
  

Edits, Revisions, and 
Rewrites: 

Self-editing to fix your story’s 
problems and make it shine



  

Important note:
 

DO NOT publish your book when you are the only 
person who has edited it. You need another set of 

eyes, probably multiple sets of eyes. 



  

Why self-edit?

● If you have limited 
time, what will you 
focus on?



  

Tips and things to look for:

● Let’s start at the beginning
– Do you start the story at the right time?
– Does your beginning quickly catch the reader’s 

attention?
– Do you set up a problem early, even if it’s not the 

problem?
– Are your characters likeable or admirable?

● Not perfect, but someone readers are willing to 
spend time with

– Are you avoiding information dumps?



  

Tips and things to look for:

● How is your middle?
– Avoid saggy middles (Is anything happening?)
– Do you vary your pacing? Should you add a 

twist?
– Are you building toward the climax?
– Are you still avoiding info dumps?



  

Avoiding Info Dumps

● Does the reader have to know this information?
● Does the reader have to know this information 

right now?
● Can you break it up?
● Can you put it in dialog or a memory?



  

Tips and things to look for:

● Look at your ending
– Is your climax big enough?
– Is your character a powerful actor in the climax?
– Do you save the big problem/resolution until 

near the end?
– If a character has changed, have you adequately 

explained why?
– Do you wrap up everything that needs to be 

wrapped up?



  

Tips and things to look for:

● Look at each scene
– Is this scene necessary?
– Does it tell us something vital about the 

character?
– Does it move the plot forward?
– Is it awesome?



  

Tips and things to look for:

● Do you need to add anything?
– Internal or external struggle for your 

protagonist
– Better explanation of something
– Foreshadowing, clues
– Would circularity add to you book?



  

Circularity

This is Berk. It’s twelve days north of hopeless and a few 
degrees south of freezing-to-death. It’s located solidly on 
the meridian of misery. My village: in a word, sturdy. It’s 
been here for seven generations but every single building 
is new. We have fishing, hunting, and a charming view of 
the sunsets. The only problems are the pests. You see, 
most places have mice or mosquitoes. We have dragons. 
Most people would leave. Not us. We’re Vikings. We 
have stubborness issues.

This is Berk. It snows nine months of the year and hails 
the other three. Any food that grows here is tough and 
tasteless. The people that grow here are even more so. The 
only upsides are the pets. While other places have ponies 
or parrots, we have dragons.



  

Tips and things to look for:

● How well do readers know your characters?
● Are the character’s actions explained by 

background, motivations, and goals?
● Does the character change over the course of 

the story?



  

Tips and things to look for:

● Point of View
– If using 1st person, make sure everything in your 

manuscript is something your narrator would 
know

– Unless you are using omniscient POV, only one 
person’s thoughts and observations per scene

– Close 3rd person POV brings a reader on 
intimate levels with a character—it’s jarring to 
be intimate with multiple characters in the 
same scene



  

Tips and things to look for:

● Dialog
– Does it sound real?
– Are characters consistent?
– Are you using enough contractions?
– Use alternative spelling for dialect with caution
– Careful with tags other than said or asked

● Be nice to the reader
– New paragraphs for new speakers
– Use accepted grammar
– Reminders of who is speaking



  

Dialog examples

● Strong dialect (like the example above) slows 
your reader down

● Less realistic: “No, I have not washed your 
uniform yet and I will not until I have been 
paid.”

● More realistic: “No, I haven’t washed your 
uniform yet and I won’t until I’ve been paid.”



  

Tips and things to look for:

● Showing vs Telling
– Especially effective when describing a 

characteristics and emotions
– Let readers come to their own conclusions

● Example: Rather than “Character X was an impatient 
person,” try “Character X smashed his palm into the 
horn and yelled at the suburban that had just cut him 
off.”

● Example: Rather than “Character Y was sad,” try 
“Character Y walked slowly down the hallway to her 
room, trying to control her breathing. As soon as she 
was inside, she threw herself on her bed and sobbed.”



  

Tips and things to look for:

● Are you concise?
● Does the dialog get to the point quickly?
● Are there scenes that should start later or end 

earlier?



  

Tips and things to look for:

● Remove (most) filter words
– He thought
– He knew
– He felt

● There’s usually a more effective or more concise 
way to say it



  

Tips and things to look for:

● Are you using the best words?
– Vivid Verbs 

● Can you replace a verb/adverb combination with 
a stronger verb?

● Do a search for “ly” and see how many you can 
cut.

– Specific nouns



  

Tips and things to look for:

● Use passive voice sparingly



  

Tips and things to look for:

● Avoid cliches like the plague
● Find fresh descriptions that say something 

about your character



  

Tips and things to look for:

● Are you overusing . . .
– Gestures

● Common offenders: smile, sigh
– Words

● Common offenders: just, very, really, that
– Character’s names

● Be clear, but don’t be afraid of pronouns



  

Vary word usage

He drove to the store to pick up some potatoes. 
Then he drove to the bank to deposit a check and 
get some cash. Then he drove to the bakery for a 
special cake.

He drove to the store to pick up some potatoes. 
Then he went to the bank to deposit a check and 
get some cash. Then he stopped by the bakery for 
a special cake.



  

Tips and things to look for:

● Know your weaknesses as a writer
● Check things you often mess up on

– your/you’re, lay/lie, choose/chose
● Double-check your research



  

Tips and things to look for:

● Make it pretty
– If in doubt about spelling, punctuation, 

capitalization, or a grammar rule—look it up.
– Some styles vary. Pick a style and stay with it.
– Consistency counts on things like quotation 

marks (“ vs "), spacing between sentences, etc.
– Pick an easy-to-read font.
– Include white space.



  

Techniques to try:

● Read it like a reader, from beginning to end:
– How is your pacing? Are there any boring parts?
– Do you notice any plot holes?
– Do your scenes and chapters smoothly 

transition?
– Are you overdoing something?



  

Techniques to try:

● Read it out loud
– Works especially well for dialog
– If you stumble over a sentence, consider 

rewriting it

● Or have someone read it to you



  

Techniques to try:

● Read it backward
– Either by chapter or by scene
– Takes you out of the story’s momentum so you 

can concentrate on the writing



  

Techniques to try:

● Read the same scene (or chapter, or paragraph) 
over and over again

– Makes redundant items stand out
– Helps you find ways to be more concise
– Slows the momentum so you can focus on 

editing



  

Techniques to try:

● Read it in a different format
– Put it on an ereader
– Make a pdf for a tablet or phone (play with font 

or page size to make it readable)
– Use a different font on your computer



  

Techniques to try:

● Practice on things you didn’t write
– What works in other books? Can you adapt 

those techniques for your story?
– What do you dislike about other books? Are you 

making the same mistakes?



  

Techniques to try:

● Get help from others
– Test readers
– Writing buddies
– Critique groups

● Ask them lots of questions:
– Do they like your characters? 
– Do they see plot holes? 
– Are you over/under explaining anything?



  

Revisions can take a long time, 
but if your book was worth 

writing and is worth publishing, 
it’s worth revising.



  

ALSowards.com
facebook.com/ALSowards
Goodreads: A.L. Sowards
Twitter: @ALSowards
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