher academia (“Dialogic Response in the Culture of Silence”).  

Part of the resistance that arises with revision is that teachers tend to teach 

revision as a separate, tedious process using limited heuristics. These limitations cause 

inexperienced first-year writers to readily accept pre-existing “institutional codes” instead 

of making new and independent connections between their texts in relation to the world 

and their experiences. As Freire argues, “When men lack critical understanding of their 

reality, apprehending it in fragments they do not perceive as interacting constituent 

elements of the whole, they cannot truly know reality” (Freire 95). Students believe that 

they are asked to revise because what they have written is either not adequate or does not 

meet the instructor’s expectations. However, revision should not be a tedious practice, 

but a freeing act of unleashing self-conscious writing habits and engaging in dialogue that 

questions and critiques “ideological codes and the historically malleable hegemonic 

standards that support them” (“Dialogic Response in the Culture of Silence”).  
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Berlin’s emphasis on dialogue shows that there needs to be a conscious 

investigation—an “unfolding”—of the self. Revision allows for this unfolding to take 

place; it helps writers replace naive or bias thinking with critical thinking and 

understanding. In “Rhetoric and Ideology in the Writing Class,” Berlin opens with a 

brief, yet critical discussion of ideology and the power constructs that determine the 

structure and learning environment of composition classrooms. He acknowledges the 

power of social influence in shaping our experiences, stating, “Power is an intrinsic part 

of ideology, defined and reinforced by it, determining, once again, who can act and what 

can be accomplished. These power relationships, furthermore, are inscribed in the 

discursive practices of daily experience—in the ways we use language and are used 

(interpellated) by it in ordinary parlance” (Berlin 479).  

Ideology also critiques the state and development of the “self” and its relation to 

social experiences: “[ideology] provides the language to define the subject (the self), 

other subjects, the material world, and the relation of all of these to each other. Ideology 

is thus inscribed in language practices, entering all features of our experience” (479). 

While Berlin insists that “Every pedagogy is imbricated in ideology, in a set of tacit 

assumptions about what is real, what is good, what is possible, and how power ought to 

be distributed,” when exploring the three types of rhetorical frameworks, he favors the 

implementation of social-epistemic rhetoric in writing classrooms (492). According to 

Berlin, while cognitive rhetoric dismisses or “refuses the ideological question” and 

expressionist rhetoric challenges or resists dominant ideology, social-epistemic rhetoric 

engages and critiques the social constructs of reality and the individual (482). 
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This rhetorical groundwork relies on the idea that we are all products of, and 

operate according to, our environments. Bartholomae, a fellow spokesperson for social-

epistemology, would argue that the purpose of situating students within an academic 

environment is to teach them to respond to the discursive conventions of their 

institutional. This approach will, in turn, condition inexperienced writers (observers) to 

interact with their “discourse community (social group) in which the observer is 

functioning, and the material conditions of existence. Knowledge is never found in any 

one of these but can only be posited as a product of the dialectic in which all three come 

together” (Berlin 488). Berlin’s claims intersect with Bartholomae’s as he argues that 

ideology has a material basis or existence. For an inexperienced writer to build self-

knowledge, he or she must situate him or herself in academia, and acquire the tools to 

operate and communicate within the social conditions of this discourse.   

Heuristics and Strategies Through Cognitive Psychology 

However, rather than questioning social conditions, it is common for first-year 

composition classes to get caught up in “real world” writing as a way to condition 

inexperienced writers to write and revise in a succinct and linear way. This approach, also 

referred to as “cognitive rhetoric,” is rooted in a “scientific examination of the composing 

process” (Berlin 482). Berlin recounts educationalists Linda Flower and John Hayes’ 

admitting to using scientific elements and hierarchal stages when teaching the 

composition process, which are “based…on the invariable structures of the mind that 

operate in a rational, although not totally predictable, way” (Berlin 481). Many teachers 

find this linear approach to writing useful, as it is designed to work in conjunction with 

the natural processes of the brain.  
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The contents of my study share similar attributes regarding cognitive rhetorical 

strategies. I argue that students develop particular writing and revision strategies and 

habits based on their personalities, which are, in part, influenced by the mental 

developments and biological structures of the brain. The cognitive framework promotes 

the recursive nature of composition, “stages repeating themselves, although in no 

predetermined order. In other words, the elements of the process can be identified and 

their functions described, but the order of their operation will vary from task to task and 

from individual to individual, even though the practices of good writers will be very 

similar to each other” (Berlin 481). While this rhetoric acknowledges the inevitable 

reality that every writer’s brain is structured differently, it does not consider that a 

scientific approach may not be useful for every type of student. Nevertheless, the 

recognition and implementation of heuristics does provide a variety of strategies that can 

help guide students to discover which writing and revision approaches are most suitable. 

Finding an Authentic Voice: The Expressionistic “Self” 

Although cognitive rhetoric still plays a significant role in first-year composition 

courses, the “process” of writing is exceptionally important, as students use writing and 

language as a means of self-discovery. Berlin insists, “this type of expressionistic rhetoric 

focuses on a dialectic between the individual and language as a means of getting in touch 

with the self” (qtd. in Ward). Berlin understands power as being situated within the 

individual and his or her encounter with the world and, for expressionists like Peter 

Elbow, “this is a function of realizing one’s unique voice” (“Rhetoric and Ideology in the 

Writing Class” 486). 
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Expressionists do not deny the “reality of the material, the social, and the 

linguistic,” but the “needs of the individual” are put first, rather than the traditional needs 

of the institution (484). The purpose of considering material, social, linguistic realities is 

simply to locate “the individual’s authentic nature. Writing…is an art, a creative act in 

which the process—the discovery of the true self—is as important as the product—the 

self discovered and expressed” (484). Berlin continues his description of expressionism, 

stating:   

The members of this class see their lives as embodying the creative realization of 
the self, exploiting the material, social, and political conditions of the world in 
order to assert a private vision, a vision which, despite its uniqueness, finally 
represents humankind’s best nature…Those who have not attained the positions 
which enable them to exert this freedom have been prevented from doing so, this 
ideology argues, not by economic and class constraints, but by their own 
unwillingness to pursue a private vision. (Berlin 487) 
 

A devoted expressionist like Elbow would argue that students do not often pursue and 

explore their “private vision” or, as I like to call “writing habit,” because they are not 

permitted, encouraged, or motivated to do so.  

As previously discussed, Gottschalk and Hjortshoj’s emphasis on providing 

students with an ample amount of time to write and rewrite a draft is imperative to 

motivating students to revise more significantly and independently. Developing a writer’s 

voice takes quite a bit of practice, as does finding one’s preferred approach to writing and 

revision. Therefore, if teachers decide to assign students the task to revise an already 

completed and graded paper, they should also give their students adequate time to 

complete these revisions if their ideas, arguments, and examples are expected to be 

significantly rethought and reworked.  
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The University’s Writing Program has stressed in the past that “a writer learns 

most by returning to his or her work to see what it does and doesn’t do, by taking time 

with a project and seeing where it might lead” (“ENC 1101/1102 Syllabus Elements”). 

While the importance of “taking time with a project” is emphasized in this statement, due 

to the extensive number of lessons and teaching materials that must be covered in a 

semester, as well as the papers and projects assigned every two weeks, many first-year 

composition courses do not place enough emphasis on “taking time” with revision 

because teachers simply do not have enough time in their classes.  

The typical amount of time students are given to complete the “Revision Project” 

is approximately a week and a half to two weeks. Considering that students are required 

to revise a paper they have already completed, many teachers find that students need less 

time to complete this assignment because they do not have to start their papers from 

scratch. While timeframes for this particular revision assignment vary, students are not 

usually given more than two weeks to complete both a rough and final draft. As will be 

further discussed in Chapter 2, many first-year students’ concerns with the Revision 

Project pertain to the little time they are given to complete substantial revisions. 

Similarly, the uncertainty of how to approach the Revision Project also causes hesitancy 

among many first-year writers. These writers are given few opportunities to uncover and 

develop writing and revision habits and strategies and, thus, they have become intimated 

and resistant when asked to revise their papers entirely on their own.    

Claiming Authorship: The Development and Practice of “Self-Directed” Revision 

Due to the complexities of first-year composition classrooms, there is not one 

model or ideological framework that would deem a perfect “fit” for every instructor or 



17 

student. Therefore, although these three rhetorical frameworks propose ideologies that 

oppose one another, there are ways in which each one contributes to the progression or 

development of the other. Based on my study results, I believe that exploring 

composition heuristics and strategies, those current and new (cognitive), will help 

students unfold their authentic writer’s voice (expressionistic), which, in turn, will direct 

them to situate their cultural, linguistic, and social experiences into the context of 

rhetoric, composition, and self-directed revision (social-epistemic). 

Bartholomae’s claim that writers should have the opportunity to work towards 

authorship is a goal that, I believe, applies to first-year composition pedagogy in general. 

However, I also agree with Elbow’s argument that writers should be accepted as writers 

from the moment that they enter the classroom. As Clark observes, “Elbow 

acknowledged that students, eventually, will need to enter that conversation as 

academics; however, in the composition class, students must first be writers” (Clark 192). 

I also agree that a writer’s values and social, cultural, and linguistic experiences 

determine the constructs of the self, as Berlin suggests. I do not agree, however, that there 

is no innate authenticity, but rather inexperienced writers have purposefully repressed or 

have yet to uncover their authentic voices for the sake of being accepted into an academic 

domain. Therefore, first-year writers are simply writers that need to discover and develop 

their own writer’s voice within academic discourse, and I will argue that this can be 

achieved without compromising high-quality critical thinking, language, and revision 

strategies. 

I argue that all of the theoretical approaches mentioned in this section can coexist 

in revision assignments and tasks, providing teachers with successful writing instruction 
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and students with a successful first-year writing experience. Although writing in general 

involves both self-discovery and rule following, revision is a unique and quintessential 

part of the writing process; it specifically requires students to become subjective and 

objective, writer-based and reader-based, personal and philosophical, and, most 

importantly, reflective and authoritative. Therefore, revision allows a writer to use his or 

her whole self—personal and academic—rather than choosing one or the other.  

In concordance with these frameworks from which I draw my own teaching 

ideologies, I hope to expose students, through my teaching and the means of this study, to 

the various ways of acquiring, analyzing, and evaluating information, allowing them to 

adopt new or alternative approaches to revision. As a teacher of and advocate for first-

year composition, my goal through this study is to uncover how students can develop and 

apply their writer’s voices to writing and revision, while also understanding that their 

preferred writing and revision approaches have a place in both academic and personal 

discourse. In doing this, students may come to appreciate the importance of writing as a 

means of both discovering and representing the self. 



19 

CHAPTER 1 

The purpose of this chapter is to identify and analyze revision’s role in prompting 

a writer to discover or recover his or her preferred approach to writing. I will begin by 

examining the overarching issue pertaining to students’ resistance to revision and how it 

affects first-year writers’ abilities to independently apply their individualized writing 

habits to the revision process. I will then provide a brief overview of the term “writer’s 

voice,” which I will use to describe the personalized writing strategies students are 

inclined to use during the general writing process. I will argue that once students are 

given an opportunity to discover their writing and revision habits and allowed ample time 

to evaluate and engage with self-knowledge, then they will become more comfortable 

practicing revision frequently and autonomously.  

During the process of transitioning into higher education, novice writers are 

learning how to adapt to the conventions of the academic community, position their 

arguments in a socially sophisticated written form, and develop the necessary qualities to 

participate in advanced theoretical dialogue. In acknowledging students’ individual 

concerns with revision, I hope to contribute a more thorough understanding of how first-

year writing courses can better promote self-sufficient rhetorical engagement through the 

process of revision. Therefore, from my observations as a former first-year writer and my 

recent experiences as a composition teacher, I will offer insight into the four common 

difficulties first-year writers experience with revision. 
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While exercising writer’s voice and working within academic discourse are not 

necessarily in opposition to one another, there is a tendency for first-year writers to either 

separate these two practices or discard their writer’s voices altogether in their pursuit of 

being accepted into the highly-esteemed academic community. In applying this concept 

to the general field of composition, I will emphasize that inexperienced writers do not 

view revision as being a recursive technique that is used throughout the entire writing 

process, but rather as a “stage” within the writing process. For such writers to understand 

revision as reoccurring and continuous, it is crucial that first-year writing instructors 

reform or modify the way in which revision is taught, assigned, and practiced in the 

classroom. In positioning myself as a critical scholar in the field of rhetoric and 

composition, I will argue that the most suitable approach for helping students achieve 

successful revision practices is to provide them with a clear understanding of the 

pedagogical purpose and recurring nature of revision and to assist them in broadening 

their approaches when asked to engage in self-directed rethinking and rewriting.  

Resistance to Change 

First-year writing courses are designed to provide an environment for students to 

identify personal goals where they can produce and improve engagement with their 

writing assignments. As a process of reassessing, reevaluating, and re-seeing, revision is 

typically, in essence, less intimidating than writing an essay from scratch. A challenge 

first-year writers encounter with revision assignments is that they often set unrealistic 

goals for themselves due to an assignment’s lack of clarity or the inability to complete 

significant revision in the time provided. Additionally, rigid rules and strict schedules can 

leave a student feeling overwhelmed, resulting in impulsive writing and an outstanding 
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concern for reaching the page requirement and addressing the teacher’s comments. Many 

times, these concerns are what fuel students’ hesitancies to begin revising because they 

simply do not know where and how to approach the process.  

Susan Tchudi, Heidi Estrem, and Patti-Anne Hanlon in their article “Unsettling 

Drafts: Helping Students See New Possibilities in Their Writing” explore students’ 

resistance towards revision. In gathering student responses, Tchudi, Estrem, and Hanlon 

have found that some students are “simply unwilling to do more work” or they are “‘too 

lazy’” (qtd. in Tchudi, Estrem, and Hanlon 27). Several students found the lack of time to 

complete revision to be an issue as many students typically see revision as “undoing the 

work they have already done” (27). Erika Lindemann argues that there is also a belief that 

revision is commonly regarded by students as “a punishment, a penalty for writing poorly 

in the first place…an unpleasant chore, a process which confronts [students] with 

countless inadequacies in the draft and convinces them that words manipulate writers, not 

the other way around” (qtd. in Tchudi, Estrem, and Hanlon 27). The last two revision 

concerns that these authors share are that students “don’t know what is expected of them” 

and “they don’t see the purpose for it; they sometimes feel they are doing revision for the 

sake of revision” (27).  

When considering these types of negative responses towards revision, what 

appears to be the most frequent mode of resistance is a resistance to change. First-year 

writers have a tendency to “commit themselves to a particular plan or approach and seem 

unwilling or unable to veer from the rigid scheme” (Tchudi, Estrem, and Hanlon 27). 

Writers want to maintain ownership of their work. To some, the word “change” implies a 

reconsideration or reassessment, bringing about an unsettling feeling for inexperienced 
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writers. Writing instructors have tried a number of strategies to get their students to feel 

comfortable with change, emphasizing the idea that change must occur to help a writer’s 

abilities grow and flourish. Many of these teachers have made revision—the ultimate 

form of the quest for change—a necessary component of the writing process:  

Some [teachers] collect drafts to give extensive comments and pose provocative 
questions to help students re-see their work; they establish peer groups in which 
group members give written and oral questions and suggestions; they conference 
with students about their drafts; students go to writing centers to receive advice 
from tutors about how their work might be improved. (Tchudi, Estrem, and 
Hanlon 27)   
 

For some writing instructors, several of these tactics may have proven to be successful. 

There are students who have found peer group exercises, writing center visits, and 

extensive comments from their teachers helpful towards making revisions to their drafts. 

However, as successful as these strategies may be for promoting revision, are these same 

students able to revise on their own and in their own way? In other words, are their 

revisions outwardly motivated or inwardly motivated?  

The purpose of this chapter is to explore how and why “self-directed revision” is 

one of the few types of revision—and perhaps the most important means of the writing 

process—that encourages first-year students to explore, discover, analyze, and 

authentically “know” themselves as writers. Tchudi, Estrem, and Hanlon state, “What we 

need to become sensitive to as teachers, then, is not only the changes in students’ writing 

that might occur between drafts but changes in students’ attitudes, processes, and 

thinking as they struggle to become more confident knowers” (Tchudi, Estrem, and 

Hanlon 33). To promote self-directed revision in first-year composition classes, it is 

essential that teachers and students understand revision as a means of uncovering the 
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writer’s voice. This initiative largely depends on an individual’s preferred writing 

approaches that he or she feels cater to his or her authentic role in the writing process. 

The Writer’s Voice: Promoting “Self-Directed” Revision 

With a better understanding of their existing writing habits, students may practice 

revision in a way that is suitable and comfortable for them, while also meeting the 

instructor’s expectations and the course’s requirements. From what I have noticed as a 

past first-year writer and a recent graduate student teacher, not all students have the 

opportunity to develop their writer’s voice over a period of a semester or two. I believe 

this is a result of the deliberate emphasis we put on teaching students the “right way” to 

revise according to what we, the teachers, prefer to read and grade. Our goal in first-year 

composition is to encourage students to think critically about their writing, as well as the 

texts with which they are required to read and respond.  

Nevertheless, although revision is taught as a recurring method in the writing 

process, it is not often explicitly practiced as such. It is within the teacher’s power to 

assist his or her students in positioning themselves as writers so that the students can 

learn how to independently decide what and how to revise. Although this may be the 

pedagogy that many writing instructors attempt to implement, students are still reluctant 

to revise during the writing process, even if given the opportunity to revise extensively. 

To confront this issue, I will explore past and current scholarship on revision and 

evaluate the effectiveness and ineffectiveness of existing revision assignments and 

strategies for first-year writers and instructors and, in doing so, I will propose new and 

alternative ways of understanding and teaching revision that promote “self-directed” 

writing and rethinking. 
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While I understand that in the context of first-year composition it may be easier, 

and perhaps more logical, to implement a limited set of revision techniques or guidelines 

to avoid confusing and overwhelming the students, I also believe that allowing students 

to develop their own approaches to revision, after obtaining a firm understanding of what 

revision is, will actually encourage student writers to meet revision requirements more 

sufficiently and substantially. I will argue that if first-year composition courses were to 

dedicate more time to having students discover their writing and revision habits when 

approaching assignments, students may find that they are more willing to revise without 

teacher instruction, having already developed their own personal writing practices.  

In a 1979 survey conducted at the University of Pittsburgh, Susan Wall and 

Anthony Petrosky found that, out of 284 composition students who participated in the 

study, over half had received little or no instruction on the process of revision. Most of 

these students also had very little experience in high school with argumentative and 

critical writing and were seldom assigned sequenced assignments that required any 

revision. Wall and Petrosky discovered that “the higher the level of ability, the more there 

were differences in revising between students who did self-sponsored writing and those 

who did not” (Wall and Petrosky 115). As indicated in the study, students who wrote for 

leisure, publication, or school newsletters appeared to have had more practice with self-

directed revision than students who did not write outside of the classroom.  

When first-year writers enter the classroom for the first time, they sometimes feel 

as though they lack the necessary skills to participate in academic discourse. This is not 

always a result of the teacher’s authority in the classroom, but a form of insecurity and 

anxiety. While students quickly come to terms with what is expected of them in their 
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composition courses, they also understand that they may not fully develop a professional, 

academic, and an “experienced” writer’s voice in a semester or two. Therefore, while 

writing instruction and composition pedagogy vary across a wide spectrum, the goal for 

first-year composition courses should, more or less, remain the same: to transform 

inexperienced writers into more experienced writers by, not only teaching them to 

understand how to write and revise within academic discourse, but also how to 

independently adopt and control their writer’s voices through writing and revision. 

As stated by author Donald C. Stewart, “The purpose…is to help you achieve, 

through writing, a new level of self discovery. And the best evidence of this discovery 

will be the emergence in your writing of an authentic voice” (qtd. in Ward 15). For 

novice writers to learn how to responsibly compose their writing and revision processes, 

they must have a thorough understanding of what they want their texts to convey, as well 

as how and when they will revise their texts so that it becomes an authentic and 

thoughtful representation of themselves. All writers have personal preferences regarding 

how they rethink and rewrite documents, but first-year writers often feel that their writing 

approaches are inadequate or unsuccessful because these approaches may not align with 

the traditional or “proper” heuristics enforced in writing classrooms. Therefore, these 

writers tend to model their writing and revision approaches on either those frequently 

discussed in class or those specifically encouraged by the instructor. However, the 

problem is not necessarily that teachers promote the use of heuristics or models, as these 

are extremely useful for guiding inexperienced writers to eventually become successful in 

their revision processes. Rather, the issue is the high probability of students becoming 

outwardly dependent; writers who get in the habit of simply adopting the preferences of 
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their instructors will have a more difficult time implementing revision when asked to do 

so independently.  

Self-Knowledge 

 Discovering, developing, and practicing productive revision habits allow writers 

to gain ownership of their writing. However, we cannot forget that writing instructors 

play a significant part in helping their students achieve this ownership. Therefore, can we 

suggest that students and teachers can, and should, maintain equal power in the 

classroom? I will argue that they can; however, they do not share the same type of power. 

In other words, it is within the teacher’s power to guide his or her students towards 

acquiring their own power through the process of discovering and developing their voices 

as writers and revisers. As evidenced in James Berlin’s “Rhetoric and Ideology in the 

Writing Class,” the teacher and the students equally create the classroom by creating new 

knowledge, drawing on many disciplines, and always examining the material conditions 

located within: “Our consciousness is in large part a product of our material 

conditions…Both…influence each other, and they are both imbricated in social relations 

defined and worked out through language” (489). Berlin’s argument lies deep within 

social-epistemic rhetoric, and he uses this lens to compare and contrast the values and 

significance of cognitive rhetoric and expressionistic rhetoric in composition classrooms. 

Before we ask students to do any kind of extensive revision, we must get them 

comfortable with who they are as revisers. Susan MacDonald, co-author of Writing the 

World: Reading and Writing About Issues of the Day, asserts, “First-year writing students 

fresh from high school often experience surprise at some of the ways their high school 

and college teachers differ in the assignments they give or the expectations they hold 
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about students’ writing” (MacDonald 11). It can be said that the expectations for revision 

is even more multifaceted. A first-year composition course needs to be devoted to helping 

students establish their self-awareness as writers through various revision processes. We 

cannot, however, completely disregard the importance of upholding and securing 

academic strategies when approaching writing and revision in first-year composition 

classrooms.  In “Inventing the University,” David Bartholomae uses the term “successive 

approximations,” a behavioral term in psychology, which is used to describe how an 

organism is gradually molded or trained to perform a specific response by reinforcing any 

responses that come close to the desired response (Bartholomae 13). Revision is, in its 

own form, a shaping mechanism that enables students to enter into academic discourse, to 

say what “might be said” by amounting to knowledge in disciplinary discourse.  

Similar to Bartholomae’s description, revision allows students to learn to “extend 

themselves…into the commonplaces, set phrases, rituals and gestures, habits of mind, 

[and] tricks of persuasion” to begin resembling a more academic voice (13). First-year 

writing courses are designed to teach students how to appropriately engage in an 

academic environment and to respond using a professional and scholarly voice. 

Bartholomae suggests that student writers are “gradually molded” to reach an academic 

standard, which I also believe to be a central part of revision. Students must learn to 

consider their audience and, thus, a portion of their revisions is purposefully directed 

towards the expectations of their readers. Nevertheless, this type of professional writing 

takes years of practice, and while teachers should no doubt incorporate these 

fundamentals in their writing and revision pedagogy, they are also held responsible for 
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showing students how to successfully balance academic writing with the expression of 

self-knowledge. Otherwise, the important impulses of the writer’s self become restricted.  

Many first-year writing instructors encourage their students to integrate self-

knowledge and self-discovery in writing and revision. Students are asked to consider 

their arguments using multiple perspectives, as well as draw on their personal 

experiences to form and shape their claims. Furthermore, they are asked to use counter-

claims to explore outside perspectives and then select the claims that resonate with their 

ideologies. Often times, this very process of selecting, forming, and revisiting arguments 

allows for some type of self-discovery to take place. Through the application of self-

knowledge in revision, which I will describe later in this study, students are able to create 

for themselves revision habits that will assist them in future academic writing. 

Although not every student will have the gratification of discovering his or her 

writer’s awareness in a single semester, the process of this discovery is a necessary step 

towards becoming content with revising one’s own work. In order to pique their interests 

in developing their voice as writers, first-year students need to discover which 

approaches will enrich their writing and revision processes. This practice will assist 

students in adopting their own writing strategies. Alice Horning in her chapter “Revising 

Research Writing: A Theory and Some Exercises” labels this type of self-awareness, or 

“self-knowledge,” as meta-rhetorical awareness, which experienced writers have had 

time to develop and apply to their writing (Horning 39). Because first-year writers are 

considered novice writers who have not yet acquired this awareness, “they often don’t 

know their own strategies, since they are usually working on writing in school settings 

and following teachers’ advice. Experienced, professional writers understand their own 
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writing behavior and make conscious choices about how they work on writing” (Horning 

39). Similarly, Linda Flower suggests, “Good writers not only have a large repertory of 

powerful strategies, but they have sufficient self-awareness of their own process to draw 

on these alternative techniques as they need them. In other words, they guide their own 

creative process’” (qtd. in Berlin 482).  

Revision is a complicated balance. A college writer must acknowledge his or her 

writing habits while simultaneously performing in an academic environment under the 

criticism of writing professionals who create and adhere to a list of rules and 

requirements within their chosen pedagogical framework. Essentially, above all other 

facets of the writing process, revision asks for a writer’s preference, requiring the “sifting 

through” and the “sorting out” of one’s self-knowledge to provide the most authentic 

written product that incorporates both writer and reader. In Sondra Perl’s “Understanding 

Composing,” Perl views self-knowledge as a primary component in the writing process. 

She describes self-knowledge as self-discovery, using the term “retrospective 

structuring,” which explicitly confronts writer intention. She states, “As we shape what 

we intend to say, we are further structuring our sense while correspondingly shaping our 

piece of writing” (Perl 145). Perl understands writing as a process of “coming-into-

being…we both discover and construct what we mean” (145). This act of “coming-into-

being” cannot be successfully accomplished after a writer has completed a product, but 

while he or she is creating that product: “When we are successful at this process, we end 

up with a product that teaches us something, that clarifies what we know…and that lifts 

out or explicates or explicates or enlarges our experience” (Perl 145). Because first-year 

students do not see themselves as experienced writers, the practice of discovering and 
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using self-knowledge has a substantial impact on their ability to revise comfortably and 

effectively.  

Florida Atlantic University’s Writing Program, from which I will draw an 

example revision assignment for this study, has required first-year students to revisit a 

finished document that has already been submitted and graded. The resistance that both 

first-year composition students and teachers have shown towards this assignment, or 

“Revision Project,” has revealed to me and to the majority of my fellow colleagues that 

this assignment has a reputation of being continuously problematic in getting students to 

revise independently. Perhaps the gesture of putting a “final grade” on a paper causes 

many students to be opposed to revision. Nevertheless, this five-to-six-page product that 

was once perceived as a complete draft is then reassigned to students with the expectation 

of making significant changes. With this approach, students feel that their options are 

limited, causing them to further limit their perspectives on revision. Although these 

limitations and restrictions are purely based on perception, they are nevertheless potential 

obstacles that hinder first-year writers’ abilities to develop, access, and apply inward 

thinking.  

Heuristics and Problem Solving: How Students View and Respond to Writing and 

Revision 

How do we instruct students to make “conscious choices” about their writing 

strategies and behaviors? Which conscious choices will students feel comfortable enough 

to make when asked to revise their work? Similar to heuristics used in general writing, 

finding one’s revision preference is a type of “problem-solving” strategy that varies from 

student to student. There is neither a good nor proper way to use a heuristic; its purpose is 



 

31 

to accommodate and serve the student’s growth throughout the writing process. Self-

directed revision—revision that is solely dependent on and directed by the writer—can 

only be developed if a writer dedicates time to discover and develop a revision heuristic 

that best suits his or her writing needs. 

Many first-year writers are asked to try several writing approaches for the purpose 

of discovering which approaches they prefer. Writing as a “recursive process,” as Perl 

understands it, allows a writer to apply multiple approaches within a single process. 

Although Perl does not mention revision specifically, we can read her argument about the 

writing process as one that incorporates revision throughout the entire process. Perl 

mentions several “recursive elements” or “backward movements” that help to improve 

writing approaches and, similar to heuristics, she acknowledges that these elements “vary 

from writer to writer” (142). First, Perl notes that the most “visible” or apparent recursive 

strategy is “Rereading little bits of discourse…returning briefly to what is already down 

on the page” (142). Second, Perl mentions that to prompt students to look back on their 

writing, they should follow key words that pertain to the topic, “changing it to suit what 

they have been writing or changing that they have written to suit their notion of the topic” 

(Perl 142). Consequently, these types of “revisits” to a document are to occur before the 

writer’s peers or teacher reviews the assignment as well as before it is handed in for a 

final grade. 

Finally, Perl’s third recursive writing strategy involves an expressionistic 

approach, one that correlates with Elbow’s emphasis of writer’s voice. This recursive 

approach “draws on sense experience” and occurs when “writers pause and seem to listen 

or otherwise react to what is inside of them” (Perl 142). Borrowing a term from 
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University of Chicago philosopher Eugene Gendlin, Perl describes this internal recursive 

drive as “felt sense,” which involves a writer’s bodily and mental awareness about a 

subject. As Gendlin illustrates, “It is body and mind before they are split apart” (qtd. in 

Perl 142). This “split” can also be viewed as the divide between writer and reader. During 

revision, a student must learn to take on both of these roles. Perl stresses that when 

students are given a topic to write about there is an automatic “felt sense” that arises 

within them. The student is able to “call forth images, words, ideas, and vague fuzzy 

feelings that are anchored in the writer’s body” (Perl 143). Although a student may not 

have a conscious awareness at first, whatever he or she writes essentially becomes a by-

product his or her self-knowledge. If one were to consider the unconscious state of Perl’s 

“felt sense” alongside Berlin’s definition of heuristics, which “appear normally as 

unconscious, intuitive processes that problem solvers use without realizing it” (Berlin 

482), then it can be argued that first-year writers unknowingly possess writing and 

revision habits, but have yet to discover and put them into practice.  

When compared to invention, revision involves just as much, if not more, internal 

dialogue. A writer must determine which ideas should remain, which should be taken out, 

and which should be clarified or altered so that the text not only includes the audience, 

but also considers the authentic nature of the writer’s voice. The difficulty with revision, 

however, is that “rethinking” or “reevaluating” one’s own work requires constant 

questioning, which many first-year writers find discomforting. Students often become 

frustrated when they are asked to compare their writing to academic models and many 

students equate revision to doubt; they are asked to question the validity of their 

arguments, the consistency of their ideas, and the significance of their evidence. 
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Additionally, because revision also requires change, students who are not familiar with 

how to revise become, in a way, trapped or stagnant in their revisions.  

In her essay, “Towards an Excess-ive Theory of Revision,” Nancy Welch states 

that contrary to the belief that “students view revision as a mechanical activity of 

correcting errors or as punishment for not getting a piece of writing right the first 

time…students do understand revision as a rich complex, and often dramatic life-

changing process…a moment of awakening consciousness” (Welch 207). Welch believes 

that writing teachers do not prominently teach revision as “creating alternatives,” but 

rather they “restrict revision to a ‘narrowing’ of focus, the correction of ‘inappropriate 

tone’ or ‘awkward repetition,’ the changing of any passage that might ‘confuse, mislead, 

or irritate’ readers” (207). She emphasizes that the dominant view of revision is that it is 

“a one-way movement from writer-based to reader-based prose; from unruly, 

unsocialized first draft to socially adapted, socially meaningful final product” (209). 

Once students understand that revision consists of more than just correcting errors and 

adhering to the conventions of academic discourse, they will then be able to become 

more independent in their revisions and be able to sufficiently select which revision 

strategies they prefer.  

There is no doubt that many first-year students perceive revision negatively. In 

other words, revision is sometimes viewed as the tedious error-fixing, grammar-checking 

stage that requires taking apart or taking out ideas. These ideas are often those that the 

student thought complemented his or her paper, but now the student is faced with the 

challenge to change or “fix” the paper to meet the teacher’s standards. As Nancy 

Sommers suggests, “revision is treated as a non-creative act, a polishing act concerned 
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with taking the linguistic litter out of sentences” (Sommers 41). Many of these concepts 

are not entirely false. Revision does, at times, require a writer to take apart his or her 

work, rethink the argument, and “fix” grammatical errors, all while considering the 

audience—usually the instructor—or meeting the requirements of the assignment. 

Students and experienced writers who have practiced revision may understand that 

revising is not simply “fixing” a paper. However, first-year student writers who have not 

practiced revision, or who have yet to be taught how flexible and personal revision 

actually is, will have a difficult time applying thoughtful changes to their writing 

assignments.  

Although experienced writers may understand what revision is, this does not 

always make it an easy practice. Welch acknowledges that many composition instructors 

“might voice the same ambivalence” about revision, having “stacks of journals and 

papers they’ve written and are afraid to touch” (Welch 212). A writer must know him or 

herself, the writing approach he or she prefers, and how to approach revision in the most 

effective and convenient way. Wall and Petrosky argue that writing and revision options 

should remain flexible, as “not all strategies work equally well in all circumstances…Nor 

does the writer come to every writing task the same person…we value writing as a way 

of discovering new ideas, not simply as a means to communicate what we already know” 

(Wall and Petrosky 114).  

Misconceptions about revision do not arise with students alone. Writing 

instructors, and even some scholars, have misinterpreted students’ misgivings towards 

revision. From my observations as a first-year student and graduate student teacher, 

students do not dislike revision itself, but rather how they are expected to carry out 
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revision in order to meet a clear-cut objective. To further analyze this resistance towards 

revision, the following section will discuss four common issues first-year writers have 

with revision, with the exception of their resistance to change. The framework for these 

four common difficulties—lack of understanding, lack of time, writer’s block, and 

concern with audience—have been drawn from my own observations and experiences as 

a first-year writer and graduate student teacher, as well as from a variety of student 

responses, which I will discuss later in Chapter 2. 

Lack of Understanding 

The lack of understanding of or clarity in revision assignments, as well as in the 

teacher’s instructions to these assignments, also present issues that obstruct students’ 

perceptions regarding revision. In “Responding to Student Writing,” Sommers confronts 

the issue that, when asked to revise their documents, “students are given contradictory 

messages; they are commanded to edit a sentence to avoid an error or to condense a 

sentence to achieve greater brevity of style, and then told in the margins that the 

particular paragraph needs to be more specific or to be developed more” (Sommers 380). 

In several of the standard revision prompts provided in FAU’s writing curriculum, the 

assignment requirements range from “If you do not significantly revise your original 

paper, you will fail” to “expand your thesis by incorporating an outside academic 

source.” Words and phrases like “editing,” “fixing,” “expanding,” “revisiting,” and 

“changing the thinking behind the paper as a whole” may sound straightforward to an 

experienced writer, but for a first-year student these terms can come across as broad, 

unclear, confusing, or misleading. Despite the instructions presented on the prompt, the 

teacher is fully responsible for explaining and clarifying any misconceptions the students 
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may have regarding the assignment. However, many teachers have expressed that they 

have not explained revision as thoroughly as they initially thought necessary. To confront 

this lack of clarity, teachers must first define what revision is in a clear and 

understandable way, highlight the purposes and intentions for practicing revision, and 

clarify their expectations for revision.  

Each teacher’s understanding of revision or pedagogical purpose for 

implementing revision in the classroom may vary on a broad scale. Nevertheless, writing 

an ambiguous prompt or having broad requirements for revision in first-year composition 

will result in a vast range of revisions, from sentence-level editing to addressing higher-

order concerns, which may not bring satisfying results to the teacher or the students. If a 

composition instructor does not evaluate his or her students according to the amount of 

revision they do, then a prompt that uses general or implicit language might not be an 

issue. However, more often than not, a writing teacher will use revision in his or her 

curriculum to evaluate a student’s ability to consciously and logically reevaluate his or 

her work.  

Many first-year writers also prefer guidance and clear instruction. This does not 

necessarily mean that a revision prompt cannot be broad, but rather the objectives must 

be clear. Welch states that there are those teachers who “fear that encouraging an excess-

ive understanding of revision will confuse and even harm students both struggling with 

academic discourses and writing for professors who value neatly managed and 

monovocal meanings” (231). There is a fear amongst writing instructors that using too 

many revision guidelines and strategies will cause students to become overwhelmed or 
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confused. As a result, many writing instructors keep revision broad and open to 

interpretation.  

Limiting revision to a narrow list of strategies is appealing to teachers who would 

like to breeze through revision, believing that providing students with fewer guidelines 

will help them achieve significant revision. Some would argue that having fewer and 

broader guidelines could prevent inexperienced writers from feeling overwhelmed. 

However, devoting time to explain and practice revision in composition classrooms is not 

necessarily excessive or overwhelming if practiced in moderation and with consistency. 

Welch encourages students to take their time with revision and to see it as having 

multiple “styles:” 

[Students need] to pause, reflect, and consider the complexities of their choices; to 
realize that there are choices. Instead of confusing or misleading students, this 
renaming of error as style to be puzzled over, thought through…offers those who 
want to resist a single official style, the community-based practices of revision, 
reflection, and argumentation, they need to do so; it also offers those familiar with 
the discourses of school a view of that style’s limits, as well as a view of the 
chinks and the cracks through which they might stray. (Welch 231) 
 

To allow students to take the time to explore different types of revisions, instead of 

conforming to one or several strategies, revision must be taken out from under the 

pretense of “editing” and “fixing” and put at the forefront of the writing process.     

Lack of Time 

The lack of time to complete significant changes tends to thwart students’ 

enthusiasm to understand the importance and purpose of revision and ways in which they 

can learn and grow from it. Donald Murray suggested that “students are individuals who 

must explore the writing process in their own way, some fast, some slow, whatever it 

takes for them, within the limits of the course deadlines, to find their own way to their 
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own truth” (Murray 5). In “Assigning and Responding to Revision,” Katherine 

Gottschalk and Keith Hjortshoj evaluate why students are reluctant to participate in 

revision and how teachers can stimulate and motivate them to revise on their own and in 

their own way. Acknowledging the increasing use of “writing across the curriculum” in 

many American colleges, Gottschalk and Hjortshoj believe it is necessary for students to 

take part in multiple revisions in order to prepare them for other academic disciplines that 

will involve writing and communication. The authors argue that experienced writers, 

those who write for publication, are constantly revising their work before the work is 

published. For writing to be viewed as an on-going process, it is important that first-year 

students are also able to build upon their ideas before their assignment is due for grading. 

Revision, therefore, is better introduced as a continuous part of the writing process rather 

than an additional requirement towards an assignment.  

Gottschalk and Hjortshoj propose two categories of revision, separated into two 

writing stages. First stage revision involves the “changes writers make in order to 

complete a draft before they give it to the intended reader” and second stage involves 

“the changes writers are obliged to make after they have submitted a complete draft, with 

the hope that it is finished” (Gottschalk and Hjortshoj 65). It is common for teachers to 

assign second stage revision in which students are asked to revise a document that has 

already been completed and turned in for a grade. Unfortunately, this often prompts 

students to make simple “editorial changes” instead of extensive changes (64). Just as 

Gottschalk and Hjortshoj define revision as “changes writers make at different stages of 

the writing process,” it is important for first-year students to experience first stage 

revision, the early stage of writing that allows time for brainstorming, outlining, and 
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submitting multiple drafts or proposals for their paper’s topic or argument (65). This way, 

students are still capable of altering their points of view and discovering new ways of 

defending their argument while, essentially, developing and practicing the same revision 

skills that would take place during second stage revision. 

In his chapter “Teach Writing as a Process Not Product,” Murray suggests that a 

“student should have the opportunity to write all the drafts necessary for him to discover 

what he has to say on this particular subject. Each new draft, of course, is counted as 

equal to a new paper. You are not teaching a product, you are teaching a process” 

(Murray 4). The understanding that writing is not a product but a process is a concept that 

should be emphasized more frequently in first-year writing courses. Similarly, revision is 

in itself a never-ending process, and is certainly never a product. Murray further argues: 

Papers are examined to see what other choices the writer might make. The 
primary responsibility for seeing the choices is the student. He is learning a 
process. His papers are always unfinished, evolving, until the end of the marking 
period. A grade finishes a paper, the way publication usually does. The student 
writer is not graded on drafts any more than a concert pianist is judged on his 
practice sessions rather than on his performance. The student writer is graded on 
what he has produced at the end of the writing process. (Murray 5) 
 

To help writers view writing and revision as a process rather than a product, many 

composition courses enforce a portfolio-based curriculum. In implementing a portfolio 

system, students are given the opportunity to articulate their skills and accomplishments, 

as well as their intended goals for their writing course. Whether verbal or transcribed, 

having students discuss where they locate themselves as writers and explicate their 

personal, professional, and educational ambitions is a productive approach to teaching 

writers how to participate in the rhetorical practices of self-evaluation. Additionally, 

creating a personal portfolio can also allow a first-year writer to express concerns about 
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his or her current approaches to writing and revision and assess the ways he or she would 

like to alter or improve these approaches.  

Being that the purpose of a portfolio is for student writers to reflect on previous 

and existing writing habits, this system is ideal in regards to practicing self-directed 

revision by use of self-knowledge and experience. Questioning, evaluating, and critiquing 

the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of one’s own writing and approach to writing is one 

way a writer learns to revise. With time sensitivity being a core cause in students’ 

resistance towards revision assignments, allocating specific portions of a first-year 

writing course to using portfolios may alleviate students’ anxieties regarding the writing 

and revision process as a whole. This will also give students additional time to track their 

progress in their writing as well as to reflect on which steps they can take to modify or 

improve their writing and revision approaches in preparation for future assignments. 

Fundamentally, this system can help students become familiar with self-directed 

assessment and improvement, which is essential for increasing their individual progress 

in the writing process.   

 While portfolios are a tangible way for students to see writing as a process rather 

than a product, the writing assignments themselves do not always reflect this same 

objective. For revision assignments in particular, the thought of taking apart one’s ideas 

or introducing new concepts is intimidating. Revision gives inexperienced writers a sense 

of uneasiness, believing their paper is somehow becoming weaker as they try to 

dismantle it. When a student writer has completed a final draft, in which he or she has 

solidified his or her thoughts and argument on paper, to make “extensive changes require 

something on the order of dynamite” (Gottschalk and Hjortshoj 65). In order to delay that 
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sense of completion, students need to feel comfortable with the timeframe they are given 

to complete these drafts and with multiple deadlines to adhere to. Gottschalk and 

Hjortshoj propose a list of various strategies to alleviate pressure from both the teacher 

and the students when working through revision assignments. These include pre-draft 

submissions—multiple proposals, writing about the paper, submitting an introduction and 

listing possible counterarguments—as well as post-draft submissions—written plans for 

change, peer review, and, as previously explained, a portfolio system.  

Once students become familiar with their meta-rhetorical awareness (self-

knowledge), they can then proceed to revise using meta-strategic awareness (Horning 

39). Although much time and practice are involved in this search for and solidification of 

a writer’s self-knowledge, a first-year composition course should be designed to facilitate 

and propel students towards performing this type of self-driven revision:  

[I]t was very unusual for these students to have been given any sequenced 
assignments, that is, assignments which asked them to explore a subject in depth 
by reconsidering papers they had already written, and even more unusual for them 
to have been given a grade only after a set or series of assignments had been 
completed. So while we cannot say that ideas were not being questioned and re-
examined in their English classes, we can say that there was little in their initial 
writing tasks to encourage these students to do this re-seeing on their own. (Wall 
and Petrosky 112) 

 
As Wall and Petrosky have observed, this reluctance towards significant revision is what 

Gottschalk and Hjortshoj believe to be students’ lack of time and motivation (Gottschalk 

and Hjortshoj 66). Because students find this second stage revision difficult, they often 

give up and resort to making changes that simply “clean up” what they already have on 

paper. The Cornell freshman Gottschalk and Hjortshoj interviewed for their study 

described the writing process as “building a wall” (65). The “concrete” holding the paper 

together—the thesis, main ideas, examples, and evidence—has already dried. To take it 
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apart could potentially cause the contents of the essay to become predominantly weaker 

and messier. Consequently, rearranging specific examples, paragraphs, or a couple of 

sentences within the document becomes the easiest and least painful way for many 

students to revise. Therefore, extending the submission deadline for the final draft with 

revisions in-between will likely motivate students to significantly revise their work 

without the trepidation of having to disassemble an already completed and graded draft.  

Writer’s Block: What Do Students Revise? 

One of the major issues with self-directed revision is that the only revisions that 

many students feel they need to address are specific errors identified by the instructor. 

Furthermore, if teachers do not require revision to take place, will their students ever feel 

the need to revise or see the importance of revision altogether? Many times, the teacher’s 

comments on students’ drafts are mere suggestions for revision, not requirements. This 

poses several difficult questions for writing instructors: If we want our students to learn 

to revise on their own, do we require revision? If so, what type of revision do we require 

and how much revision should take place? If we do not require revision, then how do we 

motivate students to revise without feeling the impending pressure of what and how they 

will revise? Sommers suggests that “rigid rules” with little explanation of their purpose 

has caused insignificant revision among inexperience writers:  

The changes unskilled writers make are made at the great risk of producing 
revisions inferior to their original drafts. This happens because unskilled writers 
follow rigid rules—rules which in the abstract no one would disagree with—but 
without understanding the reasoning behind the rules. Without a sense of what the 
rules are for, unskilled writers apply them in a consistent way, lacking any sense 
of the relation of those rules to the larger goals and processes that achieve and, to 
some extent, define the specific piece of writing. (Sommers 49) 
!
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Many writing instructors would agree that to help students become independent writers 

and revisers they should seldom tell their students what to specifically revise or at least 

not require them to revise, but rather make suggestions for potential improvement. This 

way, students maintain some sense of control over their writing and revision approaches 

and feel that their writing is being guided rather than directed. Therefore, when teachers 

require certain types of revision to take place, or implement a rigid set of rules that do not 

accommodate all types of writing habits, they run the risk of delaying any sort of self-

directed writing to develop.  

In “Rigid Rules, Inflexible Plans, and the Stifling of Language: A Cognitivist 

Analysis of Writer’s Block,” Mike Rose makes the connection between a student’s 

inability to produce ideas with the amount of rules he or she is expected to follow during 

the general writing process. While he does not specifically discuss revision, Rose asserts 

that students “who experienced blocking were all operating either with writing rules or 

with planning strategies that impeded rather than enhanced the composing process” (Rose 

390). However, the students who did not experience writer’s block also used rules, “but 

they were less rigid ones, and thus more appropriate to a complex process like writing. 

Also, the plans these non-blockers brought to the writing process were more functional, 

more flexible, more open to information from the outside” (390). Similar to “writing 

rules,” revision is significantly affected by writer’s block in several ways. When a student 

is instructed or encouraged to revise, the student may ask him or herself, “What do I 

revise?” and “How do I revise?” Most often, the student’s primary concerns are “What 

does the teacher want me to revise?” and “How much does the teacher expect me to 

revise?” Answering these questions is especially difficult when the student receives little 
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to no feedback from the teacher or peers, causing the student to think that his or her draft 

has achieved what it needed to achieve and, therefore, does not need or require any 

additional rethinking. Therefore, when inexperienced writers do not know how or what to 

revise, their dependence on the instructor’s feedback is one way they try to alleviate 

writer’s block in this context. 

Furthermore, Rose also makes the connection between writer’s block and the 

stress for time: “This blocking usually resulted in rushed, often late papers and resultant 

grades that did not truly reflect these students’ writing ability. And then, of course, there 

were other less measurable but probably more serious results: a growing distrust of their 

abilities and an aversion towards the composing process itself” (Rose 389). The concern 

with having too many rules is that it will leave little room for students to undertake 

different writing strategies to discover their writing and revision habits. For students to 

know, or at least begin to develop, their voice as writers, they need to be allowed the 

opportunity to “experiment” with different writing and revision approaches and 

strategies. What composition teachers need to realize is that some experimental writing is 

beneficial when used appropriately and in moderation. Murray suggests that there “are no 

rules, no absolutes, just alternatives. What works one time may not another. All writing is 

experimental” (Murray 5). Rose also acknowledges that it is not the lack of skill that 

determines the onset of writer’s block, but “the emotional realm-anxiety, fear of 

evaluation, insecurity” (Rose 389). This notion of anxiety further denotes that students 

are not opposed to revision, but are instead facing personal insecurities about how and 

when to apply revision to their papers. These insecurities are developed even more so 

when students are unsure of their writing and revision habits. 
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Another direct cause of writer’s block is the lack of additional information a 

student is required to include in his or her paper. Irene Clark emphasizes that students 

will not eliminate information unless they have additional information to insert in their 

drafts: 

[S]tudents often hate to eliminate anything they have written, even if it doesn’t 
connect well with a new direction they may take in a revision. They recall how 
much work it was for them to write those sections and often feel that everything 
they have written should be included—nothing should be wasted, even if it is 
slightly off topic. Thus, decisions to eliminate anything should be made by 
students. Usually, once students see that they have generated additional material 
and that they are able to probe a topic more deeply because of this additional 
focus, they will be more inclined to detach themselves from pieces of their writing 
and perhaps save them for another paper. (Clark 108) 

 
To approach writer’s block without withholding control from the student in terms of his 

or her writing approaches, writing instructors need to present several reflective strategies 

to help spur self-directed revision. For instance, question-centered exercises, like that of 

the portfolio system, in which students are asked to evaluate their past and present 

limitations as writers, may allow students to discover which types of revision strategies 

they like or dislike. Since there is no one way to approach writing and revision, finding a 

preference that is suitable for one’s personality will relieve unnecessary pressure from the 

student during the writing process and the inability to produce ideas for revision will less 

likely occur.  

Concern With Audience: Looking Outward 

Finally, the concern with audience is arguably one of the most essential aspects of 

revision. Revision is often taught as a transition from writer-based prose to reader-based 

prose, which is also considered “teacher-based” prose. Recurrently, the revision strategies 

that are practiced in first-year composition classes cause the teacher’s role in the 
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classroom to become much more prominent than the student’s role. Bartholomae argues, 

“Teaching students to revise for readers, then, will better prepare them to write initially 

with a reader in mind. The success of this pedagogy depends on the degree to which a 

writer can imagine and conform to a reader’s goals” (“Inventing the University,” 

Bartholomae 7). In contrast to what Bartholomae proposes, from what I have observed in 

first-year composition, students are inclined to become so concerned with their 

audience—peers and teachers—that they forget to incorporate their writer’s voices 

altogether. While accommodating an audience is imperative for both writing and 

revision, there is a lack of emphasis on the writer-based approach in this social-epistemic 

framework. Inexperienced writers are conditioned to value their reader over their own 

voices as writers, therefore, hindering their potential to fully understand their positions 

and limiting their access to self-knowledge. 

I do not oppose Bartholomae’s emphasis on considering a reader’s goals, nor his 

solution to getting first-year writers to adopt an academic voice. I do, however, believe 

that there needs to be a balance between developing expert writing and revising abilities 

that consider the academic audience and promoting the individual needs and habits of the 

writer so that he or she can maintain genuine, self-directed prose. Bartholomae’s debate 

with expressionist Peter Elbow involves this very argument regarding “audience 

awareness.” While Elbow does not disregard the importance of reader-based prose, he 

insists, “writer-based prose is sometimes better” (“Closing My Eyes As I Speak: An 

Argument for Ignoring Audience,” Elbow 173). Free writing, mapping, clustering, and 

the frequent use of journals are several of the composition techniques Elbow endorses. As 

far as Elbow is concerned, students own their writing. There is a deliberate emphasis on 
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the writer’s pursuit of self-discovery through language, and this discovery is only 

possible when the writer learns to “ignore the audience.” Irene Clark in her book, 

Concepts in Composition: Theory and Practice in the Teaching of Writing, writes, 

“Elbow argues the value of having his students write from a personal perspective, 

pretending that no one had written about their subject before” (Clark 192). This type of 

inwardly directed writing not only gives students a “voice,” but also a feeling of self-

importance and expressional authority.   

Elbow’s claim to ignore one’s audience is simply to lessen the “enabling” and 

“inhibiting” nature associated with appealing to the reader. To dissipate the confusion, 

Elbow proposes that writers can “ignore that audience altogether during the early stages 

of writing and direct [their] words only to [themselves] or to no one in particular” (174). 

After “finding the right voice” writers may then be able to consider the “readers and 

revise carefully to adjust [their] words and thoughts to [their] intended audience” (174). 

Unlike Bartholomae, whose main objective is to turn inexperienced writers to expert 

writers through mimicking an academic audience, Elbow argues that “we often do not 

really develop a strong, authentic voice in our writing till we find important occasions for 

ignoring audience,” even if this means ignoring an academic audience (177).  

It is easy to ask students to become an audience for another writer, but not so 

much for themselves. Melissa Goldthwaite’s “From Correct to Effect: Revising Alternate 

Styles” examines this notion of audience through one’s ability to know him or herself as 

a writer: “determining your own stylistic strengths and weaknesses—means becoming an 

audience for your own work, seeing your work as worthy of time and attention” 

(Goldthwaite 53). Once students acknowledge and become comfortable with the idea that 
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they need to become their own audience, they will establish a friendlier relationship with 

revision:  

Revision is often a central part of these writing tasks because a writer writing for 
a specific context and an immediate audience often has an opportunity to discover 
first-hand that what he said did not produce the imagined effect on the audience, 
or that what others observed does not correspond to what he feels he said. In this 
way, revision does indeed become re-vision, a “re-seeing” of what was said. 
(Wall and Petrosky 111) 
 

To become unbiased and well rounded towards one’s own writing, there also needs to be 

a distancing between the writer and the work. This process of distancing requires a 

reasonable amount of time and, given the duration of many first-year writing courses, 

teachers prefer to adhere to certain deadlines. Nevertheless, with deadlines, students may 

not receive the appropriate amount of time they need to “re-see” their ideas and make 

significant revision. Wall and Petrosky further state: 

There is another kind of “re-seeing” that involves a change of general ideas in the 
course of time, when the writer undergoes “a change of mind” or “reformulation” 
of his position. Sometimes this change happens quickly. But a great many 
professional writers have testified to the need for time to get away from a piece of 
writing, to achieve a new perspective or sense of “distance” before any re-vision 
can take place. (Wall and Petrosky 112) 
 

The issue regarding audience is that students are more concerned with meeting the 

assignment’s requirements than they are with self-exploration and self-correction. 

Writing instructors face just as much difficulty with revision. While they want to help 

guide their students using clear-cut comments, they also want to leave enough ambiguity 

to urge students to make their own revision decisions. In other words, teachers give their 

students feedback on their papers to “provide an inherent reason for students to revise,” 

but teachers are also hesitant to give too much feedback because it may enable their 
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students to revise only what the teacher has pointed out to them, therefore, deterring first-

year writers from developing self-sufficiency in their revisions (Sommers 385).  

When considering this issue, we can conclude that the teacher often becomes the 

students’ main audience and students’ revisions are a result of someone else’s 

preferences. First-year writers are not able to fully develop or explore their writer’s 

voices because of the concern they have with meeting the audience’s—or the 

instructor’s—expectations. Perl calls a writer’s concern with audience as “projective 

structuring” and, although this is an important component to the writing process, “many 

writers act as if it is the whole process” (Perl 146). Perl states that many student writers 

“focus on what they think others want them to write rather than looking to see what it is 

they want to write. As a result, they often ignore their felt sense and they do not establish 

a living connection between themselves and their topic” (146). While addressing the 

teacher’s comments and corrections is encouraged, first-year writers should also be aware 

that simply correcting what the teacher tells them to correct is prohibiting self-directed 

revision from taking place. Instead, first-year writers must allow themselves freedom, 

expression, discovery, and the search for their writer’s authentic self.  

Revision: A Recurring Role in the Writing Process  

Some may argue that the constraints of writing towards particular prompts, 

meeting programmatic objectives, and being assessed based on a set of standard criteria 

conflict with the idea that the goal of writing is freedom, discovery, and the search for 

authentic voice. However, I believe there are ways these conflicts can be mediated and 

negotiated. In attempt to eliminate, or at least reduce, the problems students have with 

implementing self-directed revision, I would first like to emphasize revision’s recurring 
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role in the writing process. FAU’s Writing Program had once created the following 

objective for incoming first-year students: “You will be writing regularly, but you will 

also be revising regularly—stepping outside your writing to see what it might represent 

(not just what it says) and to make changes” (“ENC 1101/1102 Syllabus Elements”). 

Unfortunately, this directive is not substantially enforced in classrooms as much as this 

statement implies. Despite whether or not students are “revising regularly” in their 

writing classes, can we so easily assume that they are revising regularly on their own and 

in their own way? While referring to peer and instructor comments is one way to 

approach revision, students need to be taught other ways to revise, even as soon as before 

they receive comments on their drafts. 

Having researched the extent to which revision varies between unskilled and 

skilled writers, Nancy Sommers stresses the importance of revision as a “recursive” 

process: 

Since we cannot tell where one “stage” of the composing process begins or ends, 
a more accurate understanding of the composing process is a recursive one. This 
simply means that the composing process is characterized by significant recurring 
patterns and the repetition of the same subprocesses throughout the writing 
process. Processes, such as revision, occur throughout the writing of a work. 
Thus, revision is more usefully viewed not as a stage at the end of the process, but 
rather as a process of making changes—changing the work to make it congruent 
with the writer’s changing intentions. (Sommers 42) 
 

Sommers argues that if students are taught to see revision as “recursive,” this will allow 

them to evaluate their intentions for revision and how they plan to accomplish these 

intentions, independent from their peers and instructors. However, if a student’s 

intentions are to simply fulfill the assignment’s requirements or correct what the 

instructor told him or her to correct, then the student’s intentions for revision are not to 

learn or to improve as a writer or reviser. Moreover, if a student has not yet found his or 
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her writer’s voice or preference, then the revision process becomes incongruent with the 

authentic nature of the writer, and instead a way to adhere to or depend on the instructor’s 

preferences.  

Conceptual and Cognitive Revision 

Students must also learn to apply revision techniques in every area of academic 

discipline. Therefore, the inveterate practice of conceptual revision and cognitive revision 

in first-year composition courses will allow students and teachers alike to deepen their 

understanding of the recurring function revision has within the writing process. Fusing 

one’s primary discourse with an academic discourse is a skill that must be learned 

through extensive recursive training. Therefore, the more revision is practiced in the 

classroom, conceptually and cognitively, the more likely students will be willing to revise 

their own work instead of relying on fixing technical errors. 

Revision, of course, has its many forms, but these two types of revision practices 

need to be practiced more habitually in every first-year writing class, especially during 

the first half of the term. The first of these, conceptual revision, is a type of global 

revision that teaches students to select and organize ideas from a knowledge base and 

apply them towards a particular discourse goal, such as learning how to form valid 

arguments and to communicate their ideas using a professional and scholarly approach. 

This process assesses a student’s ability to integrate a variety of contextual elements from 

one text to another. It is becoming more common for students in first-year writing 

courses to read and respond to a variety of academic essays; therefore, conceptual 

revision is an appropriate practice for students to relate and analyze a multitude of 

concepts from a diverse set of discourses. A reader, who is skillful in connecting two 
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extremely separate texts, ideas, or arguments together in concept, logic, topic, or 

language, is more than halfway to becoming a skillful writer. Practicing this type of 

conceptual analysis early in the semester will initiate the student to recognize biased, 

illogical, or underdeveloped claims in his or her writing, therefore, preparing the student 

to explore multiple theoretical perspectives that he or she can use to expand, counter, or 

support his or her discourse.  

Conceptual revision is closely related to that of contextual in that both have to do 

with audience, topic, and purpose (Horning 46). An assignment that would encourage this 

type of revision would be to have the students read two contrasting academic essays or 

published works and make a connection between the two. These connections could 

include the authors’ audience, tone, writing style, purpose, the use of examples and 

evidence, values and ideologies, or the discussion of similar global issues. Many first-

year writing sequences consist of essays that are grouped together according to similar 

concepts, such as identity, ethical conflicts, communication, technology, gender, culture 

and society. These concept-based sequences are beneficial in that they assist and guide 

students towards making their own literary connections based on abstract and concrete or 

ideological and material concepts argued within the texts. To “revise” these connections, 

students might consider what they could change in the essays they have read and what 

would have made the authors’ concepts more clear, logical, or persuasive. The more 

students practice this type of revision on a work that is not their own, the more likely they 

will become conscious of these changes when it comes to revising their own documents.  

While writing gives the student the opportunity to think about his or her 

relationships with his or her culture and life experiences, revision gives the student an 
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opportunity to think about his or her relationships with the writing process altogether. 

Nan Uber-Kellogg states, “Writing can give you an opportunity to think about your 

relationships…sort out experiences and characteristics; make connections between your 

relationships and the larger cultural forces” (qtd in Lauer 13). Uber-Kellogg insists that 

the student should learn to inquire about his or her connection with the larger culture that 

surrounds him or her and to reflect on life experiences. For a student to begin the revision 

process, he or she should be able to connect with who he or she is as a writer. 

The second type of fundamental revision is cognitive revision, which involves 

thinking, reasoning, and remembering. This comes in the form of shaping arguments, 

analyzing counterarguments, and supporting these arguments with logical and reliable 

evidence. In accordance with the social-epidemic framework reinforced by James Berlin, 

cognitive knowledge can be described as  

where we stand in relation to the invisible powers that would compel us into the 
maintenance of our own intellectual and cultural oppression. The ability to 
express this knowledge through application, i.e., the written word, is equally 
important to intellectual liberation. Through a process of self-conscious 
interpretation, a free, confident, voice will emerge to join in the pre-existent 
critical conversation that will always precede it. (“Dialogic Response in the 
Culture of Silence”) 
 

While conceptual revision induces the practice of relative knowledge, cognitive revision 

involves application in which the student situates that relative knowledge to his or her 

own writing. Such revision can be exercised by using composition-relevant concepts, 

along with experiential concepts, to think critically about one’s own ideas to incorporate 

into his or her work. While making conceptual connections between texts is a useful 

practice, what use is it if the students do not practice how to form an argument around 

those concepts? An assignment that incorporates cognitive thinking would include 
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argument-based assignments using the three modes of persuasion—ethos, pathos, and 

logos—as a way for the student to identify and clarify the reasoning behind his or her 

conceptual connections, how these concepts apply, and why they are significant to the 

student as an individual and as a writer. Cognitive revision also prompts students to 

identify their audience, whether informed or uninformed, as well as their internal writing 

habits, and present and explain their ideas accordingly.  

Conclusion 

Even if a student is, in fact, able to extensively revise his or her paper over a 

course of a week, it is likely that other components in the paper, such as the thesis, 

organization, or evidence are suffering because of the time constraints. Keeping written 

assignments short and malleable at the beginning of the term will give students more time 

to develop their ideas during the second half of the term, prompting and inspiring them to 

change aspects of their paper as their ideas begin to emerge and mature. Not only are 

these revision methods helpful to the students, but also to the teachers, as they have the 

benefit of seeing their students develop as writers, as well as malleable and critical 

thinkers. 

To confront students’ resistance towards and confusion with revision is for first-

year composition courses to balance a systematic social-epistemic approach with the 

freeing, explorative expressionistic approach. Using these two pedagogical frameworks, 

along with uncovering and addressing students’ past and present concerns about existing 

revision assignments, may help inspire alternative approaches to revision that have the 

potential to assist students in discovering their preferred writing strategies and encourage 

independent revision. The next chapter will explore and evaluate a case study involving 
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99 first-year writers who have completed one or more revision assignments at Florida 

Atlantic University. Through analyzing these students’ responses, I hope to discover how 

first-year writers view and respond to revision, how they understand their own writing 

styles and challenges, and the extent to which these aspects change during the course of a 

semester.     
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CHAPTER 2 

Students do not often realize that they do, in fact, use heuristic strategies in 

writing and revision, as they “appear normally as unconscious, intuitive processes that 

problem solvers use without realizing it” (Berlin 482). I believe that the purpose of first-

year composition is to teach students how to discover, unlock, or identify their writing 

habits so that they may orchestrate their revisions more independently, proficiently, and 

effectively for the purpose of becoming authentic and well-equipped academic writers. 

This chapter will discuss the ways in which writer’s voice is closely congruent to a 

writer’s proposed personality type, and I will use four personality types to suggest 

potential revision strategies for various first-year writers.  

This research proposes a case study of first-year student writing in the 

undergraduate composition courses at Florida Atlantic University, which include 

“College Writing I” (ENC 1101) and “College Writing II” (ENC 1102). My role as 

researcher was to gather data from the limited scope of 99 first-year student writers 

through a series of survey questions specifically targeted towards their personal 

approaches to writing and revision assignments. The questions posed in this survey were 

designed to help these students evaluate their own comprehension of the purpose and 

expectations of the Writing Program’s Revision Project and how they chose to implement 

revision according to their preferred writing strategies. Therefore, the design of my study 

relies heavily on the cognitive theories of composition in response to James 
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Berlin’s discussion of writers’ unconscious implementation of personalized writing 

heuristics. I anticipate that the results of this survey will provide writing instructors with 

a unique understanding of the types of approaches students tend to use while revising in 

accordance with their individual habits.  

Overview and Purpose of First-Year Student Survey  

In “Intentions and Revisions,” Sommers states that composition courses need “a 

series of procedures formulated in relation to students’ goals that would give students a 

more specific sense of the purpose of their writing and the means to achieve (and modify) 

that purpose” (Sommers 49). Each type of first-year writer may have a “revision strategy” 

when asked to revise his or her paper. What Sommers calls students’ “goals,” however, I 

refer to as students’ “writing habits.” The survey I have created evaluates what students 

prefer when pre-writing, drafting, and revising their writing assignments, as well as 

which habits determined the way they chose to approach the Revision Project.  

To confront Sommers’ request for specifically formulated writing and revision 

procedures, my survey addresses four specific types of student personalities: Organized, 

Spontaneous, Rule-Following, and Creative. Although these four labeled characteristics 

are not mutually exclusive, they will provide a useful framework for the basis of my 

assessment of the most dominant motivation behind first-year students’ approaches to 

writing and revision. I purposefully excluded the names of the four categories from 

several parts of the survey as to not coerce the participants’ selections. Furthermore, the 

students’ responses were intentionally collected the day their Revision Project was due—

before they received final grades—as to not sway their answers or their opinions of the 

assignment. 
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Student Participants 

99 first-year composition students participated in this study: two ENC 1101 

classes, which consisted of a total of 55 students, and two ENC 1102 classes, a total of 44 

students. Permission to participate in the study was only granted to students who were 18 

years or older and currently enrolled in an ENC 1101 or 1102 course. A consent form 

was presented to all subjects at the beginning of the survey, which provided information 

regarding the study’s purpose, the survey procedure, participation and confidentiality, 

and how the findings would be used. All participation was completely voluntary. The 

subjects were free to withdraw their participation from this study at any time, and all 

answers were recorded anonymously. Participants were told that the results of the study 

would be used for scholarly purposes only, and the results would be presented in 

educational settings and may be published in an academic journal or publication. Because 

the participants were asked about a number of different aspects of their approaches to 

writing and revision, they were informed it was likely that this data would be used to 

address multiple questions regarding first-year composition students’ writing methods, 

and the ways in which students revise according to their preferred writing strategies and 

personalities. It is also important to note that the Revision Project is less familiar to 1101 

students, while those enrolled in 1102 may have completed one or more revision 

assignments during their 1101 course. Therefore, familiarity with the Revision Project 

among these 99 participants will vary. 

Instructor Participants 

A week prior to the beginning of the 2014 fall semester, two ENC 1101 and two 

ENC 1102 graduate student teachers, who had opted to assign the Revision Project, were 



 

59 

invited via email to participate in this study involving their students. The four instructors 

were informed of the study’s purpose, procedure, risks, benefits, and the ways in which 

the data will be collected and stored. The instructors were also informed that this research 

has the potential to contribute to a greater understanding of how first-year composition 

students view, understand, and approach writing and revision assignments. Like all 

student participants, the instructors’ names will remain anonymous and have been 

substituted with pseudonyms. Although the instructors were not permitted to open or 

submit answers on the online survey, each instructor was provided a copy of the survey 

questions and selections for his or her personal review, and each was invited to use the 

survey questions as materials for class discussion following the survey.  

Materials 

Survey administration and data collection was completed using “Google Forms” 

software/application. Therefore, it was necessary that the four participating first-year 

writing classes were located in computer-accessible classrooms. Furthermore, the four 

teachers who consented to participate in the study have allowed me to retain copies of 

their Revision Project prompts for the purpose of determining the impact of the 

assignment on their students’ overall learning and understanding of revision, and to 

document the benefits students felt they received from the revision assignment as well as 

concerns they had about it. 

Procedure 

The 20-25 minute survey consisted of seven questions, formats ranging from 

Likert scales, multiple choice selections, check boxes, and typed responses. These 

questions were designed to evaluate how a student’s personality affects his or her 
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approach to writing and, even more specifically, the student’s approach to the Writing 

Program’s Revision Project. The participants were required to complete the electronic 

survey during class on the day in which the instructor decided to collect the completed 

Revision Project drafts for grading. It is also notable that several of the survey questions 

are entirely dependent on each student’s perception of his or her personality and writing 

habits. Therefore, we must bear in mind that the majority of the results are heavily 

subject to the way students “think” they understand revision and with which personality 

traits they “think” they identify. This distinction is crucial to this study as it allows us to 

observe the multiplicity of students’ perceptions of themselves and of revision, and the 

way in which their perceptions align with or contradict their writing practices. Therefore, 

while a student may believe that he or she indentifies with a specific personality type, this 

student’s approaches to revision may very well contradict the perception he or she has of 

him or herself.  

Personality Types and Their Effects on Students’ Revision Approaches  

Before I delve into the survey results, I must first explain the reasoning behind my 

focus on personality types, which I used to structure this study. As discussed in Chapter 

1, while cognitive revision and contextual revision are possible foundations on which 

first-year composition courses may build revision heuristics, acknowledging 

individualistic writing differences is essential to encouraging self-directed revision. 

Nancy Sommers argues, “What we have not seen about the composing process is that 

although the linear pre-writing, writing, rewriting model may provide a pedagogical 

convenience by breaking a complex process into a series of discrete temporal stages, it is 

not an accurate model of how any writer composes” (Sommers 41). Sommers’ argument 
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is firmly grounded in the understanding that revision is taught as the conclusive stage of 

the writing process and that students feel pressured to comply with a specific set of 

guidelines that may not allow for individual exploration. 

It is also worth noting that not all first-year writers are amply equipped with an 

understanding of their individual writing habits, which is needed in order for them to 

approach their writing and revisions productively or successfully. While teachers may 

encourage “self-directed” revision, students may not know how to find their writer’s 

voices because they have not practiced enough writing to know what their writing 

preferences are. Many first-year composition students perceive writing as a tedious, 

formulaic, and complicated practice altogether. I believe that this is largely due to the 

students’ frustrations in not being able to fully comprehend or discover their writing 

preferences. As Sommers suggests: 

We tell our students: Be correct! Be concise! Be concrete! But above all: 
Discover! Yet we rob our student of this important part of the discovery 
process—the discovery of structure—by forcing them to write formulaic five 
paragraph essays. We impose rigid structures upon students at the risk of turning 
out terribly mechanical writing…for a fixed structure often inhibits the discovery 
of ideas and, therefore, the process of significant revision. (Sommers 49)  
 

To initiate self-discovery, first-year writers need to be free to investigate the multiple 

“roles” of the writing process. Nancy Sommers acknowledges, “Current research on the 

composing process suggests that a writer is simultaneously forced into a multiplicity of 

roles—reader, discoverer, critic—as ideas are selected, evaluated, and organized” 

(Sommers 41).  

Authors Ellen Lavelle and Nancy Zuercher composed a 1999 study of college 

writers, identifying the five types of “student-writing approaches” that determine the way 

writers view the writing process: 1) Elaborative—view writing as personal, involving 



 

62 

beliefs and values, 2) Low Self-Efficacy—fearful or wary towards writing, 3) Reflective-

Revisionist—sophisticated and enjoy revision, 4) Spontaneous-Impulsive—“jump in” and 

start writing with no real plan; wary towards revision and 5) Procedural—prefer rules 

and guidelines; sometimes view writing as a job to be finished (Lavelle and Zuercher 

373-391). From my own observations, I find it common for first-year students to fall into 

the Low Self-Efficacy, Spontaneous-Impulsive, and Procedural categories, simply 

because they have had little to no experience in establishing a writer’s discourse prior to 

their university experience. Lavelle and Zuercher’s five approaches are closely linked to 

a student’s “writerly” characteristics and the habits with which he or she likes to work. In 

considering these five approaches, I have composed my own set of individual 

personalities—Organized, Spontaneous, Rule-Following, and Creative— to show the 

correlation between a writer’s personality and his or her approach to revision.  

Seemingly, there are writers that exhibit more than one specific characteristic 

during a single project. While a student may appear to be impulsive during one stage, that 

student may also find that he or she is lacking confidence during another stage. It is 

essential for a student to know that an occasional lack of confidence is normal for writers 

in any expertise and, while it is crucial for the student to learn to write in academic 

discourse, it is of upmost importance that the student recognizes what type of writer he or 

she is becoming and wants to become. Once students have grasped the cusp of who they 

are and how they operate as writers they will eventually qualify for what Horning refers 

to as “meta-strategic awareness” (see Chapter 1), a writer’s understanding of him or 

herself as a person and in terms of his or her individualized writing habits. This stage 

encourages students to “switch to different, non-preferred strategies when the approaches 
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they usually use don’t work or don’t work well” (Horning 41). Horning proposes that 

students should list the features of the writing process that they enjoy or dislike, as their 

“goal is to try to focus on the approaches [they] have used successfully” (41).  

Of course, some students who are more familiar with writing may already know 

their preferred writing strategies. However, first-year writers often lack the knowledge 

and expertise to uncover their meta-strategic awareness. They simply have not practiced 

enough writing and revising to have developed a sense of what approaches have 

produced quality writing and revision and which ones have not. The goal for first-year 

composition courses is to help these particular students reassess or move beyond their 

habitual practices early in the semester, showing them how to use new or alternative 

revision approaches.  

Life Experiences 

When a student is asked to revise a document he or she has become secure and 

confident with, one will find that the student will approach revision with little motivation, 

not only because of time constraints, but because the student is sensitive to “changing” 

what he or she believes is his or her established writer’s voice. Peter Elbow foregrounds 

his pedagogy in writing as a type of experiencing “to allow a full participation between 

one’s self and the object (or event or experience or sensation)” (Writing with Power, 

Elbow 325). If writing becomes a process of “experiencing,” then we could easily define 

revision as a type of “re-experiencing.” Elbow encourages writers to “Direct all [their] 

efforts into experiencing—or re-experiencing—what [they] are writing about” (335). 

Revision allows writers to draw on the experiences that have affected what they have 
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chosen to put in their papers and how they have chosen to approach the writing 

assignment. In congruence with James Berlin’s social-epidemic ideology, 

[H]istorical and cultural experience is what guides us in our terministic view of 
the world and of the self. Once our students are able to evaluate their own 
terministic knowledge of the world through language and critical cultural studies, 
they might become free of their commitment to follow rather than question 
authority on all levels. And the way to this active participation is through a strong 
language based teaching model. (“Dialogic Response in the Culture of Silence”) 
 

When students feel free to explore knowledge that is directly influenced by their 

environment and personal experiences, they are more inclined to take ownership of their 

voices as writers and revisers. As many composition theorists have argued, writers write 

to be heard and understood. Therefore, allowing first-year writers to appeal to what they 

know and what they have experienced will reinforce their desire to claim authorship.   

In the writing guide Four Worlds of Writing: Inquiry and Action in Context, 

Janice Lauer explains the correspondence between a student’s writing tendencies and his 

or her life experiences. Similar to a question-based learning approach, Lauer believes that 

writing begins with students asking themselves questions about aspects of their lives that 

they would like to understand and change. These aspects are what Lauer calls a student’s 

“Four Worlds,” which include 1) Everyday worlds—relationships, family, home, 

neighborhoods, and personal and cultural sources, 2) Public worlds—complex and 

controversial issues that have touched their lives, 3) Academic worlds—question ideas, 

theories, or practices that are puzzling, and 4) Work worlds—problems in employment 

(Lauer 4-5). According to Lauer, acknowledging these experiences in relation to the 

writing process is a way for students to build upon what they know and create some form 

of action.  

More importantly, Lauer endorses an approach where writing begins with the self, 
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not with predetermined essays or articles a teacher assigns to their students that they may 

or may not be interested in or have a connection to. Revision also involves this type of 

self-directed process, and many revision assignments ask students to achieve new 

insights, increase commitment to an issue, take a new position, or reject a previous one. 

Revision requires students to be inquirers, to ask themselves how an idea or concept 

could be better explained, understood, or observed through an alternative lens. Lauer 

states: 

Writers as inquirers not only find what is unique in their experiences, they also 
find patterns and structures in their lives similar to those they have heard or read 
about…They become aware of their cultural assumptions and the ways in which 
their values have been shaped by larger cultural forces around them. (Lauer 3)  

 
Analyzing one’s culture—socially, politically, economically, religiously, ethically, 

traditionally—helps a person create a meaningful understanding of his or her perspectives 

and adopt a fresh perspective of his or her subject from various discursive angles.  

Lauer tells her writers, “You will need time to record observations, to relate ideas, 

[and] to take your readers’ views into consideration” (Lauer 4). While one’s life 

experiences, culture, background, values, and personality have dominant roles in writing, 

these components are exceptionally influential in regards to revision. Revision requires a 

writer to implement change, to practice questioning and reevaluating, and to assume 

inward and outward ways of thinking. For instance, students who resist change in their 

daily lives or who prefer habitual tasks and activities may have difficulty revisiting their 

ideas in the classroom. However, students who are confident in their cultural and 

traditional values or religious beliefs may find it complicated to reassess their claims or 

question the validity of their argument. Likewise, students who prefer to speak from 
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personal experience may be uncomfortable with exploring other backgrounds or may lack 

the willingness to understand other people’s conditions, environments, or positions.  

It is common for any writer to have writing habits based on his or her personality 

or experiences. Lauer acknowledges, “Because each student works with strategies in his 

or her own way, you can notice how [he or she] adapt[s] and modif[ies] guides to [his or 

her] own styles” (Lauer xviii). I fully support the presumption that there is no “one way” 

to approach writing and revision successfully. Instead of endorsing formulas for revision, 

which have a propensity for being rigid and inflexible, first-year composition courses 

need to promote revision strategies, alternative methods that take the student’s 

personality and writing habits into consideration. While a surplus of methods and 

heuristics have been created for prewriting and drafting, revision, on the contrary, has not 

received nearly as much attention and is, therefore, lacking in potential strategies and 

options. Providing multiple revision heuristics that accommodate all types of student 

writers has the ability to enhance students’ willingness to develop self-sufficiency in their 

writing.  

Four Roles of the Writing Process 

Betty S. Flowers’ paradigm, from her work Madman, Architect, Carpenter, 

Judge: Roles and the Writing Process, demonstrates how each stage of the writing 

process requires the student to take on four different “roles” by separating, for instance, 

the creative thinker from the critical thinker. Flowers demonstrates this process below: 

What happens when you get stuck is that two competing energies are locked horn 
to horn, pushing against each other. One is the energy of what I’ll call your 
“madman.” He’s full of ideas, writes crazily and perhaps rather sloppily, gets 
carried away by enthusiasm or anger, and if really let loose, could turn out ten 
pages an hour. The second is a kind of critical energy—what I’ll call the “judge.” 
He’s been educated and knows a sentence fragment when he sees one. But for all 
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his sharpness of eye, he can’t create anything. So you’re stuck. Every time your 
madman starts to write, your judge pounces on him…And the trick to not getting 
stuck involves separating the energies. (Flowers 835) 
 

Although Flowers does not discuss writer personalities, I find that these role-playing 

strategies are closely tied to a student’s personal writing characteristics. There are 

students who naturally fall into the “judge” category when writing a draft; they are 

constantly concerned with technical elements and tend to closely analyze details. 

Although this is a useful role, the point that Flowers makes is that a writer needs to allow 

other “roles” or characters to take the lead during the writing process. Flowers believes it 

is necessary for the “madman” to ignore the “judge” or for the “architect” to ignore the 

“carpenter” in order for the writer to sustain focus during the different stages of the 

prewriting, drafting, and revision process.  

Flowers’ paradigm can prove useful for students who find themselves 

overwhelmed by the writing process as a whole. Adapting a different “role” for 

prewriting, drafting, and revising may help lessen the pressure many first-year writers 

feel when attempting to fulfill the needs and requirements of an assignment. While I 

agree with Flowers’ role-playing approach, I also see a lack of emphasis on recursive 

revision being executed within each role. Since I see revision as being best practiced as a 

recurring role in the writing process, using the role-playing strategy may teach students to 

view revision as a separate task, which is the very concept first-year composition courses 

should avoid. However, if teachers would simply emphasize that revision can and should 

take place during each one of these roles or stages, then Flowers’ paradigm could be 

extremely beneficial in minimizing students’ resistance towards revision.  
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While Flowers’ does not mention the word “revision” in her essay, she subtly 

gestures to revision in her descriptions of the “architect” and the “judge.” For instance:  

[The architect] will read the wild scribblings saved from [the madman] and pick 
out maybe a tenth of the jottings as relevant or interesting…Her job is simply to 
select large chunks of material and to arrange them in a pattern that might form an 
argument. The thinking here is large, organizational, paragraph-level thinking - 
the architect doesn’t worry about sentence structure. (Flowers 385) 
 

Although the word “revision” does not appear, there are several implicit indications of 

revision taking place during the early stages of invention. The “architect” sifts through 

and selects ideas that will be appropriate to include in, or exclude from, a paper, which is 

a crucial component of the revision process. Many students, however, may not 

understand this selection process as a type of revision practice or strategy. Therefore, 

when using Flowers’ paradigm as a model, it is important that teachers explain this 

distinction early in the course.  

Furthermore, Flowers describes the “judge” as being the technical error detector 

who “comes around to inspect. Punctuation, spelling, grammar, tone - all the details 

which result in a polished essay become important only in this last stage” (385). For 

Flowers, the “judge” is actually an “editor,” which many first-year writers believe is the 

single most important role of revision and, to some, revision equates only to this type of 

sentence-level correction. Although I agree that Flowers’ “judge” should be used as an 

inspector, editor, and polisher, I also believe the judge should not be limited to those 

tasks alone. If Flowers is going to use the word “judge” to describe one of her roles in the 

writing process, than I argue that this role should follow the very requirements, strategies, 

and decisions that a real judge follows and performs. From my perception, a judge 

detects higher-order concerns, determines which ideas are relevant and credible and 
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which are irrelevant and improper, considers his or her audience, observes a range of 

probabilities, interprets texts, evaluates evidence, ensures the formal and forceful 

presentation of that evidence, and maintains independent and impartial assessments of the 

argument. What Flowers does not acknowledge is that the “judge” has more to offer than 

simply “editing” and “polishing.” Judging the effectiveness, clarity, and consistency of 

one’s argument, ideas, and evidence is an essential approach that should take place 

throughout the entire writing process. If a writer waits until the end of the writing process 

to consider these types of “judicial” revisions, then he or she will have a more difficult 

time applying these revisions to the document.  

The Four Writer Personalities: Organized, Spontaneous, Rule-Following, and 

Creative 

This study’s purpose is not to necessarily encourage student writers to “break 

away” from their writing habits, but rather show them how they can use their writing 

habits, which I refer to as writing “habits,” to better solidify their ability to become self-

sufficient revisers. My selection regarding the four personality types used for this study 

were inspired by a combination of Lavelle and Zuercher’s study of students’ approaches 

to writing, Flowers’ paradigm in Madman, Architect, Carpenter, Judge: Roles and the 

Writing Process, as well as my own experiences in taking and teaching ENC 1101 and 

1102. My role as a former ENC 1101 and 1102 student at FAU allows me to speak from 

the perspective of a former first-year writer, in which I had to read, comprehend, and 

revise according to the requirements presented by the instructor and what was written on 

the Revision Project prompt. Furthermore, my role as an ENC 1101 and 1102 graduate 

student teacher gives me an opportunity to voice the difficulties writing instructors face 
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with teaching, assigning, and grading the Writing Program’s Revision Project. The four 

personality types that I have chosen do not necessarily apply to revision alone; they are, 

in every way, a part of writing in general. However, to confront the resistance students 

have towards revision assignments and to promote self-directed revision, first-year 

writing courses need to teach students that their typical or preferable approaches to 

writing in general can, and should, be applied to revision. It is also important to 

remember that while it is possible for students to blend multiple approaches together at a 

time, it is most likely that they use one of these approaches more predominantly.  

#1 Organized 

When we think of an organized writer, there are very few indications that this 

type of approach would not work during any and all stages of the writing process. 

Students who get in the habit of planning ahead are sure to be much more confident and 

in control of their writing and revision goals. A writer who is organized is acutely 

attentive to details, maintains intended focus, and draws from the ultimate goal-setting 

technique that many writers find useful in writing and revision. Betty Flowers might 

ascribe this personality type to the architect’s role in the writing process, whose thinking 

“is large, organizational, paragraph-level thinking” (Flowers 835). Similarly, the focus an 

organized writer dedicates towards revision makes it more likely that his or her writing 

tasks will be accomplished in a productive and timely manner. 

Nevertheless, there are also major setbacks to having an organized personality; 

there is a propensity for over thinking assignments or tasks and, many times, one’s 

concern with details allows for lower productivity to occur. One of the most critical 

disadvantages to organization is its resistance to change. Preplanning is a useful skill and 
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strategy, but if something in a draft requires change during the writing process, it is 

difficult for an organized writer to keep his or her original plans or goals malleable 

enough to allow for this necessary change. More specifically, if a teacher or peer provides 

this writer feedback regarding possible revisions, having an organized personality type 

may make it difficult for this writer to rework his or her intended plans and implement 

these changes accordingly.  

People also regard organized writers as being independent writers. While that may 

be true in some cases, there are other ways in which organized people are very dependent 

writers. Although organized writers are responsible in terms of creating their goals and 

following through with these goals in their drafts, which makes these writers 

independent, they also become overly dependant—sometimes to a fault—on their 

outlines, class notes, or on their original “view” of how their paper was “supposed” to be 

produced. Therefore, my purpose in selecting this personality type, or preferred writing 

approach, for this study is to reform the way teachers promote organized revision 

approaches in the classroom. Organization is often praised and encouraged in 

composition classes, more so than any other writing, drafting, and revision strategy. It is 

common for teachers to emphasize outlining and mind mapping in preparation for writing 

and revising drafts. However, if we consider the ways an organized approach may be 

disagreeable with other types of writer personalities, we may be able to change the way 

we encourage revision in the classroom.  

#2 Spontaneous 

It is uncommon for first-year writers to fully comprehend all of the complexities 

involved in the writing process or in the assignments they receive. In many of the 
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revision prompts, the ambiguity of the purpose and the actual task of the assignment is 

what causes many students to revert to using a “Spontaneous” approach to writing and 

revising. According to Lavelle and Zuercher’s study, a spontaneous writer would be 

regarded as “Spontaneous-Impulsive.” These writers “jump in” and start drafting with no 

solidified plan (Lavelle and Zuercher 373-391). The confusion or lack of clarity brought 

about by these revision projects have only perpetuated students’ tendencies to simply 

“improvise” their revisions without taking the time to create some sort of plan or 

intention. This type of approach could also be compared to Flowers’ “madman” role, in 

which the writer “writes crazily and perhaps rather sloppily, gets carried away by 

enthusiasm or anger” and, at times, lets go of any inhibitions that he or she may have 

about the assignment (Flowers 835).  

The benefits to this spontaneous attitude are that it allows the writer to take risks 

and not be overly concerned with audience. Spontaneous writers are often open-minded, 

and their easily adaptable nature broadens their ability to be creative. However, these 

writers tend to make quick decisions without considering the bigger picture, which tends 

to make their papers disorganized and lack considerable thought. In considering the 

Revision Project, first-year writers who do not fully understand the assignment, are under 

strict time constraints, or find themselves becoming frustrated with trying to come up 

with potential revision possibilities will most likely jump into the assignment as a means 

to simply begin the process.         

#3 Rule-Following 

If one were to step back and evaluate a rule-following personality from a general 

perspective, one may describe this trait as one that appreciates guidance, feels 
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comfortable following reliable strategies, and perhaps makes decisions based on what 

society or authority figures deem appropriate, normal, or acceptable. However, rule-

followers can also be described as people who do not take risks, do not set goals that may 

require them to reach beyond their limits, and may not question the validity or reasoning 

behind their decisions.   

As discussed in Chapter 1, the tendency for first-year writers to look outward 

instead of inward when writing and revising causes them to become overly concerned 

with the rules and requirements set forth by the instructor—their “intended audience.” 

This third type of student personality is closely tied to the “projective structuring” 

approach that Sondra Perl describes: 

Many writers reduce projective structuring to a series of rules or criteria for 
evaluating finished discourse. These writer’s ask, “Is what I’m writing correct?” 
and “Does it conform to the rules I’ve been taught?” While these concerns are 
important, they often overshadow all others and lock the writer in the position of 
writing solely or primarily for the approval of readers. (Perl 146) 
 

Similarly, Nancy Sommers describes a student whose intentions for writing her 

introductory paragraph were to address a “topic according to the rules she had been 

taught for essay writing: formulate a thesis statement, then use words from the thesis 

statement as keywords in the topic sentences” (Sommers 45). Sommers notes that this 

student “was mainly concerned with applying the rules she had learned. This is the major 

reason she became stuck in writing her introductory paragraph. She had to apply the rules 

carefully to each sentence as it was written” (45). A rule-following writer, according to 

Lavelle and Zuercher, would be described as a “procedural” writer, one that prefer rules 

and guidelines, viewing writing as a job to be finished (Lavelle and Zuercher 373-391).  
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Very few arguments can be made that following rules is altogether unimportant. 

In fact, extremely low marks are given to students who are strong writers and revisers, 

but fail to follow the requirements of the assignment. Therefore, the purpose in choosing 

this personality type for this study is to evaluate the effectiveness of this “Rule-

Following” approach to the Revision Project, particularly in relation to the verbal 

instructions provided by the teacher, as well as on the written prompt.   

#4 Creative 

Revision is one of the most important times to be creative in the writing process. 

How many times have experienced writers become stuck in their writing or revisions that 

they have had to rely on their creative abilities to help them consider alternatives? While 

all four personalities have the potential to benefit any first-year writer, the “Creative” 

writing approach is perhaps the most necessary attribute for all students to have in order 

for their revisions to remain self-directed. A creative writer is almost always looking 

inward. Similar to “retrospective structuring,” students who apply creativity to their 

revisions are consulting their inner self-knowledge. As Lavelle and Zuercher might 

suggest, a creative approach would relate closely to an “Elaborative” approach. This type 

of writer views writing as personal, involving beliefs and values (Lavelle and Zuercher 

373-391). A writer who is creative has the ability to look at what is not working in a draft 

and find new or alternative ways to incorporate them. Many teachers would call this 

“critical thinking.” 

However, despite the apparent benefits of creativity, there still remain 

disadvantages to relying completely on this approach for revision. The “Creative” writer 

is similar to the “Spontaneous” writer in that he or she would rather take risks than follow 
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an objective standard. A creative writer is also inclined to appeal to personal emotions, 

beliefs, and values, rather than using “projective structuring” to exude a logical, rational, 

or outward appeal to his or her intended reader. If we consider the Revision Project, the 

lack of time to complete this assignment may cause a creative student to use some of his 

or her immediate ideas instead of taking the time necessary to consider what he or she is 

trying to accomplish.   

Furthermore, creativity can also bring about a lack of focus. Having a range of 

new ideas, possibilities for revision, and alternative strategies to strengthen a paper may 

cause a creative thinker to become disorganized; as a result, this student may not be able 

to successfully narrow in on one of these ideas or methods. Therefore, in considering this 

final personality type, while an assignment like the Revision Project provides the writer 

an opportunity to reconsider his or her personal and intended purpose in a creative way, it 

is also just as critical for the writer to reconsider the ways in which his or her draft is 

coming across to the audience.  

Survey Question #1: “Which trait BEST describes your personality?” 

This section will discuss what the student participants expressed about their 

personalities and approaches to tasks apart from writing. For the purpose of my data 

collecting, I specifically arranged the options according to the four personality types I 

have just described. For instance, in the Likert scale for Question #1 (see Table 1), 

selections 1-5 are directed towards an “Organized” personality, 6-9 towards a 

“Spontaneous” personality, 10-13 towards “Rule-Following” personalities, and 14-16 

towards “Creative” personalities. The same order and pattern can be seen in many of the 

other questions that follow. However, while the students who participated in the survey 
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were not informed of these four personality types as to not sway their responses, the 

wording in many of these selections under Question #1 could have very well influenced 

the students’ selections. The numbers listed to the right of each selection indicate the total 

number of students who selected either “Strongly Disagree,” slightly disagree (as implied 

in numeral 2), slightly agree (as implied in numeral 3), and “Strongly Agree.”  

Table 1 

 Question #1 Strongly 
Disagree   Strongly 

Agree 

 Which trait BEST describes your 
personality? 1 2 3 4 

1 I am organized. 3 14 61 21 

2 I like to plan ahead.  3 23 46 27 

3 I like having a sense of control. 1 7 37 54 

4 I like to set goals for myself. 1 11 53 34 

5 I tend to over think tasks and 
projects. 4 21 42 32 

6 
I would rather improvise than 
spend time coming up with a 
plan. 

13 42 29 15 

7 I adapt easily to almost any 
situation. 3 15 51 30 

8 I enjoy challenges.  6 27 43 23 

9 
I prefer to stick to one project for 
a longer amount of time than take 
on multiple projects. 

8 37 32 22 

10 I consider myself detail-oriented. 2 25 51 21 

11 I appreciate guidance. 2 9 41 47 

12 I like taking risks.  4 24 46 25 

13 

I like choosing old, reliable 
approaches, rather than trying a 
new approach that could be better, 
but unreliable.  

3 47 36 13 

14 I am a critical thinker and 
analyzer. 2 18 50 29 

15 
I want my work to reflect how I 
feel, rather than meeting an 
objective standard. 

1 32 41 25 
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The purpose of this first survey question is to encourage the participants to consider their 

personalities and work habits without any reference to writing. It should also be noted 

that the percentages used to refer to the participants in favor of each selection are a 

combination of the total number of students who selected numeral 3 [Slightly Agree] and 

those who selected numeral 4 (“Strongly Agree”). For selections 1-5 [Organized], the 

majority of ENC 1101 and 1102 students chose slightly and strongly agree in terms of 

their own ability to stay organized.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Out of 99 participants, approximately 84% consider themselves to be organized (see Fig. 

1), 75% like to plan ahead (see Appendix E, Fig. 2), 93% prefer having a sense of control 

(see Appendix E, Fig. 3), and 89% like setting goals for themselves (see Appendix E, Fig. 

4). However, around 76% of students claim that they tend to over think tasks and projects 

16 

I often like to do things my own 
way, rather than copy other 
people’s methods, even if they are 
shown to work.  

1 31 50 17 

17 I create, follow, or have “good” 
(productive, helpful) work habits. 5 26 51 17 

18 
I create, follow, or have “bad” 
(hindering, unhelpful) work 
habits. 

17 36 41 5 

Strongly)Agree;)
21%)

Slightly)Agree;)
62%)

Slightly)Disagree;)
14%)

Strongly)
Disagree;)3%)

Fig.)1:)I)am)organized))
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(see Appendix E, Fig. 5). 

For selections 6-9 [Spontaneous], 83% claim that they adapt easily to almost any 

situation (see Appendix E, Fig. 7) and 68% enjoy challenges (see Appendix E, Fig. 8). 

However, when it came to the option about sticking to one project for a longer amount of 

time than taking on multiple projects, the answers were fairly divided. Approximately 

55% prefer to dedicate their time to one project, while less than half prefer to take on 

multiple projects (see Fig. 9). Similarly, 57% of students selected that they would rather 

spend time coming up with a plan than improvise, demonstrating a contradiction to the 

spontaneous approaches listed above (see Appendix E, Fig. 6). 
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For selections 10-13 [Rule-Following], 74% consider themselves detail-oriented 

(see Appendix E, Fig. 10) and 90% appreciate guidance (see Appendix E, Fig. 11). 

However, approximately 73% said they like taking risks, which would gesture to a 

“Spontaneous” personality rather than a “Rule-Following” personality (see Fig. 12). 

Furthermore, half claimed that they like choosing old reliable approaches (see Appendix 

Strongly)
Agree;)22%)
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Agree;)32%)

Slightly)
Disagree;)
38%)

Strongly)
Disagree;)8%)

Fig.)9:)I)prefer)to)stick)to)one)project)for)a)longer)
amount)of)time)than)take)on)multiple)projects)
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E, Fig. 13). From these results, it appears that both the “Rule-Following” and 

“Spontaneous” approaches are used most predominantly among first-year composition 

students.  
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For selections 14-16 [Creative], 81% of students consider themselves critical 

thinkers and analyzers (see Appendix E, Fig. 14). More than half (68%) claimed that they 

prefer their work to reflect how they feel rather than meet an objective standard (see 

Appendix E, Fig. 15), and 69% prefer to do things their own way rather than copy other 

people’s methods (see Fig. 16). 
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Interestingly, this percentage contradicts the previous selections under the “Rule-

Following” category, where half of the participants claim to choose old reliable methods 

and 88 students claimed they appreciate guidance. Finally, in regards to work habits, 70% 

claimed to have “good” or productive work habits (see Appendix E, Fig. 17), while about 

47% claimed to have “bad” or hindering work habits (see Appendix E, Fig. 18).  

What Do These Results Suggest About First-Year Writers’ Personalities? 

Based on the overall responses, 82% of the total participants fall into the 

“Organized” category, 71% into the “Creative” category, 60% into “Spontaneous,” and 

60% into “Rule-Following.” Being that several of the responses were inconclusive, it 

appears that many students tend to contradict their answers based on either a particular 

section’s wording or their personal perceptions. Some of these results, especially in the 

“Spontaneous” and “Rule-Following” categories, do not provide a definitive conclusion 

about students’ personalities because of these contradictions.  

How reliable are the participants’ assessments of their own personalities? There is 

no doubt that the wording in the selections exudes a positive or negative position. For 

instance, many people would probably claim that they “like to do things [their] own way, 

rather than copy other people’s methods, even if they are shown to work,” simply 

because the phrase “copy other people’s methods” insinuates a lack of creativity or 

individualism. In this survey, 69% of the student participants chose slightly agree and 

strongly agree for this particular selection. However, from what the majority of teachers 

have observed in the classroom and in student papers, is this truly an accurate response? 

For the first selection, “I am organized,” even if 84% of the students “think” they are 

organized, how do we know that they exercise organization to the extent that they claim? 
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Perhaps many of them are organized on a day-to-day basis, but when we look at some of 

their writing and revision approaches in the classroom, we do not necessarily see an over-

abundance of preplanning occurring during their writing processes.  

Therefore, when reviewing these statistics, I noticed that when students are asked 

to consider their personalities and general work habits, their answers tend to contradict 

their approaches to writing and revision assignments. Perhaps this shows us that students 

see writing as a task separate from their typical daily tasks or activities, simply because of 

the environment and expectations of the writing classroom. When 69% of student 

participants claim that they like to do things their own way, does this necessarily apply to 

their approach to writing? What about the 84% who consider themselves organized on a 

day-to-day basis, but when they begin writing they become disorganized, lost, insecure, 

or intimidated? Or the 73% that like “taking risks,” but when they receive feedback from 

the instructor or their peers they only change what they are instructed to change?  

Although we cannot assume that these students’ responses are completely 

accurate to their writing abilities, they do perhaps reflect the students’ desire to do well 

and represent themselves well in the study. However, the level of “correctness” for 

Question #1, pertaining to the participants’ assessment of their personalities, is not 

necessarily adverse to the purposes of this study. In fact, these results are telling of the 

ways in which students want to be perceived and how they are taught they should to be 

perceived. Society conditions us to respect and aspire to be more like those who are 

organized, critical thinkers and analyzers, and those who adapt easily to different 

situations. It is no wonder that students, especially first-year writers, want to espouse 

many of these qualities. Ironically, this very mindset is similar to that of “outward 
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revision,” or the concern with audience. Writing instructors often put a large emphasis on 

the above qualities, sometimes indirectly and unconsciously. However, the issue with 

writing and revision is not that students do not want to be, for instance, organized in their 

approaches, but rather they do not know how to be organized. Most importantly, students 

feel that they must embrace these qualities in order to be viewed as “successful” writers. 

Therefore, the purpose for conducting this study is to argue that students should not feel 

pressured to take on qualities that are perhaps not an instinctual part of their personality. 

Instead, student writers who may not embody these “recommended” or commonly 

commended qualities should be provided with revision strategies that accommodate their 

specific personality type, whether it be Organized, Spontaneous, Rule-Following, 

Creative, or a combination of the four.   

Survey Question #2: “How do you typically approach writing assignments?” 

This next section will analyze the ways in which students’ habits correlate with 

their approaches to their writing assignments. Now that the students have indicated their 

“perceived” personality types and work habits, the second survey question is specifically 

targeted towards these students’ approaches to writing. Question #2 reads, “How do you 

typically approach writing assignments?” and it is divided into four sections: 

Interpretation, Prewriting, Drafting, and Revision. In each section, the participants were 

given four options, each coinciding with the four personality types listed in the same 

order as Question #1 [Organized, Spontaneous, Rule-Following, and Creative]. 

Participants were kept unaware of the four personality types in the selections below. 

Therefore, the results for this section will most likely be more accurate as the responses 

may also be more honest than those for Question #1. The following options for the 
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“Interpretation” section are listed below: 

1. I make sure I fully understand the prompt before I begin a draft. I also give myself 
goals and timelines for completing the assignment. 

2. Although I may fully understand the prompt, I don’t usually give myself a timeline 
because I like to remain flexible. 

3. My main priority is to fulfill the assignment’s objectives. 
4. I like to push outside the boundaries and show my creative side, but sometimes this 

distracts me from following the actual prompt. 

Notice that the third option states, “My main priority is to fulfill the assignment’s 

objectives.” According to the rubric I created for this survey, a participant who chooses 

this option would be considered a “Rule-Following” writer. Likewise, the fourth option, 

which reads, “I like to push outside the boundaries and show my creative side,” is a 

description of someone who falls into the “Creative” category. 
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In the previous section regarding personality types and work habits, the majority of the 

student participants ranked themselves high for organization and planning ahead. 

However, when approaching writing assignments, only 19% of students give themselves 

goals and timelines [Organized], while 35% of students tend to “remain flexible” during 

the writing process [Spontaneous]. Furthermore, 28% of students suggested that their 

main priority is to fulfill the assignment’s objectives [Rule-Following] (see Fig. 19). 
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Although the results for the “Interpretation” section are fairly split, it is clear from 

these responses that students do not approach writing the same way they approach other 

daily tasks or projects. For Question #1, 73 students said that they like to plan ahead and 

87 prefer setting goals for themselves. However, only 19 students said they give 

themselves goals and timelines for completing a writing assignment. This is a significant 

drop from what the previous results suggested. In the second section labeled 

“Prewriting,” the following four options were given: 

1. I like to outline my main points before writing, and I spend a fair amount of time 
brainstorming and organizing my ideas. 

2. I write down ideas as they come to me. 
3. I like to use my class notes to help guide my thoughts. I like to do a bit of research 

before I commit to any one idea or argument. At times, I allow the text(s)/course 
material to shape the ideas for my paper. 

4. One of my main priorities is to catch the reader’s attention. I like to choose unique 
approaches to my topic that may sometimes appear “outside of the box.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

47% selected the second option [Spontaneous], while 27% selected the first option 

[Organized] (See Fig. 20). “Creative” seemed to be the least popular selection, having a 

total of only 4 students.  

In the third section, “Drafting,” the following options were given: 
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1. I typically write in chronological order to maintain sequence. I don’t like to jump 
around when writing because I feel it could lead to disorganization. 

2. I prefer to just jump in and start writing and see where my thoughts take me. This 
way, I don’t feel limited or pressured while writing my draft. 

3. I often choose ideas and arguments that I am familiar with and can defend very well. 
Sometimes I seek outside assistance, either from a peer or a writing center, to help 
solidify my ideas and get a fresh perspective on my paper. 

4. I like to play with different ideas throughout the writing process. Sometimes, I prefer 
defending ideas that I am not so familiar with because I enjoy exploring new 
perspectives.  

Again, the second option [Spontaneous] was the most popular selection, as approximately 

42 students claimed they prefer to “jump in and start writing” without adhering to the 

constraints of a plan or outline. The third option [Rule-Following] was the second most 

popular answer as 24 students select familiar ideas and arguments to defend, and seek 

outside guidance for their paper. However, the first option [Organized] follows closely 

behind with a total of 23 students (see Fig. 21). !

The last section, “Revision,” had the following options: 

1. I like to proofread my work several times before I turn it in. Sometimes, I have a peer 
read my work to see if my ideas are clear and if they progress logically.  

2. I save all of my editing until after I have completed a draft, which may involve taking 
out ideas that do not support the rest of the paper and keeping the ones that do. 

3. I typically revise my paper as I write. I try to get extra feedback from my teacher 
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before I turn in my drafts to make sure I am staying on track. 
4. I use several techniques to revise, like asking myself questions and highlighting parts 

of my paper that may need further clarification or evidence. Instead of taking ideas 
out completely, I find ways to better explain or incorporate them. 

 
Incongruence with the previous three sections, many students chose the second option 

[Spontaneous]; a total of 38 students save all editing until after their draft is completed 

and, like the “Drafting” section, the third option [Rule-Following] was the second most 

popular answer, as 30 students said they tend to revise as they write and seek “extra 

feedback from [their] teacher before [they] turn in [their] drafts” (see Fig. 22). 

What Do These Results Suggest About Approaches To Writing Assignments? 

Interestingly, in all four sections, the second option [Spontaneous] was the 

highest-ranking selection, while the third option [Rule-Following] was most always the 

second-highest ranking selection. These results suggest that while many first-year 

students are more impulsive when approaching writing, many also seek extra assistance 

to make sure they stay on track with the requirements. In considering this pattern from 

the responses received, we can gather that, for the majority of first-year writers, there is 

either a lack of 1) planning, reflection, and attentiveness towards a broader audience 
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during writing, or 2) an absence of individual and intended purpose, and attentiveness 

towards inward knowledge.  

For the “Spontaneous” approach to be the most popular selection implies that 

students are not taking the necessary time to set goals for their writing, nor are they 

directing enough attention towards the “bigger picture.” In other words, there is a lack of 

consideration in regards to how their argument or ideas may change when situated within 

another context or presented to a particular audience. In the end, this may result in a 

fragmented paper and, when asked to revise this document, this student may be left with 

the difficult task of extracting an excessive amount of ideas that may have otherwise 

suited the paper if, in fact, this student had dedicated more time to setting goals or 

creating a plan for him or herself earlier in the writing process.  

However, from the amount of students who favored the “Rule-Following” 

selections for Question #2, there is also a propensity for students to rely heavily on 

teacher’s comments and class discussions, and not question the validity or reasoning 

behind their writing decisions. The objectives of the assignment and the teacher’s 

preferences become the driving forces behind their writing, lessening these students’ 

ability to create an “individual purpose” for their arguments. Given that a fair amount of 

students selected answers pertaining to the “Spontaneous” and “Rule-Following” 

approaches to the general writing process, we can also assume that their approaches to 

revision assignments are more or less the same. The next section will explain the 

“Revision Project” that is frequently assigned in first-year writing courses at FAU and 

how the participants approach and define revision in relation to this project.  
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The Revision Project 

By having first-year writers understand and recognize that they have the freedom 

to assume different “roles” or strategies in the writing process and giving them the chance 

to practice taking on new roles or strategies, like those of Flowers’ “madman,” 

“architect,” “carpenter,” or “judge,” students can benefit from a variety of techniques 

involved in prewriting, drafting, and revision without feeling the pressure to adhere to 

one or the other. Before implementing the “roles” of the writing process as Flowers has 

demonstrated, students must become aware of the revisions that they would like to take 

place. Knowing one’s writing and revision habits can be tricky to uncover; it takes many 

years of writing and rewriting to discover which revision methods work best for the 

writer. Although these habits are innately embedded somewhere within one’s personality, 

to voice these habits and to put them into practice involves no small amount of critical 

thinking.     

In Engaging Ideas: The Professor’s Guide to Integrating Writing, Critical 

Thinking, and Active Learning in the Classroom, John Bean writes, 

[W]riting instruction goes sour whenever writing is conceived primarily as a 
“communication skill” rather than as a process and product of critical thought. If 
writing is merely a communication skill, then we primarily ask of it, “Is the 
writing clear?” But if writing is critical thinking, we ask, “Is the writing 
interesting? Does it show a mind actively engaged with a problem? Does it bring 
something new to readers? Does it make an argument?” (Bean 4) 
 

Bean’s statements about critical thinking in writing describe the overall theoretical 

framework reinforced within the first-year writing courses at FAU.  The readings and 

assignments given in College Writing I (ENC 1101) and College Writing II (ENC 1102) 

are designed to stimulate critical thought—to stretch the teacher’s and the students’ 
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abilities—in which the students reflect on the processes of writing, while the teacher 

reflects on the teaching of writing.   

From my experience as a first-year composition teaching assistant, the most 

difficult assignment to explicate is the mid and end semester “Revision Project.” The 

University’s Writing Program requires all students to complete two revision assignments: 

“Revision Project One” is typically assigned during midterms, and “Revision Project 

Two” before final exams. These revision assignments correspond with Gottschalk and 

Hjortshoj’s second stage revision, as previously discussed in Chapter 1, in that they are 

completed drafts that must be reworked and revisited for a separate grade. For Revision 

Project One in ENC 1101, the students must select one of their two essays from the 

beginning of the semester and revise “by incorporating a new text from what [the 

students] read in class and/or by extending [their] argument.” This standard prompt offers 

several questions to consider, such as “What alternate examples can you locate that might 

also affect that argument?”  “In what cases does your argument cease to be true and how 

can you complicate your argument to account for them?”  “What parts of the text did you 

ignore?” “How would you change your argument to take them into account?” Although 

these questions offer some insight as to what the students are expected to do for the 

assignment, very little clarity is given regarding how much the students are expected to 

revise. In bold letters at the bottom of the page, the standard revision prompt reads: 

If you do not significantly revise your original paper, you will fail. And if you 
just start over and essentially do Paper One or Paper Two from scratch, then 
your work will automatically be weaker. You want to rethink what you’ve 
written. This class is all about critical thinking. 
 

One could argue that there could be purposeful flexibility in a prompt like that of the 

Writing Program’s standard revision prompt. Nevertheless, both the students and the 



 

90 

teachers in the Writing Program have interpreted the phrases “If you do not significantly 

revise” and “rethink what you’ve written” differently. Consequently, teachers have 

reinterpreted how much revision is “significant” revision and what “rethinking” actually 

involves. Because of this ambiguity, teachers often ignore the Writing Program’s 

standard revision prompt and create their own guidelines and preferences depending on 

how much work they want themselves and the students to devote to these revision 

assignments.  

The standard “Revision Project Two” prompt is similar, except the students must 

pick one of their two essays from the second half of the semester and are usually given 

the following options: 1) Incorporate an outside source, 2) Take the opposite stance, or 3) 

Incorporate one of the other readings. This prompt provides a little more clarity regarding 

how and what to revise, but the question “How much?” is still unanswered. This 

ambiguity could, again, be purposeful, giving the teachers an opportunity to employ their 

own revision preferences for this type of assignment, or giving their students more 

“freedom” to explore revision as they deem acceptable or appropriate. However, when 

first-year writers are not given some type of specific requirements for the Revision 

Project, they often have trouble revising significantly or at all.   

I remember sitting in the English offices during my office hour and overhearing 

students discussing the Revision Project with their teachers. The concerns varied; one 

student asked, “So, did we just have to throw a new author in? I didn’t really know.” 

Another student expressed, “I liked the Revision Project, but I really needed more time.” 

Apparently, these students had two distinct issues with the assignment. While one had 

trouble with the clarity of the prompt and the explication of revision, the other simply 
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needed more time to rethink and rewrite. Revision is time consuming and, if the student 

“likes” what he or she has already written or does not see any need for improvement or 

“rethinking,” the student will skip the significant and tedious changes and nit-pick 

grammar and punctuation to “spruce up” the paper. However, I have also found that if too 

many rules and requirements are given, students may be limited to addressing the 

teacher’s preferences without an opportunity to bring their own self-awareness into the 

equation. With this approach, the purpose of the revision assignment becomes skewed as 

the students’ priorities suddenly shift focus toward creating a product that pleases the 

teacher instead of the process that satisfies the writer. 

It is no question that first-year writers need some guidance to improve their 

writing and revising abilities. However, there are times when guidance is used 

improperly, causing an array of dissatisfying results. While some of the ENC 1101 and 

1102 instructors may require their students to change 50% to 70% of their paper, others 

are not so rigid. Some teachers have asked their students to change at least two sentences 

in each paragraph or bold what has been revised so that the teachers can easily detect the 

revisions that have been made while skimming through the paper. Because returning 

teaching assistants and professors are permitted to exercise their own approaches to the 

revision assignments—or exclude them altogether—these revision requirements vary 

extensively across approximately 100 to 130 first-year writing classes offered in a single 

semester, causing students to have inconsistent views of revision within the University’s 

Writing Program. While the success of the revision assignments does, in part, depend on 

a student’s ability to grasp the material and his or her willingness to learn from it, we 
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cannot underestimate the lack of consistency within composition courses regarding how 

and when to revise.  

Therefore, from what I have observed as a first-year student, writing tutor, and 

graduate student teacher, hesitance towards the mid and end semester revision projects is 

not only present in the students, but also in the teachers. It is worth acknowledging that 

the kind of variation we see regarding revision assignments comes with the territory of 

first-year writing, particularly when it is primarily staffed by graduate student teachers. 

The material conditions of novice instructors who are also full-time students impact this, 

and all issues, in teaching first-year writing. These student teachers are often asking 

themselves, “How much should I ask my students to revise?” This question lies solely 

within the teacher’s, if not the Writing Program’s, ability to create clear guidelines to 

confront this issue of specificity in the revision assignments, as well as modify the way in 

which the revision assignment is taught and graded. Nevertheless, we must also maintain 

a balance between teacher preference and student preference so the writer’s voice can be 

heard during and after revision. Because the University’s Writing Program has required 

second stage revision as part of its first-year composition curriculum, many students find 

themselves making local and linguistic corrections rather than “rethinking” their 

argument. The reason behind these minor changes is what Gottschalk and Hjortshoj 

believe to be the students’ struggles with taking apart ideas and sentences that they 

worked so hard to “solidify” for the final draft. Speaking with students directly led 

Gottschalk and Hjortshoj to this conclusion: 

Delaying this point of solidification, most experienced writers revise their work 
extensively, as a malleable substance, before they submit a complete draft. 
Student writing, by contrast, tends to set up almost at the moment it hits the page, 
as a linear sequence of words and sentences. “It’s exactly like building a 
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wall…You can’t take anything out once you’ve put it in. I think that each 
sentence is something I really wanted to express, and just to take it out is 
like…like breaking the wall down.” (65) 
 

Essentially, all ENC 1101 and 1102 classes are geared towards preparing students to 

write in all areas of discipline. It is difficult for students to comprehend why their ENC 

1101 or 1102 teacher expects extensive revision from an already completed paper. 

Gottschalk and Hjortshoj believe that a written draft, even if it has already been 

submitted for a grade, should still be considered a “malleable substance,” leaving room 

for the students to rework their ideas without feeling pressure to take apart their entire 

essay within a restricted timeframe. The way this particular Writing Program’s revision 

projects are taught has caused students to feel forced to change parts of their paper they 

are actually content or comfortable with.  

Because these revision assignments require “significant” changes, many ENC 

1101 and 1102 teachers have claimed that they discourage their students to leave any 

paragraph unchanged. As Donald Murray suggested, students understand receiving a 

grade as “finishing” a paper. I cannot count the number of times students who received 

poor grades on their original drafts found the Revision Project less difficult than those 

who received high scores on their original drafts. Those with grades unsatisfactory are 

more or less prepared to revise because, with feedback from the instructor, they know 

what needs to be rethought, changed, added, or clarified. However, even these students 

are tempted to simply follow the “teacher’s comments” instead of “rethink” their ideas on 

their own. On the other side of the spectrum, students who are asked to revise an “A” 

paper are the ones who express the most concern towards the Revision Project. From 

what I have observed, such students usually stay after class or visit the writing center for 
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extra assistance regarding what they should or could revise. They know that if they 

change one idea, then the rest of their ideas may crumble and, as a result, their fear of 

receiving a lower grade, due to weakening their original draft, causes them to resist 

significant revision altogether. The following sections are committed to analyzing and 

comparing first-year writers’ feedback on writing and revision, specifically FAU’s 

Writing Program’s “Revision Project.” I will also provide four Revision Project prompts 

from four writing instructors to demonstrate the similarities and differences in wording, 

requirements, and overall clarity of purpose. 

Survey Question #3: “How would you BEST define ‘revision’ as it pertains to your 

revision project this semester?” 

One of the most important components of getting students to revise effectively is 

to understand how students define revision. Definitions of revision will vary from student 

to student, and most of their perceptions of revision rely on the instruction and 

explanation from the teacher as well as the clarity of the revision prompt. For Question 

#3, the participants were asked to select one answer from the options below that they feel 

best defines “revision” in relation to their Revision Project:  

1. Making minor adjustments to my paper, like editing sentences and changing words 
and paragraphs around. 

2. I see revision as “fixing” my paper. Whatever mistakes I made in my previous draft, I 
try to address in the revision. I may change what the teacher noted on my paper, while 
also making a few changes of my own. 

3. Revisiting my original ideas from new or different perspectives, addressing thoughts 
or arguments that I did not address before. This may mean changing a couple of 
paragraphs. 

4. Revision means changing at least 50% of my paper, whether that means changing my 
argument, including new ideas or evidence, or considering counterarguments. 

More than half of the students selected, “I see revision as ‘fixing’ my paper. Whatever 

mistakes I made in my previous draft, I try to address in the revision. I may change what 
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the teacher noted on my paper, while also making a few changes of my own” (see Fig. 

23).   

 
22% of students defined revision as “Revisiting my original ideas from new or different 

perspectives, addressing thoughts or arguments that I did not address before. This may 

mean changing a couple of paragraphs” (see Fig. 23). Therefore, approximately half of 

these responses suggest that “outward” revision was taking place during the revision 

assignment. These students claimed that they resorted to making changes that were 

relevant to their teacher’s comments and suggestions, demonstrating that their concern 

with “audience” was a main priority. A much lesser amount of students selected an 

“inward” approach to revision by following the pedagogical goals of the assignment, 

such as rethinking their original claims and reevaluating their clarity.  
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Existing Handbooks and Writing Guides on “Inward Revision”  

To provide a theoretical lens for the materials that shape instructors’ approaches 

to revision assignments, I will offer a brief overview of two existing revision handbooks 

and writing guides that implement inward revision approaches, most of which stem from 

question-based strategies and goal setting techniques. Similar to the Socratic method, the 

goal of self-questioning is to help first-year writers examine and evaluate their current 

writing abilities and weaknesses so that they can become independent writers, gradually 

developing a mental habit of proactive inquiry and critical thinking. The following 

section will explore several revision techniques that, I believe, encourage Horning’s 

“meta-rhetorical awareness,” Perl’s “retrospective structuring,” and my interpretation of 

“self-knowledge” or “inward revision.” My intention is to explore the different revision 

techniques that these handbooks provide, while evaluating the presence or absence of 

“self-directed” revision in each. 

Checklists: The “FACT” Approach 

The first revision strategy I will investigate is the use of checklists. James 

Reinking’s Strategies for Successful Writing: A Rhetoric, Research Guide, Reader, and 

Handbook includes an assortment of sample checklists to help student writers clarify and 

organize the content of their papers. These checklists range from audience, topic, peer 

draft response, strengthening paragraph structure, and sharpening sentences and words. In 

his chapter titled “Considering the Whole Essay,” Reinking proposes the “FACT 

Approach,” an orderly guide for students to determine whether or not they have 

thoroughly revised their paper. FACT asks four questions pertaining to revision: 1) Does 

the essay “Fit” together? 2) Do I need to “Add” information or examples? 3) What 
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material needs to be “Cut” because it is uninteresting, uninformative, or repetitious? 4) 

Does a “Test” of my organization show that the writing flows smoothly, with clear 

transitions between various ideas (Reinking 35-36)? 

Reinking’s greatest concern is how the paper works as a “whole.” He discourages 

writers to view the essay in separate parts, and this is where the FACT approach would 

prove useful for ENC 1101 and 1102 students. Implementing a step-by-step, question-

based checklist technique can be a beneficial strategy for first-year writers who want to 

become further organized and prepared when revising their essays. When a student can 

list or “check off” tasks that he or she is confident that he or she can complete, the 

student may gain a sense of confidence in his or her own writing abilities.  

Implicit vs. Explicit Parameters 

Although asking questions is an important component of accessing self-

knowledge, inexperienced writers may not necessarily know how to answer many of the 

questions from the FACT checklist due to ambiguous phrasing. It is common for first-

year writers to encounter vague guidelines on their assignment prompts as well as 

implicit questions and comments posed by the instructor on their papers. Perhaps teachers 

use this approach to intentionally “guide” their students’ revisions rather than “direct” 

them, but even this strategy has not always proven to be successful in prompting students 

to self-direct their writing. For instance, the FACT approach inquires the student to 

answer, “Does the essay ‘Fit’ together?” A student may not understand what “fit 

together” means. He or she may assume that since each paragraph somehow incorporates 

the same topic or set of ideas, the essay must “fit together.” Furthermore, if this student 

feels that the essay already “fits” together, he or she may feel that other questions are 
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irrelevant, and no major revisions are needed. Conversely, advanced and experienced 

writers understand that when an essay “fits” together this does not simply mean that the 

written text sounds good or maintains some type of relevance throughout. More 

significantly, revision like this would include, for instance, a synthesis of ideas instead of 

summary, or keeping the argument consistent while also maintaining little repetition.  

While some first-year writers could work well with a simple, question-based 

checklist like Reinking’s FACT approach, problems can arise when these inquiries lack 

specific details. First-year writers may require a more narrowly formulated checklist, one 

that lists three to five components to look for under each broader question. For example, 

under the question, “Does the essay ‘Fit’ together?” an instructor could provide a list of 

more specific instructions, such as “I have a topic/introductory sentence at the beginning 

each paragraph,” “My topic/introductory sentences are relevant to each other in at least 

one way,” or “The evidence in Body Paragraph #1 relates to the concepts discussed in 

Body Paragraph #2.” Checking off specific requirements like the ones listed above would 

provide writing instructors the opportunity to list some of their personal preferences for 

revision, even if it is to simply show students that they can be flexible with their revisions 

by giving them a variety of revision options to choose from. Finally, the checklist 

approach allows for rigidity to vary. In other words, a teacher may require students to 

complete all types of revision on the checklist, or leave these options open to the students 

to decide which revisions they personally feel are necessary. 

Checklists are important in that they visually indicate to students the progression 

of their revisions, as well as how much revision can or should happen in the writing 

process. An “Organized” or a “Rule-Following” writer may find these checklists to be 



 

99 

suitable to their personal writing habits. Nevertheless, a writer who is “Spontaneous” or 

“Creative” may also benefit from this strategy. Using the checklist approach could assist 

these types of writers in determining the possible obstacles for completing the assignment 

more easily, causing them to become more mentally prepared to overcome potential 

revision obstacles.  

Peter Elbow uses a similar question-based checklist approach in his book, Writing 

with Power, which he calls “Criterion-based feedback.” He states,  

[Y]ou can even use [specific] questions to get feedback from yourself as you are 
revising—as a checklist for finding weaknesses in your draft. These questions 
help you see what you have just written through fresh “outside” eyes—through 
the grid of external criteria. Reader-based questions, on the other hand, would be 
hard to answer by yourself. (Elbow 243). 
 

Elbow argues that “criterion-based feedback forces criteria to be conscious” and has the 

potential to “help readers notice things they would miss if they just gave themselves over 

to natural or habitual reading” (250). However, Elbow acknowledges that this type of 

conscious judgment could act as “a screen between readers and your words—a filter 

which keeps readers from contacting and experiencing your words directly—leading 

them instead just to compare your words to a model, hold them up against a template, 

check off categories on a list” (250). If a novice writer was self-revising using a checklist 

or “criterion,” he or she may become overly reliant on the categories of the checklist, 

such as an “Organized” or a “Rule-Following” writer. This, in turn, could limit a writer’s 

self-exploration and potentially cause him or her to resist posing questions and criterion 

of his or her own in relation to the content of the draft.  
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Goal Setting 

Another strategy that can be implemented in first-year writing courses, like that of 

Reinking’s checklist approach, is that of goal setting. Similar to how a student prioritizes 

his or her writing goals when preparing for an assignment, Nancy Uber-Kellogg suggests 

that students should construct a revising plan: “In [this plan] you describe not only what 

you are going to revise but in what order…Ordering your revisions reinforces the idea 

that some changes are more central to the text than others and ought to be done first” 

(qtd. in Lauer 57). Enforcing organized and orderly tasks for revision is complicated; 

teachers do not want to restrict their students from exploring a range of possibilities for 

revision, but they also do not want to see students confused or stuck as a result of not 

providing clear, step-by-step guidance.  

In Writing the World: Reading and Writing About Issues of the Day, Charles 

Cooper and Susan MacDonald have developed “The Writer’s Guide,” a series of detailed 

advice included in each chapter to assist the student during the writing process. The order 

of these steps is plan, draft, revise, edit, and proofread (Cooper and MacDonald 2). 

Cooper and MacDonald are also strong-believers in “question-centered assignments,” 

which is a beneficial approach to prompt students to choose “supporting material that 

suits their own purposes” (vii). This type of question-centered, goal-setting methodology, 

in many ways, correlates with my research approach using a self-evaluating survey to 

understand the way students compare their preferred writing strategies to the expectations 

and objectives of their Writing Program’s Revision Project.  

In their introduction, Cooper and MacDonald explain the order in which “The 

Writer’s Guide” is presented. The first step, “Planning the essay” includes “establishing 
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your purpose, considering your readers, selecting material from the readings…drafting a 

prospectus…organizing the essay…and developing your argument” (2). This step is 

followed by “evaluating and revising” and “editing and proofreading.” Notice that 

“revising” is placed towards the end of the writing process. Similar to other writing 

handbooks and writer’s guides, revision is consistently presented as its own separate 

category, which may be a reason why students have trouble revising throughout the entire 

writing process. However, an experienced writer would look at these steps and detect 

revision in each of them. Nevertheless, “establishing your purpose, considering your 

readers, selecting material from the readings” all incorporate a substantive amount of 

revision even before the writing begins (2). While saving “revision” for the end of the 

writing process may have been useful for introducing first-year students to college 

writing, it has also proved to become a habit for writers to save all revisions until the end 

of a draft. Therefore, what many students may not realize is that the prewriting and 

drafting processes are, in themselves, revision processes. 

In “Evaluating and Revising” Cooper and MacDonald provide student writers 

with a set of goals for completing revision: “As you read a draft, try to identify what has 

been done well and to come up with specific ways to make the report clearer or more 

informative. While revising, focus on the big issues; save spelling and grammar for later” 

(Cooper and MacDonald 91). In this approach, revision is implemented on a working 

draft, leaving room for greater revision to take place. To take the necessary steps to 

improve and expand one’s paper, Cooper and MacDonald first ask the student to read his 

or her draft without making any changes, as if he or she was “one of its intended readers 

browsing through a magazine,” which is also a form of outward revision (92). The 
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student is then instructed to answer the following questions: “What aspect of the essay 

seems most successful? What you find most interesting? What one change might make 

the information clearer and easier to follow” (92)? He or she then refers to specific 

paragraphs in his or her draft to help initiate revision. This step involves “improving the 

accuracy of the ways [their] research is presented,” suggesting ways to include more 

“examples from the readings or personal experience,” considering “the places where the 

reader may need fuller explanations to understand [the material],” detecting “any points 

where the essay seems to lose its way,” and, finally, looking “carefully at the closing and 

consider[ing] whether it brings the [essay] to a satisfying close” (93). 

A clear pattern in many student-writing handbooks is that editing and 

proofreading, although a part of the revision process, is the last step in completing a draft. 

The handbook’s “Evaluating and Revising” section is proceeded by the “Editing and 

Proofreading” section, which states, “After you have decided on how the larger pieces of 

the [essay] should fit together, then comes the time to edit, when you begin clarifying 

your sentences and tightening the connections among them so that each step in the report 

makes a clear contribution to the overall [argument]” (Cooper and MacDonald 93). 

Eliminating the word “revision” from all tasks involving sentence-level and grammatical 

corrections could significantly lessen misunderstandings of revision and improve first-

year writers’ ability to identify the differences. 

Although similar to Reinking’s FACT questions, Cooper and MacDonald are 

immensely more detailed regarding their steps for the final stages of revision. In “Editing 

and Proofreading” they state: 

Examine the connections between all of your sentences. If you sense misdirection 
or a gap that would break the reader’s momentum, try reorganizing one sentence 
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or another or writing material. Check to see whether you shift [ideas] 
unnecessarily. Look for sentences that might be combined to better show 
relationships among ideas. Look also for overly lengthy or garbled sentences that 
might be broken up into two or three sentences…look for errors in spelling, 
capitalization, punctuation, usage, and grammar. (Cooper and MacDonald 94) 

 
The large question Cooper and MacDonald encourage the students to keep in mind is 

“What will be engaging, clear and informative for the readers of this [essay]” (92)? 

Cooper and MacDonald believe that “presentation” should be the student’s primary 

concern, illustrating that a writer’s attention to audience is one of the major pinnacles of 

revision (93). This writer-based to reader-based prose is a commonly taught principle for 

revision. Although this technique is crucial for learning to write in academia, there must 

remain some trace of writer-based prose in the final product. If students are taught that 

the purpose of revision is to transform their writing into a product that is completely for 

their readers, then they are also being taught to discount their self-knowledge in more 

ways than one. To maintain a sense of freedom in writing and to promote self-directed 

revision, a goal-setting approach and asking revision-specific questions will allow student 

writers to reflect on what they would like to learn, improve, and accomplish in their 

writing and revision tasks. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, setting time aside for questioning, reflection and goal 

setting is often implemented in a portfolio-based curriculum. Teachers usually stress the 

importance of self-reflection in writing after a number of assignments have already been 

turned in, graded, and returned to the students. However, revision, above all, is a 

reoccurring self-evaluation that needs to happen during the writing process so that 

students can avoid the potential setback of realizing their mistakes after they have turned 

in a their papers. Although Reinking, Cooper, and MacDonald acknowledge that different 
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writers may conduct or follow different methods that they find suitable for them, they 

unfortunately fail to propose these alternative methods according to the specific issues 

inexperienced writers have with revision. In the following sections, I will provide four 

examples of implicitly and explicitly worded prompts from the Revision Project, describe 

the way in which these prompts incorporate checklists, questions, or goal-setting 

approaches, and discuss which types of students these prompts tend to accommodate or 

frustrate.    

Revision Project Prompts 

Below are excerpts from four revision prompts that first-year students at the 

University are asked to follow when in the process of revising their paper. These prompts 

vary from the department’s standard revision prompt to specific, step-by-step instructions 

provided by the instructor.  

Prompt #1: Ron 

The first two prompts were collected from two ENC 1101 classes. This first 

revision prompt is from Ron’s class, which I will call Prompt #1, and is the Writing 

Program’s standard prompt for ENC 1101’s Revision Project. The prompt reads as 

follows: 

Revision is a central tenet of this course and a crucial component of good critical 
thinking. So far, each of your papers has been revised based on peer and instructor 
feedback, but getting feedback on our writing is not the only factor that prompts 
us to change what we think and therefore what we write. Sometimes reading a 
new text alters our understanding of a previous one and sometimes simply 
thinking further through an argument brings us to a new understanding of our own 
position. For this revision project, revise one of your first two papers by 
incorporating a new text from what we’ve read in class and/or by extending 
your argument. 

NOTE: If you do not significantly revise your original paper, you will fail. 
And if you just start over and essentially do Paper One or Paper Two from 
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scratch, then your work will automatically be weaker. You want to rethink 
what you’ve written. This class is all about critical thinking. 

 
All new teaching assistants are required to use the standard prompt. “Extending your 

argument” is fairly ambiguous and so are the bolded words, “If you do not significantly 

revise your original paper, you will fail.”  There are also several questions for the 

students to consider when revising, such as “What alternate examples can you locate?” 

“In what cases does your argument cease to be true and how can you complicate your 

argument to account for them?”  “What parts of the text did you ignore?” One could 

interpret the standard prompt as a “question-centered” approach to revision, allowing 

students to think about the ways in which they could revise one of their previous papers. 

However, one could argue that the parameters in this prompt are rather implicit due to the 

broadness of the questions and the little guidance that is offered. Therefore, this prompt 

may prove frustrating for any first-year student to follow, especially for a student who 

has had little to no experience with revision.  

Prompt #2: Gloria  
 

Gloria, a returning teaching assistant, constructed her own prompt for ENC 1101. 

While the prompt itself is not explicitly worded, the steps listed beneath the prompt are 

extremely explicit, making Gloria’s Revision Project significantly different from that of 

the standard prompt. It reads: 

For your revision project, you will need to work with your paper in new ways and 
strengthen your argument to show how you have grown as a reader, thinker, and 
most importantly writer since you wrote essay one and essay two. You will need 
to be sure to do the following (I recommend that you check off each step/item in 
the bubble as you complete it.) 
 

Beneath this statement, Gloria’s prompt includes detailed steps on how to show revision, 

in other words, a checklist that consists of seven steps: 1) Choose a paper to revise or 
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expand on, 2) Talk with two peers in class about the instructor comments on the chosen 

essay, making sure any and all comments are understood, and revise all identified 

concerns, 3) Incorporate the rhetorical appeals (pathos, logos, and ethos) into the paper 

when appropriate for persuasive effect, 4) Incorporate an element of visual rhetoric, such 

as a table, figure, poster, artwork, picture, etc., 5) Do not delete it previous writing from 

the draft; rather, strikethrough it with a word processor. Highlight any words or changes 

that is made to the essay, 6) Exceed the four-page requirement by whatever portion that is 

matched by the amount of strikethroughs in the paper, and 7) See the instructor for office 

hours and go by the University’s writing center when encountering questions and 

concerns.  

Similar to Reinking’s checklist approach and Cooper and MacDonald’s detailed 

guide to revision, Gloria provides specific instructions to assist students who may need 

extra guidance. However, her prompt does not ask questions like Reinking’s FACT 

approach or like the standard revision prompt. Gloria’s prompt is mainly concerned with 

the technical and visual representation of revision, such as crossing out and highlighting, 

and applying outward revision through addressing teacher and peer comments, as well as 

visiting the writing center. While “Organized” and “Rule-Following” students may 

benefit from following these detailed instructions, it would seem as though a teacher may 

benefit the most because she can visually detect where and what the student decided to 

add, delete, or move.  

However, even students who would not consider themselves “Organized” or 

“Rule-Following” may feel like they need to adopt these qualities to revise successfully. 

Finally, towards the end of her prompt, Gloria strongly encourages her students to visit 
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the University’s writing center for needed assistance. This could be an alternative 

approach for students who may find this step-by-step checklist too rigid. In addition, 

since Gloria’s prompt does not pose questions like the standard prompt, meeting with a 

writing center tutor could help students form their own questions. Likewise, this also 

gives students the opportunity to answer questions posed by the writing tutor regarding 

the revision assignment, the purpose of revision, and the ways in which the students 

prefer to revise, therefore, providing assistance for the brainstorming stage of this 

process.  

Prompt #3: Sarah 

ENC 1102 courses are dedicated to teaching students how to research credible 

sources and how to incorporate these sources in their papers. Thus, it is typical that ENC 

1102 revision assignments require students to include an “outside source” as a part of 

their revision. Sarah, a returning ENC 1102 teaching assistant, has used the following 

prompt: 

Revision is a central component of this class. It is the act of looking at our papers, 
our arguments, and our thought processes again. You are given this opportunity 
every time we do peer review, and you revise your first draft to create your final 
draft. In this assignment, you will be rethinking the argument you made in your 
first paper. In order to expand on your argument, you will seek out new 
information by incorporating an outside source. Locate a reputable outside 
source that you can use to expand or complicate the argument you made in 
your first paper. Use this source to revise your original argument.   

 
For her revision assignment, Sarah requires her students to “seek out new information by 

incorporating an outside source.” Similar to the standard prompt, the words “expand” and 

“complicate” are used to describe what revisions should take place to the argument. She 

also keeps the phrase, “If your paper has not been significantly revised, it will fail.” 

Sarah’s questions for consideration are helpful in that they ask the student to consider 
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counterarguments and parts of texts that have been ignored. However, many of the words 

and descriptions pertaining to revision are still quite ambiguous. For a “Rule-Following” 

student, this prompt could be difficult to follow, but a “Creative” student may find ways 

to interpret this prompt in a way that he or she finds suitable to his or her revision 

preference. Nevertheless, the phrase “significantly revise” is ambiguous enough to set 

both types of students up for potential failure.  

Prompt #4: Darren 

Finally, Darren, another returning ENC 1102 instructor, only required his students 

to revise two body paragraphs and either their introductory paragraph or conclusion. 

Darren’s prompt is simplistic and does not include specific questions or goals. His 

prompt states:  

For this essay, you will revise either Paper One or Paper Two. You will revise 
the introductory paragraph, one body paragraph, and the conclusion (a total of 
three paragraphs for the same prompt). 
 

Darren’s prompt is the shortest of the four prompts. It is concise and, given that it does 

not provide any details about revision, we can assume that he either discusses all 

revision-specific concerns during class or allows students to be more flexible with their 

revisions. He is also the only instructor of the four who does not require revision to take 

place throughout the entire document. Instead, he specifically asks his students to 

dedicate their time and energy to three paragraphs total. Below the prompt, Darren also 

highlights several reminders and requirements for this project, such as following the 

prompt for the paper that is being revised and including a complete organizational plan in 

the introductory paragraph. 

 
 



 

109 

Students’ Views of and Approaches to the Revision Project 
 
Survey Question #4: “What did you think of this semester’s revision project?” 
 

From reading the four prompts above, it is understandable that all students will 

have differing views of the revision assignment. In response to the statement “I 

understood what this assignment was asking me to do,” 88% of students suggested either 

slightly or strongly agree (see Fig. 24) and 87% suggested they understood the purpose of 

the assignment (see Appendix E, Fig. 25).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These statistics are rather surprising, considering the many student complaints regarding 

not understanding the Revision Project that I have personally overheard. The majority of 

the students who claimed to understand the assignment were the ones who received 

Darren’s prompt (Prompt #4) in which they could choose two body paragraphs and either 

the introduction or conclusion to revise. Interestingly, the majority of the participants 

who selected these answers also selected that they see revision as “fixing” their paper, 

which seemed to be the most popular response overall. 

Most of the students who claimed they did not understand the prompt or the 

Strongly)Agree;)
42%)

Slightly)Agree;)
46%)

Slightly)
Disagree;)12%)

Strongly)
Disagree;)0%)

Fig.)24:)I)understood)what)the)assignment)was)asking)
me)to)do)



 

110 

purpose of the assignment appeared to have been following either Prompt #1 (Ron) or 

Prompt #2 (Gloria). The ambiguity in Ron’s standard prompt could have caused 

confusion or misinterpretation. Gloria’s step-by-step instructions that told the students 

explicitly how to revise could have caused students to miss the purpose of the revision 

assignment and, instead, become overly concerned with the teacher’s requirements. As 

far as instruction from the teacher, only 5% said that their teacher did not clearly explain 

the objectives of the assignment (see Appendix E, Fig. 26). Evidently, from these 

statistics, it does not appear as through the teacher’s verbal instruction is the issue 

causing insignificant revision. 85% of the participants thought that the prompt’s wording 

was clear (see Appendix E, Fig. 28), and 90% claimed that they did not think the 

Revision Project was that difficult (see Appendix E, Fig. 29).  

Many of the positive responses towards the revision assignment belonged to 

students who were following Prompt #4, which actually required less revision than the 

other three prompts (three paragraphs total instead of the entire document). However, 

69% of all participants said that without having further explanation from the instructor, 

they would not have fully understood the revision assignment (see Fig. 27). 
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18 out of 29 students from Darren’s class agreed with this statement. Although Darren 

provided a simple prompt, further explanation and detail still needed to be provided 

during class. 14 out of 20 students from Gloria’s class also needed verbal instruction. 

Gloria distributed an extremely elaborate prompt, which was very different from 

Darren’s. 23 out of 33 students from Ron’s class, who followed Prompt #1 (standard 

prompt), also selected that without further instruction, the prompt would have been 

difficult to follow. Out of the 15 students from Sarah’s class who completed the survey, 9 

expressed this same concern. Although the results for this section were fairly spread, the 

majority of the participants who thought the prompt’s requirements and purpose were 

somewhat unclear seemed to be following either Ron’s standard revision prompt, or 

Gloria’s elaborate prompt.  

What Do These Results Suggest About the Revision Prompts? 

From the above responses, students do seem to understand what they are required 

to do for the Revision Project. Most all the participants selected that their teacher clearly 

explained the “objectives” or goals of the assignment and that they understood its 

purpose. If we were to refer back to the four revision prompts, we can see that there is a 

general, but straightforward, purpose for revision. Students know that revision is, as 

Sarah states, “rethinking the argument” or as Gloria describes as, “strengthen[ing] your 

argument.” Students acknowledge that critical thinking is necessary and “sometimes 

simply thinking further through an argument brings us to a new understanding,” as 

suggested in Ron’s standard prompt.  

Evidently, we should not underestimate first-year writers’ understanding of 

revision. However, all student participants were required to complete this survey before 
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receiving their grades on their revision assignments. Therefore, many students may have 

“thought” they understood what their teacher wanted them to do or how much revision 

was required, but then may come to the realization after grades are distributed that their 

revisions were not so sufficient after all. As we will see in the next section, many students 

resorted to minor sentence-level revisions instead of focusing on major higher-order 

concerns. Nevertheless, the results gathered thus far confirm that the issue regarding 

these revision assignments seems to be less to do with the students’ understanding of the 

assignment, but more to do with their implementation of revision. Most student writers 

know what they have to do to meet the objectives of the assignment, but they do not know 

how to go about doing it, or how much to revise.  

Survey Question #5: “How did you approach the revision project?”  

This section will analyze the specific approaches students tend to use during their 

revisions. All participants were asked how they specifically decided to approach their 

revision project by checking all that applied:   

I!changed!my!thesis!(argument)!completely!

I!made!my!thesis!more!speciIic!

I!took!the!opposite!stance!in!my!paper!

I!directed!my!thesis!towards!a!different!audience!

I!kept!my!thesis!the!same!

I!used!new/different!examples!and!supporting!points!

I!used!new!quotes!and!evidence!from!our!class’!text(s)!

I!incorporated!more!outside!sources!

I!included!at!least!one!new!idea!in!each!body!paragraph!

I!corrected!sentence>level!errors!(grammar,!punctuation,!
word!choice,!ect.)!

I!addressed!the!teacher’s!comments!and!corrections!

0! 10! 20! 30! 40! 50! 60! 70! 80! 90!

Fig.)30:)How)did)you)approach)the)revision)project?)



 

113 

According to the figure above, approximately 83% selected “corrected sentence-level 

errors” and around 79% said they “addressed the teacher’s comments and corrections.” 

These lower-order concerns appear to be a common approach for most students. 4% took 

the opposite stance in their paper and 3% directed their thesis towards a different 

audience. These are the types of higher-order concerns that composition instructors try to 

encourage their students to consider during revision. However, since taking the opposite 

stance or addressing a different audience requires significant change to the whole 

document and a considerable amount of time, 59% of students chose, instead, to make 

their thesis more specific. Other popular approaches included incorporating additional 

outside sources and using different examples and supporting points (see Fig. 30). 

What Do These Results Suggest About First-Year Students’ Revision Approaches? 

From these responses, it seems that “adding more” to a paper is the most sought-

out strategy when it comes to revision. As Irene Clark proposed, “students often hate to 

eliminate anything they have written” (108). Although this is not completely 

discouraging, it also shows that many students would rather insert additional information 

than rethink what they have written. Revisions that may require changing the argument 

completely or shifting it towards a different audience or perspective are also the least 

used approaches because of the amount of time these revisions take to complete 

successfully.  

Students’ Difficulties With Revision 

Survey Question #6: “What did you find most difficult about this semester’s 

revision project?” 

This section of the survey was reserved exclusively for free response. The 
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students were asked, “What did you find most difficult about this semester’s revision 

project?” From the responses I have received, I have come to the conclusion that there are 

four common difficulties with revision, a few of which have been touch on in Chapter 1.  

Difficulty #1: Lack of Understanding 

The first difficulty is the students’ lack of understanding, specifically on how 

much they are required change in their paper, or as one student stated, “making enough 

change.” Although the majority of the participants claimed in Question #4 that they fully 

understood the objectives of the Revision Project, there were several free responses that 

gestured to lack of clarity, which included finding additional sources and materials to 

incorporate into their essay. Many ENC 1102 students indicated that they did not know 

where to add the outside source and how much of it should be added. Others stated that 

they had trouble revising and incorporating new ideas and examples that were still 

relevant to the topic. One student stated, “This semester’s revision project was not 

difficult at all. Normally, the hardest part is finding a good source to use, but I got lucky 

this time.” Students also expressed that they had difficulty connecting new or additional 

ideas to their preexisting arguments. Another student claimed that he or she found it 

difficult to view his or her work critically and objectively: “It was a challenge for me to 

assess why my ideas were unclear since the ideas were clear to myself.” 

Most of the students who participated in this study perceive revision as inserting 

additional material. In other words, if students do not know what to write or what to 

change, they resort to integrating a new source or two. Furthermore, because the Revision 

Project typically requires students to extend their original drafts one or two pages, this 

could also be a major cause to why students insert additional quotes or outside sources. 
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While this is a revision option that many ENC 1102 teachers allow, and even require, it 

seems to be the most popular option among first-year writers.  

Students need to be taught more frequently that revision is not only “adding” 

information to fulfill the objective of the assignment, but consciously choosing reputable 

material that enhances the clarity and understanding of their argument, while also 

“rethinking” and even eliminating material that does not work well with what they have 

written. Although fulfilling an assignment’s requirements is an unavoidable part of any 

writing task, highlighting the importance of self-directed revision, rather than stressing 

over the amount of revision taking place, will most likely stimulate a change in the ways 

students approach these assignments. 

Difficulty #2: How to Revise 

The second difficulty students have with the Revision Project is how to revise. It 

is worth noting that the prompt that gained the most positive responses, Darren’s 

simplistic prompt (Prompt #4), did not tell students how to revise, but told what options 

they had regarding what to revise. Students who are given the opportunity to explore their 

revision options feel more free and independent in their decisions. However, once they 

decide what it is they would like to revisit or change, students are then faced with the 

stressful question of how to go about revising in the most successful way possible. 

Similar to the first difficulty, students find that they are mostly concerned with how they 

are going to use additional information, examples, or outside sources in their revisions. 

Usually when a student decides to include additional information, he or she is suffering 

from a form of writer’s block. Therefore, the student’s main concern becomes fulfilling 

the objectives, very much akin to a rule-follower. One participant said that he or she had 
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trouble “determining which ideas to expound upon and which to change.” Nancy 

Sommers acknowledges that “since there is no one rule which governs the writing and 

revising of an entire text, unskilled writers are stuck with revising word by word, 

sentence by sentence, rule by rule” (Sommers 46).  

Several of the participants responded that their primary concern was reaching the 

page requirement and, thus, centered their revisions on adding extra pages to the paper. 

One student stated, “I found it difficult to add [an additional] page worth of stuff that I 

have already wrote pages worth of.” Another student said that “trying to add 2 more 

pages” was even more of a concern. Some participants also expressed that they did not 

want their additional information to sound inserted, random, or out of place: “The most 

difficult part about the revision was making sure that the paper was flowing together and 

that when I added textual evidence it wouldn’t come across as me just [putting] it 

randomly in the paper.” We can conclude that the majority of these concerns are, 

perhaps, a result of the teacher’s instructions or the assignment’s lack of clarity. 

Difficulty #3: Stress for Time 

The third difficulty with revision suggested in this study is the lack of time to 

make significant revisions. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the limited amount of 

time to complete significant revision often causes students to revert to making minor 

changes. One student’s response was, “I thought the most difficult thing about the 

revision project was that I felt we did not have enough time to work on it…we did not 

spend enough time discussing it and going over other examples.” Another student, who 

followed the detailed and elaborate Prompt #2, “found it not difficult, but frustrating, to 

have to use the striking out/highlighting in [the] paper.” Furthermore, several other 
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students used the phrase “time consuming” to describe their experience with the Revision 

Project and “having to schedule it between other assignments.” 

Not having a sufficient amount of time to complete the revision assignment may 

be a major cause in the “Spontaneous” approach that many of the students tend to use. 

Instead of outlining, planning, and coming up with a potential strategy for revision, the 

responses in this survey confirm that many students simply “start writing” because of 

time constraints. The anxiety is apparent in these responses, as students do not know 

where to start with their revisions. 

Difficulty #4: Resistance to Change 

The fourth and final difficulty is the resistance to change. Essentially, it appears 

that the only changes students will make are those imparted by the teacher. One student 

responded:  

I don’t like changing my work. I found it difficult to change things that I had 
written because the ideas I write down I wrote for a reason, and that reason is 
defeated when I have to revise. I revise my [papers] before turning them in, so 
when I do have a revision project, I only change grammar and what my professor 
asks me to change.  
 

This response demonstrates what the majority of first-year writers feel when they are 

asked to revise ideas that they feel confident in. This particular student replied that he or 

she already revises papers before turning them in. Ironically, the students who spend time 

revising during the drafting period are asked to revise again after the essay is graded. As 

a result, these students tend to change what the teacher asks them to change. One student 

similarly stated, “I found changing ideas that I previously thought would work with the 

essay difficult,” while another expressed, “I tend to get attached to ideas that I felt were 

good.” Furthermore, even if a teacher simply gives his or her students a “suggestion” for 



 

118 

potential revision, students will most likely ignore a mere suggestion over a direct request 

for change. A student’s concern with the teacher’s comments is a concept that Sommers 

discusses in “Responding to Student Writing.” She argues:  

[A teacher’s] comments create the motive for revising. Without comments from 
their teachers or from their peers, student writers will revise in a consistently 
narrow and predictable way. Without comments from readers, students assume 
that their writing has communicated their meaning and perceive no need for 
revising the substance of their text. (Sommers 379)  
 

There were several other student responses that gestured to the “Rule-Following” 

approach, such as “I [was not] 100 percent sure on how to revise to my professor’s 

likings.” Other students understood their papers as completed drafts, so the idea of 

revision seemed confusing and not having much purpose: “I found it difficult to improve 

certain aspects because my paper already received an A.” Another student, like many 

others, stated that the main issue with revision was “finding more items to change on a 

final paper I already considered completed.” 

If we were to consider the four personality types associated with this study and 

their correlation with the tendency to make changes, we may find interesting ways in 

which they relate and differ from one another. For instance, if we analyze the general 

descriptions of an “Organized” writer, we may find that this type of writer is most likely 

resistant to change altogether. After all the time and energy spent planning, for organized 

writers to be asked to revise their completed drafts is asking them take apart their original 

plan of action. Therefore, organized writers have a proclivity to ignore most, if not all, 

comments provided by their instructor or peers. The positives of being organized in the 

writing process are that these writers know specifically what they want and independently 

set goals for themselves. However, while this type of approach is beneficial, it can 
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seriously impede on the student’s ability to listen to, and take note of, the valuable 

feedback he or she receives. Thus, an organized writer may have a resistance towards 

considering alternatives or other means of improving his or her draft.    

A “Rule-Following” writer may experience this same resistance, except this 

writer tends to change only what the teacher suggests. For a rule-follower, there is little 

motivation to enact change independently. The commonalities within these survey 

responses are that most of these participants are concentrating their revisions on lower-

order concerns. Sommers believes that these types of “concerns develop for unskilled 

writers when attention is narrowly focused on rules rather than on referring them to larger 

goals for the whole piece of writing” (Sommers 46). Given that finding additional 

information, making “enough change,” having enough time, and fulfilling the page 

requirement are considered “difficulties” demonstrates that the purpose of the Revision 

Project is not being explained clearly and, thus, it is being misinterpreted. Students may 

think they understand the objectives, but meeting “the professor’s likings” should not be 

at the forefront of their revision choices. Consequently, these results show that many 

first-year writers fall into the “Rule-Following” category. As Sommers further notes: 

[O]ne of the major revision strategies of unskilled writers [is] obeying rules. 
Unskilled writers understand writing as a set of techniques and follow the rules 
even when some of them are not appropriate for the specific text they are creating. 
The problem is that writing is never abstract, but the rules always are. (Sommers 
45)  

 
One could argue that having a more “Creative” personality could allow openness towards 

alternative revision options or strategies. While writers in the “Creative” category may 

have the capacity to make frequent changes on their own and in their own way, the 

quantity of change does not necessarily produce quality changes. These writers tend to 
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value their expressionistic freedoms when making changes, and this could be the closest 

students get to practicing self-directed revision. However, because creative writers tend 

to look inward instead of outward, they may lack the willingness to consider peer or 

instructor comments because of the limitations they create. Not being open to outside 

feedback may hinder a creative writer’s ability to improve the logistics of his or her 

writing. 

Similar to the “Rule-Following” approach, the “Spontaneous” approach to writing 

and revision also appeared to be a frequent selection throughout the survey. Because 

spontaneity usually stems from uncertainty about an assignment or how to approach it, 

these writers may have the least amount of difficultly with change. However, similar to 

“Creative” writers, they experience other issues regarding organization, clarity, focus, or 

appeal to audience. Someone who is spontaneous in his or her writing approach may be 

open to changing the paper, but this writer may not understand how to carry out this 

change. This heightens the tendency to exercise ineffective or disorganized revisions that 

lack purpose or critical thought. According to the prompts provided by the instructors, a 

“Spontaneous” approach may become a disservice for the student who seeks a high or 

passing grade on the Revision Project.   

What Students Have Learned From Revision 

Survey Question #7: “What have you learned from this semester’s revision 

assignment?” 

There were quite a few positive responses to the Revision Project, most of which 

pertained to the purpose of the assignment. For instance, several participants claimed that 

they learned that “a paper always has room to improve,” that more time needs to be spent 
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on “revising than adding,” and that “revision is more than ‘fixing’ grammatical errors, 

but also includes revising ideas.” The majority of the responses expressed the importance 

of critical thinking by revisiting and analyzing what was previously written. For some, 

the revision assignment was a chance to “properly connect different sources and mak[e] 

them work together” and to be more “detailed and specific.” For others, it was an 

opportunity to improve their ability to “defend [their] argument and use better evidence 

from the works.” 

While these responses are encouraging, there are also a handful of students that 

missed the overall purpose of the revision assignment. While some students claimed that 

they only learned about the difficulties of revision, others expressed that doing the 

Revision Project simply confirmed the fact that they do not like revising at all. When 

asked what they learned most from the Revision Project, some participants stated that 

they had grammatical concerns, such as “I have issues with commas.” Other students 

discovered that revision is sometimes an extremely time-consuming process. One student 

described revision as requiring “an almost complete rewriting” of a draft. A few students 

learned that “it is very difficult to add to a paper that you already finished.” 

Consequently, there are also those students who claimed they learned little to nothing 

from the assignment altogether. One student expressed that the one thing he or she 

learned from the Revision Project was that “my original essay was not as good as I 

thought.”  

Potential Heuristics for Developing and Practicing “Self-Directed” Revision  

While we should celebrate the positive responses towards the Writing Program’s 

Revision Project, we must also address the negative views that many first-year writers 
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have when asked to revise a preexisting paper. Out of all the feedback gathered from the 

participants in this study, there were two responses in particular that I believe summarize 

an appropriate view of revision. One of the responses was as follows: “there is always 

room for improvement on the final drafts…writing really never does have a final draft.” 

This is a component of revision that many students do not understand or realize: revision 

is a recurring role in the writing process. Revision is not a “stage” of the writing process 

like editing or proofreading. Revision is, in itself, the writing process.  

The second response that stood out among the others is an crucial factor that 

writing instructors many not stress enough when teaching revision: “the writing process 

for a paper is intense labor and time consuming and requires very in-depth attention.” 

This student’s statement is completely valid and raises a significant component of 

revision that, I believe, is the least discussed idea within first-year writing courses. 

Revision should never be a “quick-fix” like grammar, spelling, and diction. Revision 

deserves and requires an extensive amount of time, reflection, contemplation, and 

practice of developing and discovering self-knowledge and applying it to one’s writing.  

The first response is just as valid as the second; writing never truly reaches 

completion, let alone perfection. This raises the ultimate question: if students have 

difficulty being satisfied or happy with their revisions, how can they expect their teachers 

to reciprocate satisfaction and vice versa? What about those students who were satisfied 

with their draft before revision? I chose FAU’s Revision Project to illustrate my 

argument about promoting “self-directed revision” because it tends to confine revision to 

a single stage by making it its own assignment. It restricts students’ abilities to explore or 

choose multiple revision strategies because of either the rigidness of its requirements or 
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the ambiguity presented in its purpose. The last section of this chapter will present 

potential solutions to placate the anxieties, hesitancies, and confusion associated with 

revision and revision assignments. 

“Replacing” and “Refining” Revision Approaches 

As previously emphasized, it is critical to acknowledge the impending problem 

that instructors often forget: not all students approach writing and revision assignments in 

the same way. For instance, teachers warn students not to procrastinate, but they may not 

realize that some students work more efficiently under pressure. Teachers may tend to 

praise students who outline before drafting, yet some of these students are more 

concerned about the “look” and structure of their paper and its organization than they are 

with the strength and clarity of their argument. Considering these completely different 

writing “habits,” what first-year writers need are one of these two methods that I have 

specifically create for this study: 1) Replacing or 2) Refining. 

The first option, “Replacing,” is specifically for students who find that their 

current writing and revision approaches are proving to be continuously ineffective and 

personally dissatisfying. These writers may need to replace their current revision 

strategies with opposing revision strategies that will essentially stretch and challenge 

their abilities as revisers. To assist first-year writers who, for instance, tend to approach 

revision in a “Spontaneous” way, teachers should encourage these students to outline, 

create goals, or take the revision process in steps. Similarly, “Organized” writers, who 

feel that their revision approaches are just as unproductive, may want to try jotting down 

ideas as they come and keeping their plans malleable, like the “Spontaneous” writer. 

Likewise, a “Rule-Following” student who needs to practice inward revision instead of 
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constantly relying on teacher comments or the rules presented in the prompt, may want to 

adopt several of the qualities of the “Creative” writer, who is conditioned to revise more 

freely. However, someone who has a “Creative” personality may also benefit from 

exercising a “Rule-Following” approach, in which he or she concentrates on the external 

presentation of his or her ideas and making sure his or her focus stays in sync with the 

objectives of the assignment.  

Encouraging students to try implementing opposing writing and revision 

strategies could prove to be a useful and constructive practice for all first-year writers. 

Even students who are already comfortable and confident in their revision approaches 

may want to try this tactic to further their writing abilities or at least gain a new 

perspective of the revision process. These students may find that trying a new method 

that contradicts their normal, preferred revision practices could help them uncover an 

alternative approach they may become useful to them for future writing and revision 

assignments.  

Nevertheless, one could argue that this practice of “Replacing” goes against the 

argument I pose throughout this study, in which I emphasize that writing and revision 

should satisfy an individual’s natural habits, rather than forcing the individual to use 

strategies that may oppose his or her personality type. However, as explained earlier in 

this chapter, in reference to Question #1 from the survey, some students “think” they 

operate in one particular way, but come to find that their “preferred” revision strategies 

are not working well in conjunction with their habits. For instance, someone may believe 

he or she is typically an “Organized” person when, in reality, this person’s revision 

approach does not reflect this quality in any way.  
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Students who are frequently unsuccessful in their chosen revision strategies are 

often using approaches that are contrary to, or unsuitable for, their actual innate writing 

habits. In other words, these students are completely unaware that the strategies they are 

using are not actually consistent with their personality. Many students who have taken 

previous writing courses have most likely been conditioned to follow a particular writing 

or revision strategy, depending on which type their instructor chose to teach. As a result, 

when introduced to college writing for the first time, these students do not necessarily 

implement their own preferred writing strategies, but rather the strategies that have been 

imposed on them by their previous instructor or institution. Allowing first-year writers to 

explore other approaches through this “Replacing” method may not only help students 

understand that there are other options available to them, but it will also give them the 

opportunity to work within a “new” approach, one that might speak to their “writer’s 

voice” more accurately. At first, this new approach may seem oppositional to who the 

student is as a writer. However, with open-mindedness, motivation, and a willingness to 

discover, replacing an old, formulated approach with a new approach could, 

unexpectedly, help a student more readily identify with his or her true writing and 

revision habits.  

The second option, “Refining,” is directed towards students who are currently 

comfortable with using their preferred revision approach, but have yet to execute this 

approach in the most successful way possible. Unlike the previous option, where a 

student replaces his or her original strategy with an opposing strategy, this option is 

designed to accommodate the writer by providing him or her with a list of revision 

strategies that are specifically aimed to refine his or her chosen writing approach. For 
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instance, while an “Organized” writer may claim to have benefited greatly from his or her 

approach to writing, this writer may still experience difficulty with fine-tuning this 

approach towards revision. Moreover, “Organized” writers may find that they approach 

general writing in a successful, organized way, but when it comes to revising their 

papers, they do not know how to apply the same strategy. Therefore, providing 

“Organized” students with specific revision heuristics that are rooted in their preferred 

writing approach may get them to feel more comfortable, confident, and independent in 

their revisions.  

For instance, an “Organized” writer may find that outlining, goal setting, mind 

mapping, and drafting his or her paper chronologically or in progressive stages are the 

approaches that have worked best for this writer during the general writing process. 

Therefore, when asked to revise a draft, like that of the Revision Project, using these 

same strategies could potentially help this writer’s revisions become sharper and more 

refined. In terms of outlining, an “Organized” student could easily delineate parts of his 

or her original draft that may need changing. For setting goals, this student could write 

down the importance and purpose of each intended revision or goal for the assignment. 

This writer can use mind mapping to visually organize and group these revisions into 

specific categories, such as “Argument,” “Clarification,” “Evidence,” “Structure,” or 

“Grammar/Diction,” or list revisions that should be made chronologically by paragraph, 

such as “Introduction,” “Body Paragraph #1,” “Body Paragraph #2,” and so forth.  

On the other hand, a “Creative” writer, whose typical approach to writing may 

involve playing with different ideas throughout the writing process, defending ideas that 

he or she is not familiar with in relation to his or her beliefs and values, and 
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brainstorming ways he or she can catch the reader’s attention most successfully, may 

want to revise according to these very tactics. This writer could try centering his or her 

revisions on the ways his or her beliefs and values challenge that of the reader’s, or 

consult the “Questions for Exploration” provided in the prompt to find new and unique 

ways to incorporate these questions into the draft. In addition to these prewriting 

strategies, a “Creative” thinker may prefer to reorganize or manipulate the original draft 

using a Word processor, or perhaps highlight, cut up, separate, and piece together printed 

paragraphs from the paper to create a visual representation of these potential revisions. In 

essence, the “Refining” method confirms that these types of writers do not necessarily 

need to approach revision any differently than the way they typically approach prewriting 

and drafting for general writing assignments. Presenting different heuristic options for 

revision to students in first-year composition courses will help ease the anxiety and 

resistance they show towards revision assignments.    
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CONCLUSION 
 

Overview 

It is crucial that writing instructors who choose to incorporate revision 

assignments in their curriculum devote sufficient time to instruct students on the 

development, processes, and goals of revision, which will encourage students to produce 

quality revision instead pressuring them to focus on quantity. This, in turn, will reinforce 

the individual’s will to revise, change, and improve on his or her own, giving the writer 

personal agency to produce successful and self-sufficient revision in the classroom.    

Essay writing in general has a tendency to cause students to look towards the 

desired result, rather than the practical and beneficial uses of the writing and revision 

process. Unintentionally, student writers have been conditioned by first-year writing 

courses to fret about the desired results of their revisions. Will the teacher deem the 

changes made to their papers as “significant?” How much should students change to 

receive an A, or maintain an A, on the assignment? While these questions are useful in 

setting goals for writing, they do not necessarily help students see the pedagogical and 

practical purposes of revision. Therefore, self-directed revision will help students learn 

how to devise practical steps to achieve their goals, rather than address the teacher’s 

concerns alone. 

There are several strategies that will encourage self-directed revision in first-year 

composition classrooms, each of which involve a student’s ability to identify with the 

writing approach(es) he or she feels most confident in using when preparing for revision.
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While a student may feel “comfortable” is his or her chosen approach, to be comfortable 

and confident when approaching revision will not only fulfill the assignment’s 

requirements and the teacher’s expectations, but also the student’s goals for the course. 

This incentive, in turn, will help students build faith in their own abilities as writers and 

revisers. 

Outward Revision 

First, revision entails viewing outcomes objectively. It is evident from the 

revision survey posed in Chapter 2 that students’ concerns regarding their teacher’s 

“approval” are a universal priority. Therefore, it is the teacher’s responsibility to address 

these concerns in the class in a way that does not obstruct the students’ negative views of 

the revision assignment. If revision is going to take place in a first-year classroom setting, 

it is just as important that students keep their academic audience in mind. Therefore, an 

expressionist undercurrent in the revision process should make room for a social-

epistemic influence, which would offer boundaries and guidance. As Bartholomae asserts 

in “Writing with Teachers: A Conversation with Peter Elbow,” “There is no better way to 

investigate the transmission of power, tradition and authority than by asking students to 

do what academics do: work with the past, with key texts…working with other’s 

terms…struggling with the problems of quotation, citation and paraphrase” (66). Students 

who are not familiar with these essential aspects of academic writing will have a difficult 

time integrating their own writer’s voice because they have not been properly taught how 

to do so.  

Writing Centers 

There are ways in which applying “outward revision” can benefit students who 
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need guidance in their revisions. Understanding the strategies and approaches often used 

by writing center tutors may help teachers promote self-sufficient revision in the 

classroom more mindfully and effectively. Writing tutors are a support system; they 

cannot tell students what to eliminate, but they can, and should, help students understand 

what revision is and how they can best accomplish it. Therefore, students must remain in 

charge of their own paper. What they choose to revise and how they will revise should be 

in their control. Students are often hesitant to take the initiative to revise because they 

would rather the tutor or instructor tell them what they should change and how to 

approach revision altogether. Therefore, one of the most important aspects of becoming a 

strong, self-directed reviser is to learn how to harness control and authorship over one’s 

writing.  

It is critical to remember that many first-year writers seek outside assistance for 

writing and revision, either because they feel intimidated to ask for help from the 

instructor, or they need someone who can bring a fresh perspective to an assignment. 

Students who opt to seek outside assistance for their revisions shows that they are one 

step closer to achieving independence as revisers. Although the positives of outside 

writing assistance do not apply conclusively to all types of students, “Creative” writers 

who need help narrowing their focus or “Spontaneous” writers who need to take the time 

to reorganize their ideas often find these resources useful.  

Taking the initiative to explore other perspectives—which is not necessarily 

outward revision but another form of identifying inward revision habits—may help many 

students develop self-directed revision strategies. In Irene Clark’s Writing in the Center: 

Teaching in a Writing Center Setting, Clark explains that writing center tutors should 
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“remain flexible about possible directions a student might take. Students are quite 

resentful of any tutor that attempts to push the paper in a particular direction” (108). Like 

writing consultants, many instructors can attest from personal experience that giving 

feedback on coursework is a meticulous task. A writing instructor does not want to force 

his or her students to go in a particular direction for revision, but, at the same time, it is 

also the instructor’s responsibility to guide the students towards improvement. 

Sometimes there are students who will not read any of their teacher’s comments 

(Organized and Creative), while others only correct or revise what their teachers have 

suggested to them (Rule-Following). Writing instructors, like writing center tutors, 

should offer some insight for revision, but they also must give their students enough 

freedom to explore other possibilities. 

Writing centers may also encourage their tutors to use question-based approaches 

during their consultations. Many writing tutors find it effective to ask the student 

questions regarding typical approaches to writing, how he or she decided to approach his 

or her current assignment, what obstacles the he or she has discovered since beginning 

the assignment, and what goals he or she would like to reach, not only during the 

consolation, but for future writing assignments. Furthermore, given the limited time a 

student has with a writing tutor before the assignment is to be handed in, the student is 

conditioned to think thoroughly about which revision goals are of most importance, 

which revisions should be confronted first, and which revisions could be set aside for 

future consideration.  

Although these students are seeking “outside” assistance, this does not imply that 

they are exercising “projective structuring” or concern with audience. Even if some 
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students do, in fact, visit a writing center with the intention of receiving feedback from an 

outside audience, a goal-setting and questioning approach that is put in place by the 

writing tutor can redirect this outward mentality towards the student. From my 

experience as a writing consultant, some of the first questions I ask students during a one-

on-one consultation include “What goals do you have for this assignment?” “Which 

issues would you like to work on during this session?” “Do you find that you are 

encountering these same issues in all of your writing assignments, or just this one in 

particular?” My priority as a tutor is to make it clear to the student that while we may not 

be able to address every writing issue in a single half-hour session, we will be able to 

confront one or two issues that the student feels is most important.  

For this reason, asking goal-setting questions that are directed towards the student 

shows him or her that revision involves personal judgment and conscious critical thinking 

to determine which revisions need to take place first, or if these revisions need to take 

place at all. Although it is easier said than done, encouraging students to look beyond the 

grade and, instead, towards the purpose of revision will help them focus less on the 

gratification of the present, such as simply fulfilling the requirements, and more on what 

that they learn from the revision assignment. There is no doubt that this mindset will help 

students self-assess their writing in a productive and honest way, and inspire self-

improvement. 

Inward Revision 

Second, the pursuit of creating and applying self-knowledge is imperative to the 

revision process, as it allows writers to productively engage in external dialogue within 

academia and internal dialogue with themselves. As Freire and Berlin would argue, 



 

133 

“dialogue is the basis of all knowing—it is the foundation of historically temporary 

traditions upon which all new traditions must be built” (qtd. in “Dialogic Response in the 

Culture of Silence”). However, while it is important for students to acknowledge that 

they are “culturally coded” and profoundly influenced by their social experiences, they 

also must be reinforced with the knowledge that, in their understanding of academic 

discourse and all its various powers and conventions, they hold the power to come to 

their own conclusions in an environment that tends to overpower and direct their writing.   

Irene Clark explains Peter Elbow’s argument that “for students to be writers 

(rather than academics), they must write about something that they know better than the 

teacher, and that ‘something’ is usually their own experiences. Otherwise, they are 

writing as test-takers, not as writers” (Clark 192). The act of mimicking or relaying of 

information can often times cause one of the ultimate forms of student resistance. 

Students become so focused on fulfilling a requirement or an objective that they start to 

lack writer self-awareness. Successful revision vitally depends on the student’s attitude—

or personality—towards writing. Similarly, Reinking argues, “To revise successfully, you 

need to control your ego and your fear and become your own first critical reader. Set 

aside natural feelings of accomplishment…and dread…Instead, recognize that revision 

offers an opportunity to upgrade your strong features and strengthen your weak ones” 

(Reinking 34). Controlling one’s “ego” indicates another important process of self-

discovery: developing one’s writing and revision habits.  

Revision offers students the unique opportunity to recognize their weaknesses and 

strengths, what they fear most about writing and revision, and what they feel the most 

confident in. In their writing and revision handbook, Cooper and MacDonald state, 



 

134 

“Research on learning shows that if you reflect on challenging tasks once you complete 

them, you will remember longer what you have learned and make better use of your 

learning in later completing similar tasks” (Cooper and MacDonald 3). Using portfolio 

systems, question-based checklists, or goal-setting strategies are some of these ways first-

year writers can confront their fears and insecurities regarding revision tasks or 

assignments.  

Dedicating More Time to Revision 

Third, dividing a revision assignment into allotted categories or segments and 

extending the timeframe will help the student know whether or not he or she is staying on 

track with his or her intended revision goals. This will assist first-year writers to 

sufficiently fulfill the assignment, while not feeling anxious or uncertain about their 

personal writing and revision approaches. From my own experience as a first-year 

teaching assistant, devoting one to two weeks to “learning about revision” is simply not 

enough. Students must recursively experience and practice revision, as it deserves much 

more than a two weeks worth of class time. Dedicating an entire semester to 

understanding revision in every written assignment will positively reinforce first-year 

students’ efforts and progress. 

Finally, students must understand that there is not a “quick fix” or a single 

“solution” to revision, but there are potential strategies that can assist them in developing 

a process that services their personal writing and revision needs. Knowing that revision 

can take place in different places and in various forms will provide students with the 

incentive and drive to achieve significant revision. The purpose of the survey presented in 

Chapter 2 was to demonstrate to scholars, instructors, and student writers that to evaluate 
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one’s personal writing habits is an essential step in determining the outcome of one’s 

relationship with revision. Whether a writer is naturally “Organized,” “Spontaneous,” a 

“Rule-Follower,” or “Creative,” each personality consists of useful approaches to achieve 

successful revision in first-year composition classrooms. 

Alternative Approaches to Assigning Revision  

Expanding on Shorter Drafts 

As discussed in Chapter 1, although I do believe there is a pedagogical purpose to 

the second stage Revision Project, I can clearly see the benefits of Gottschalk and 

Hjortshoj’s approach to revision. I believe students can profit greatly from multiple 

revisions throughout the entire semester, even more so than they could with two second 

stage revision assignments that they are currently being assigned. As a teaching assistant 

who has both assigned and been assigned revision projects, there are several aspects of 

the first-year writing course I would change. For instance, during the first half of the 

semester, teachers could give two or three short writing assignments—three to four pages 

maximum—in which the students read the assigned text for class and respond to the 

given prompt. These essay assignments would be similar to those currently practiced in 

the University’s first-year writing courses, except they would be significantly shorter and 

treated as “first drafts” instead of “final drafts.”  

After receiving instructor comments and consulting with their classmates during 

peer review, the students will already have undergone revision in several ways, giving 

them time to practice and prepare for a more extensive revision assignment for the second 

half of the term. By participating in writing exercises, which involve responding to and 

critically analyzing short published works, creating arguments, establishing their writer’s 
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voices and formulating ideas that they could potentially expand upon for further revision 

assignments, students will be exposed to a multiplicity of revision techniques, which are 

not necessarily linked to one “Revision Project.”  

The second half of the semester—from midterm to final exams—should be 

dedicated to a more extensive revision assignment. The students would be asked to select 

one of the previous short essays from the first half of the semester and expand upon or 

alter their argument. Being that the students would have previously written several 

“malleable” drafts, they will feel less pressured to “change” their ideas and “fix” their 

language and, instead, feel motivated and encouraged to “build upon” existing ideas and 

arguments, and consider alternative examples, evidence, and language. Shortening the 

first draft’s page length—from five to six to three to four—may compel students to make 

their claims more concise and choose fewer ideas or examples to discuss. Limiting the 

responses to one or two ideas per paper instead of five may help the students and the 

teacher handle these assignments as “starting points” for revision, keeping the drafts a 

“malleable substance” to be reworked and revisited. This way, when the Revision Project 

is assigned, there is a higher change of increasing the students’ drive to develop and 

include more of their ideas, which would have already been briefly explored in the first 

draft. 

Withholding Final Grades and Constructing a “Revising Plan” 

Revision usually takes place after receiving feedback. However, before 

submitting a draft for review, a student should be given ample time to consider and 

reconsider specific questions that he or she would like to confront in their revisions. This 

will help the student think about and anticipate the faults in his or her paper before 
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receiving feedback form the peer or instructor. In addition, withholding a final grade 

from the preexisting document before revision has taken place may be a potential 

solution to keeping a draft “malleable” for the student.  

In her chapter “Helping Students Revise: Global and Surface Level Revision,” 

Irene Clark emphasizes the importance of detecting faulty organization, composing 

introductions and conclusions, and helping the student recognize his or her patterns of 

error in regards to sentence-level revision. Detecting patterns of error takes a significant 

amount of time, just as it takes time to find one’s writer’s voice. Clark proposes that the 

student should be given time to discuss a draft and decide what revision goals need to be 

accomplished: “if the paper requires a great deal of revision, construct a sequential plan, 

so that the student does not become overwhelmed and discouraged” (Clark 169). 

Furthermore, Clark believes that it is beneficial to begin with one section of the paper at a 

time, “perhaps the refinement of the thesis or a particular paragraph which needs 

development” (169). Whether a student is an organized planner or a spontaneous writer, 

each deserves sufficient time to “re-look” at his or her draft and approach his or her 

revisions with the preferred approach.  

Closing 

  Writing, in all forms, should promote self-reflection and allow room for the 

constant reexamination of one’s own knowledge. Therefore, it is imperative that first-

year writers learn the strategies that cross-examine the ideologies of any pedagogical 

approach. Such ideologies are often learned through analyzing a multiplicity of literary 

works, ranging from personal narratives to academic texts. Such analytical practices offer 

a unique and rewarding approach to critical thinking and especially revision. 
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Like the theories enforced by Peter Elbow, revision can be the foundation for 

which a student writer can use internal forces, such as self-questioning and self-

assessment, to evaluate and improve his or her work in a productive manner. The purpose 

of a first-year writing course is to teach students how to read their own writing, show 

them how to pay close and critical attention to what they have written, and train them to 

make this critical attention part of the cycle of production. A classroom that encourages 

the pursuit of uncovering personal writing and revision habits will assist students in 

finding their individual voice as writers. From a social-epistemic lens like that of Berlin, 

the composition classroom is  

a prime testing ground for the teaching, not only of conventional grammar and 
models for “correct” form, but also as a place to instill in our students the 
realization that their education is not only to instruct but to offer them the chance 
to gain a participatory voice in the same system that they so naively accept as an 
exclusive authority. (“Dialogic Response in the Culture of Silence”) 

 
For first-year writers to uncover self-knowledge and exercise it in a distinct and self-

directed way, they must be familiar with the types of revision strategies available for 

them to use in concordance with their personality types. But does this mean that all 

successful revisions consist of specific, prescribed strategies? Not necessarily. Elbow 

insists that to “achieve this act of full experience, sometimes it feels as though we must 

do something positive: clench or scrunch or try harder to focus all our energy. But 

sometimes…the essential act feels like a letting go. We must learn to release something 

and just allow the perception to fill us up” (Writing with Power Techniques for Mastering 

the Writing Process, Elbow 325). Some inexperienced writers may find using heuristics 

intimidating—there is a persistent anxiety that they may not be able to use these 

heuristics correctly or in the most effective way possible. However, as proposed in 
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Chapter 2, the purpose of providing heuristics for revision is to give guidance to those 

who need it and confidence to those who are insecure about their revision approaches.  

The flexibility of these revision techniques will vary. Some first-year writers may 

need to try several approaches to determine which one suits them best. Others may want 

to replace old strategies with new ones, while a number of students may want to pursue 

and refine their existing strategies so that they can learn to use them more productively 

and with more control. Whatever the approach or personality type, all first-year writers 

are entitled to discover their writer’s voices, so that they can develop and apply self-

directed revision in composition classrooms.        
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APPENDIX B 

Adult/Instructor Consent Form 

1) Title of Research Study:  
Researching FYC Student Learning and Self-Directed Revision 
 
2) Investigator(s):  
Dr. Wendy Hinshaw, Principal Investigator; Linzi Schattinger, Co-Investigator. 
  
3) Purpose:  
The purpose of this research study is to discover how a student’s personality affects his or 
her approach to writing and revision assignments. The intent of this study is to explore 
the difficulties students have with revision and how these difficulties can be addressed, 
using a set of revision heuristics designed specifically for each writer’s personality. For 
this research, a list of survey questions regarding the students’ writing methods and 
revision approaches will present a solid understanding of the ways in which first-year 
composition students revise, according to their preferred writing strategies. This study 
has been designed to compare student personalities with their preferred writing and 
revision strategies through a list of electronic survey questions directed at first-year 
composition students. ENC 1101 and ENC 1102 instructors will be asked to provide their 
revision project prompts, while their students will be asked to anonymously complete one 
survey about their writing and revision processes and experiences. The study will involve 
reviewing anonymous FYC student feedback in order to promote “self-directed revision.” 
 
4) Procedures:  
You are being invited to participate in this research study. This consent form will provide 
you with information regarding the research project, what you will need to do, and the 
associated risks and benefits of the research. Your choice to participate in the study is 
entirely elective and not part of your assigned duties as GTAs. Your decision will have 
no bearing on your teaching assignments or reviews of your teaching assignments. 
Please read this form carefully. It is important that you ask questions and fully understand 
the research in order to make an informed decision.  
 
If you agree to participate in the study, you will be asked to provide the Co-Investigator 
(Linzi Schattinger) with your “Revision Project” prompt for ENC 1101 or ENC 1102. 
Your identifying information will be removed and a pseudonym will be assigned to your 
prompt. The prompts will be used to help me better understand the student survey 
responses. You will then distribute a link to the survey on the day your revision 
assignment is due and ask your students to complete it in class. You will not have access 
to the survey results or know which students in your class have completed it. However, 
you may access the survey questions that day so that you can discuss them after your 
students have had a chance to complete it.  
 
The electronic survey questions will ask the student about his/her personality type, how 
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he/she typically approaches writing assignments, and his/her thoughts on the revision 
assignment this semester. The purpose of this survey is not for the students to evaluate 
you as an instructor, but how they interpreted the revision assignment prompt and how 
they chose to approach the revision project. Essentially, these questions are designed to 
help students evaluate their comprehension of the purpose and expectations of their 
revision assignments, and how they implemented revision according to their preferred 
writing strategies. 
 
Students who are willing to participate will be required to fill out a brief consent form, 
which will be distributed electronically, at the beginning of the survey. The electronic 
survey itself should take approximately 20 to 25 minutes to complete, depending on the 
time the student spends typing or selecting the answers. 
 
5) Risks: 
It is unlikely that you will experience any harm or discomfort through participation. 
Breach of confidentiality is possible in this study if the privacy of participants’ 
identifying information is compromised. This will be avoided because the online survey 
will remain anonymous and a pseudonym will be assigned to your writing prompt in all 
write-ups of my research. 
 
6) Benefits: 
We do not know if you will receive any direct benefits by taking part in this study. 
However, this research will contribute to a greater understanding of how first-year 
composition students view, understand, and approach writing and revision assignments. I 
will provide participating instructors with access to the survey questions for use in their 
lesson planning for that day. I will also share my survey questions and findings with my 
colleagues in the department. 

ENC 1101 and ENC 1102 instructors are also welcome to use the survey questions for 
class discussion. After completing the survey/questionnaire, students may feel 
comfortable communicating their ideas and views about their preferred prewriting and 
drafting strategies, as well as their approach to the revision assignment. Sharing their 
thoughts on prewriting and revision could potentially clarify students’ questions and 
concerns about the writing process, which could benefit both their fellow classmates and 
you as the instructor.  

Initials ______ 
 
7) Data Collection & Storage: 
Any information collected about you will be kept confidential and secure and only the 
people working with the study will see your data, unless required by law.  All data 
collection will take place within the class activities of ENC 1101 and ENC 1102 where 
computers or devices with online access are available. With your, the instructor’s, 
permission, the Co-Investigator (Linzi Schattinger) will collect your revision assignment 
prompt prepared for ENC 1101 or ENC 1102, which will remain anonymous. ENC 1101 
and ENC 1102 students who volunteer to participate in the study will allow the Co-
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Investigator (Linzi Schattinger) to review their answers to the questionnaire, which will 
remain anonymous. 
 
As students complete the questionnaire, all data will be automatically collected through 
the electronic survey. The electronic survey will keep all data anonymous. Any 
documentation associated with the research and all study materials will be kept for at 
least three years and then deleted. We may publish what we learn from this study. If we 
do, we will not let anyone know your name/identity unless you give us permission.  
 
8) Contact Information: 

• If you have questions about the study, you should call or email the principal 
investigator(s), Dr. Wendy Hinshaw at (561) 297-3830. 
 

• If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research participant, 
contact the Florida Atlantic University Division of Research at (561) 297-0777 or 
send an email to fau.research@fau.edu. 

 
9) Consent Statement: 
*I have read or had read to me the preceding information describing this study. All my 
questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I am 18 years of age or older and freely 
consent to participate. I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time 
without penalty. I have received a copy of this consent form.  

 
 
 
Signature of Participant: ___________________________________________________ 
 
Date: ________________________ 
 
 
Printed Name of Participant 
 
First Name: _________________________ Last Name: __________________________ 
 
 
Signature of Investigator: ___________________________________________________ 
 
Date: ________________________ 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Student Participant Consent Form 
 

Researching FYC Student Learning and Self-Directed Revision 
Survey Consent Form 

 
Purpose of the Study: 
This study will evaluate the various prewriting and drafting preferences of first-year 
composition students and how these approaches impact students’ approaches to revision.   
 
Survey Procedure: 
The following survey includes questions about your personal approaches to writing and 
your thoughts about this semester’s Revision Project. The survey should take 
approximately 20-25 to complete. Your responses will be kept anonymous.  
 
Participation and Confidentiality:  
In order to participate in the study, you must be 18 years or older and currently enrolled 
in an ENC 1101 or ENC 1102 course. Your participation is completely voluntary; you are 
free to withdraw your participation from this study at any time. If you do not want to 
continue, you can simply leave this website. If you do not click the “submit” button at the 
end of the survey, your answers and participation will not be recorded. You also may 
choose to skip any questions that you do not wish to answer. If you click on the “submit” 
button at the end of the survey, your responses will be recorded anonymously.  
 
How the Findings Will Be Used: 
The results of the study will be used for scholarly purposes only. The results from the 
study will be presented in educational settings and the results might be published in an 
academic journal or publication. Because we will ask you about a number of different 
aspects of your approaches to writing and revision, it is likely that we will use your data 
to address multiple questions regarding first-year composition students’ writing methods, 
and the ways in which students revise according to their preferred writing strategies and 
personalities. 
 
By beginning the survey, you acknowledge that you have read this information and agree 
to participate in this research, with the knowledge that you are free to withdraw your 
participation at any time without penalty. 
 
Statement of Consent: 
I, the student participant, am electing to participate in the study in order to help support 
ongoing research about teaching writing. I understand that the survey will keep user data 
anonymous. 
 
I am 18 years or older. 
 
Yes ____ No ____  
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APPENDIX D 

Survey Questions 

1. Which trait BEST describes your personality? 

 Question #1 Strongly 
Disagree   Strongly 

Agree 

 Which trait BEST describes your 
personality? 1 2 3 4 

1 I am organized.     

2 I like to plan ahead.      

3 I like having a sense of control.     

4 I like to set goals for myself.     

5 I tend to over think tasks and 
projects.     

6 
I would rather improvise than 
spend time coming up with a 
plan. 

    

7 I adapt easily to almost any 
situation.     

8 I enjoy challenges.      

9 
I prefer to stick to one project for 
a longer amount of time than take 
on multiple projects. 

    

10 I consider myself detail-oriented.     

11 I appreciate guidance.     

12 I like taking risks.      

13 

I like choosing old, reliable 
approaches, rather than trying a 
new approach that could be better, 
but unreliable.  

    

14 I am a critical thinker and 
analyzer.     

15 
I want my work to reflect how I 
feel, rather than meeting an 
objective standard. 
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!
2. How do you typically approach writing assignments? 
 
Interpretation 

 
1. I make sure I fully understand the prompt before I begin a draft. I also give 
myself goals and timelines for completing the assignment. 
 
2. Although I may fully understand the prompt, I don’t usually give myself a 
timeline because I like to remain flexible. 
 
3. My main priority is to fulfill the assignment’s objectives. 
 
4. I like to push outside the boundaries and show my creative side, but sometimes 
this distracts me from following the actual prompt. 

 
Prewriting 

 
1. I like to outline my main points before writing, and I spend a fair amount of 
time brainstorming and organizing my ideas.  
 
2. I write down ideas as they come to me. 
 
3. I like to use my class notes to help guide my thoughts. I like to do a bit of 
research before I commit to any one idea or argument. At times, I allow the 
text(s)/course material to shape the ideas for my paper.  
 
4. One of my main priorities is to catch the reader’s attention. I like to choose 
unique approaches to my topic that may sometimes appear “outside of the box.” 

 
Drafting 

 
1. I typically write in chronological order to maintain sequence. I don’t like to 
jump around when writing because I feel it could lead to disorganization. 

16 

I often like to do things my own 
way, rather than copy other 
people’s methods, even if they are 
shown to work.  

    

17 I create, follow, or have “good” 
(productive, helpful) work habits.     

18 
I create, follow, or have “bad” 
(hindering, unhelpful) work 
habits. 
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2. I prefer to just jump in and start writing and see where my thoughts take me. 
This way, I don’t feel limited or pressured while writing my draft.  
 
3. I often choose ideas and arguments that I am familiar with and can defend very 
well. Sometimes I seek outside assistance, either from a peer or a writing center, 
to help solidify my ideas and get a fresh perspective on my paper.  
 
4. I like to play with different ideas throughout the writing process. Sometimes, I 
prefer defending ideas that I am not so familiar with because I enjoy exploring 
new perspectives.  
 

Revision 
 

1. I like to proofread my work several times before I turn it in. Sometimes, I have 
a peer read my work to see if my ideas are clear and if they progress logically.  
 
2. I save all of my editing until after I have completed a draft, which may involve 
taking out ideas that do not support the rest of the paper and keeping the ones that 
do.  
 
3. I typically revise my paper as I write. I try to get extra feedback from my 
teacher before I turn in my drafts to make sure I am staying on track.  

 
4. I use several techniques to revise, like asking myself questions and highlighting 
parts of my paper that may need further clarification or evidence. Instead of 
taking ideas out completely, I find ways to better explain or incorporate them. 

 
3. How would you BEST define “revision” as it pertains to your revision project this 
semester? 

 
1. Making minor adjustments to my paper, like editing sentences and changing 
words and paragraphs around. 
 
2. I see revision as “fixing” my paper. Whatever mistakes I made in my previous 
draft, I try to address in the revision. I may change what the teacher noted on my 
paper, while also making a few changes of my own. 
 
3. Revisiting my original ideas from new or different perspectives, addressing 
thoughts or arguments that I did not address before. This may mean changing a 
couple of paragraphs.  
 
4. Revision means changing at least 50% of my paper, whether that means 
changing my argument, including new ideas or evidence, or considering 
counterarguments.    
 
5. Other:  
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4. What did you think of this semester’s revision project? 
 

 Question #4 Strongly 
Disagree   Strongly 

Agree 

 What did you think of this 
semester’s revision project? 1 2 3 4 

1 I understood what the assignment 
was asking me to do.     

2 I understood the purpose of the 
assignment.      

3 The instructor clearly explained 
the objectives of the assignment.      

4 

Without having further 
explanation from the instructor, I 
would not have fully understood 
the revision assignment.  

    

5 I found the revision prompt’s 
wording confusing and unclear.      

6 The revision project was way too 
difficult.      

 
5. How did you approach the revision project? Check all that apply: 
 
 ___ I changed my thesis (argument) completely 
 ___ I made my thesis more specific  
 ___ I took the opposite stance in my paper 
 ___ I directed my thesis towards a different audience 
 

___ I kept my thesis the same 
___ I used new/different examples and supporting points 
___ I used new quotes and evidence from our class’ text(s) 
___ I incorporated more outside sources 
 
___ I included at least one new idea in each body paragraph 
___ I corrected sentence-level errors (grammar, punctuation, word choice, ect.) 
___ I addressed the teacher’s comments and corrections 

 
 
6. What was the most difficult part of this semester’s revision project? 
 
 
7. What have you learned from this semester’s revision assignment?  
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APPENDIX E 
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