
 

  

PRACTICAL TASKS 
Managing the Revision Process for the First Draft 
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Managing for Clarity of Expression 
This lesson module explores practical tasks for managing the revision process in first-year 

composition courses. It reviews feedback comments and revision considerations. The lesson 
focuses primarily on revising for clarity of expression with the first draft. 
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Practical Tasks  

 

Overview 

 

The feedback comments within this lesson module fall under the first draft process. Students 

often write without planning. Students may also write with some form of planning. However, it 

is hard to prepare for those areas of the paper that require additional planning and preparation.  

 

Understanding a literary work requires more than a skim of the passage. You must read the work 

for understanding. When an instructor writes “Discuss/Discuss This,” this means that a sentence 

or a thought needs further development, and this requires skill. The development of writing skill 

always requires further attention on the literary work, the writing strategy, and the adherence to 

the assignment. 

 

Revising a first draft will require returning to review the assignment sheet/instructions, 

reviewing the instructor’s feedback, and deciding when and what to delete to make the paper and 

the ideas within it effective. This lesson module focuses on revising for clarity of expression. 

 

 

Learning Objectives 

By the end of this lesson, students will be able to do the following: 

• Review the first draft for issues with clarity. 

• Apply the instructor’s feedback 

• Design a revision plan. 

 

Feedback Comments 

 

The following represent feedback comments in this lesson module: 

 

• Awkward 

• Avoid Slang and Informal Language 

• Clear Statement 

• Cliché 

• Confusing, Confusing/Tangled Phraseology 

• Contradiction 

• Contradictory 

• Convoluted Sense 

• Could Be Better Worded 

• Discuss/Discuss This 

• Don’t Write the Same Way You Talk (Avoid Slang and Informal Language) 

• Explain Exactly What You Mean Here 

• I Don’t Understand What You Are Trying to Say Here 
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• Idiom/Idiom? 

• Much More Could Be Said Here 

• Phony (Wordy) 

• Choppy 

• Hard to Follow 

• Hard to Understand 

 

 

Tools You Will Need 

You will need your first draft. 
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1.12. Awkward 

 

Whenever anyone says “I feel awkward” that person immediately 

associates the sentiment with feeling out of place.  

 

For example, a ninth grader feels out of place at a twelfth grade 

dance. The same idea can apply to a professor’s observation of 

either your paper as a whole or a particular passage within the 

paper. Review the sample in the side bar. In the sample, the student 

does not define how “Selden” as a character symbolizes a thematic 

allusion. Think about these questions as you read: 

 

• What does Selden allude to thematically?  

• What are Killoran’s views on structural and thematic 

allusion?  

• What is “structural allusion”?  

• What is “thematic allusion?”  

 

Within the analysis, the student has not answered any of these 

questions neither has she laid a proper foundation for incorporating 

literary terms.  

 

Here is a writing strategy: What if the student wanted to remove the 

first sentence as part of an overall revision objective?  

 

Removing awkward sentences are easy. The consensus is if 

something is out of place, fix it by removing it. However, removing 

sentences is not always an option. Sometimes you must confront the 

task of determining where best to place a sentence to improve the 

effectiveness of that paragraph.  

 

Sometimes an awkward sentence may need to go somewhere else 

within the essay. To remove it altogether is not always the most 

productive thing to do. In addition, before you can delete or revise 

an awkward sentence, you must still answer all the necessary 

questions. If you are using a literary term as a basis for your 

analysis, then you must define that term considering the passage. 

You must define how you will use it within your analysis.  

 

Revision Consideration 

 

If you receive this comment, review the paragraph where the 

professor places the comment. Study it in relationship to the other 

paragraphs. Ask yourself this question: Can my paper function fully 

Sample 
 
Selden symbolizes a 

thematic allusion according 

to Helen Killoran’s view on 

structural and thematic 

allusions in The House.  

Killoran suggests that the 

“themes that emerge from 

the allusions sometimes 

agree with general critical 

perception, such as [. . .] the 

idea of Lawrence Selden as a 

well-meaning but ineffectual 

Prince Charming” (13). 

Figure 5: Essay Excerpt on Selden, 

The House of Mirth 

 

 

Problem 
 
The student does not define 

how Selden symbolizes a 

thematic allusion, nor does 

she define important literary 

terms. 
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without this sentence? If it can, then remove the sentence and/or paragraph. However, if it cannot 

function fully without the sentence, then you have work to do.  

 

To analyze the sentence fully, start asking questions. One important question is this: What 

purpose does the sentence have in relation to the other sentences? Study the sentences. Is your 

sentence a “cause” or an “effect”? What is the context of your sentence? How does it fit within 

the context of your other sentences and supporting evidence (i.e., quotes)? Do not make the 

sentence fit where it does not fit; however, do fully maximize its qualities.  

 

Lastly, when referencing literary terms and attempting to apply such terms within your paper, 

always define those terms within the context provided. Use also a literary terms dictionary to 

validate your strategy. 
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1.13. Avoid Slang and Informal 

Language 

See the comment “1.22. Don’t Write the Same Way You Talk 

(Avoid Slang and Informal Language).” 

 

1.14. Clear Statement 

 

A clear statement is typically a statement that is free from 

confusion. The best way to construct a clear statement within your 

papers is to adhere to the rules of grammar. When you try to jumble 

together too many phrases and compare those jumbled phrases with 

a contrast to another set of jumbled phrases, you lose your reader.  

Remember the basic sentence which consists of a subject and a 

verb. Then remember the functions of an adjective, adverb, 

preposition, and a conjunction. If you do not know the function of 

the elements of a sentence, then you will forever create an unclear 

statement. Examine the following excerpt and the differences 

between an unclear and clear statement. 

 

Sample Excerpt  

 

From one vantage point, the unbiased reader may perceive that of 

all the perspectives, Quentin and Shreve prove to be the most 

reliable in theirs. For example, Shreve provides the objective 

viewpoint for he has no real stake in the retelling of the events. The 

only way in which he becomes part of the drama is via Quentin. In 

other words, he has no familial ties to Sutpen or to the other 

“character-narrators.” And Quentin’s desire to reconcile Sutpen’s 

actions with that of the perception of his actions proves to be 

advantageous to understanding the role of history within the 

present. 

 

Through his actions, we see an inability to reconcile self-perception 

and social perceptions in that Faulkner presents a character unsure 

of his heritage, but marks him early on in the novel as a Negro. For 

example, Faulkner actively participates in the assigning of 

constructed identities to subject citizens. Similar to the genealogist, 

Faulkner classifies his data.  He is obligated to distinguish between 

race and class, to make social classification a vital element to his 

narratives. But “[in] accepting markings such as skin color, sexual 

difference, dress, and dialect as significant indices of social value, 

the trusting reader initially must repeat and reinforce the figures 

Problems 

The first underlined 

statement represents an 

unclear statement. Within the 

statement, the student packs 

too much into one sentence 

without fully exploring its 

qualities. How do you 

reconcile Sutpen’s actions? 

In addition, to whom does 

“his” refer? 

Revision 
Consideration 
 
Develop a simple, 

straightforward sentence to 

convey your point. The 

second underlined sentence 

is a simple, clear statement 

that answers questions about 

a particular topic. 
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whereby blacks, poor whites, and women have been classified, separated, and dominated” 

(Snead 155).  In other words, the stereotypes that permeate his novels reinforce the racist 

perspectives of southerners. 
Figure 6: Essay Excerpt on Quentin and Shreve, Absalom, Absalom! 

 

When you must ask any question or many, then you have lost your reader. If you cannot answer 

the questions yourself, then you have lost grip on your analysis. The best way to define a “clear 

statement” is to connect it to the definition we have outlined for “ambiguous.” In other words, a 

“clear statement” is easily understood, distinct, and is not ambiguous. In essence, all elements of 

uncertainty have been addressed when an idea is clear. 

 

1.15. Cliché  

 

No paper formal in nature can be effective with clichés as a significant part of the analysis.   

 

Clichés are informal and suggest a flippant tone. In addition, when you use a cliché, you 

demonstrate your inability to think of a word or a collection of words that reflect critical thinking 

about the work. In other words, you are not successful at fully maximizing your intellectual 

muscles.  

 

Essentially, you lack the ability to think “analytically” about the subject matter.  

 

In the same way that people curse because they cannot form another word that conveys the same 

meaning, students who use clichés within their papers do not embody a strong vocabulary. This 

statement is not only geared to the one who uses profane language. Individuals who use big 

words boastfully do not quite know how to express themselves simply to the average reader.   

 

They use words as a crutch in the same way that the person uses profanities or clichés. 

 

Do not let clichés become a crutch. It is better not to use them at all. If you feel that one truly 

evokes a meaning you want to convey within a certain paragraph, then do your best to prove 

your point in depth also, but do not flood your papers with clichés because such a decision to do 

so will suggest that you do not take the assignment seriously. 
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1.16. Confusing, Confusing/Tangled 

Phraseology 
 

 

A strong indication that a student does not understand the material 

is present within how a student constructs a sentence. Students put 

together disorder in the sense that they do not distinguish between 

one thing and another. They bring together phrases that do not make 

sense even to themselves, let alone to the reader.   

 

The opposite of “to confuse” is “to clear up” or make plain.  

 

It is not always a good thing to try to demonstrate sophistication in 

your writing if you do not already possess this ability. You will only 

confuse the reader even more. Sometimes constructing the simplest 

statement(s) represents the best indication of your ability to create a 

well-constructed, effective sentence, one that especially has an 

impact upon your reader. Your major objective is always to be 

effective. Writing what you mean and meaning what you write 

should be your primary goal.   

 

1.17. Contradiction 

See the comments “1.18. Contradictory,” “7.13. This Doesn’t 

Occur/Contradiction,” and “7.11. There is No Indication of This.” 

 

1.18. Contradictory 

 

A comment along the lines of “contradictory” may refer to four 

areas within your paper:   

1. a contradiction involving your thesis and the support you use 

for analysis;  

2. a contradiction involving the credibility of the support in 

relation to other sources used;  

3. a contradiction involving your thesis and the author’s 

position; and/or 

4. a contradiction within the conclusion. 

 

 

Understanding (1) and (2) 

For (1) and (2), receiving this comment depends upon how well or 

how poorly you have organized your information. You have learned 

Sample 

The Indians see the white 

man as stupid in their strive 

to civilize the savage.  And 

this thought takes notice 

because the Indians were 

often painted as fragile and 

passive people.  Passivity 

proved to their advantage 

because they tended not to 

incorporate themselves into 

society.  

Figure 7: Essay Excerpt, “The 

Legacy of Conquest” 

 

 

Problems 
 
1) How can a thought take 

notice?  

2) What does this mean? 

3) How did passivity prove 

to their advantage? 
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to create an outline before assuming the task of writing. If you do not know who says or who has 

said what, in terms of your thesis and the support you use, you may easily develop a thesis that 

lacks strong foundation. For an argument, if you develop the thesis “All dogs are nice,” but 

support the thesis with a fact from The Humane Society such as “All dogs 100% of the time bark 

at strangers,” then you contradict your thesis.   

 

Think about how you wash your clothes; you always separate the whites from the colors. Now 

think about how you fold your clothes after drying. You place socks that match together.  

This same ideology applies to your thesis and the support you use for the thesis. All your likes, 

your matches, must go into one content pile; and all the ones that are different from the likes 

must go into a separate content pile. This way you can identify what is what and what is not. 

 

Understanding (3) 

For (3), you must develop a thesis that correlates to the author’s claim and the requirement of the 

exam question (as expected from your professor on a final paper).  

Your thesis and the author’s claim should be on the same level. Even if you are negating his 

claim to develop your thesis, you cannot develop a thesis that is so far beyond what the author 

claims. In other words, if the author claims that “All dogs are nice,” you can either agree or you 

can disagree by claiming that all dogs are not nice. In doing this, you are still on the same level 

as the author.  

However, you cannot argue that “All dogs are kind to only people they know.” What does this 

thesis have anything to do with what the author claims?  

Examine the thesis carefully and separate what the author believes and what he does not believe. 

Do not apply implications that are not truly implied in the immediate text.    

 

Understanding (4) 

Lastly, a contradiction within the conclusion suggests that you have deviated from your 

objective.  

 

Remember your thesis.  

 

Remember what you want to prove. Before attempting to write a conclusion, go back and reread 

the introduction and the body paragraphs and ask yourself this question: Do I believe or have 

faith in anything I have just written? If you do, then you have a conclusion. If you do not, then 

before you can even begin to write a conclusion, you must return to the starting point and change 

your thesis, change the support, and then write the conclusion. Otherwise, you will receive a 

comment of “contradictory” either in sections of your paper or the comment will reflect the 

whole paper.  
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1.19. Convoluted Sense 

 

Remember the first Rubik’s cube. Remember how hard it was to put all the colors together on 

each side. Now think about that puzzle you always brought out for company or family visits. A 

puzzle that had 100 pieces or more was always the hardest to put together, especially if one 

section of the puzzle represented a sky.   

 

Now compare your analysis that is filled with convoluted language and tangled phrasing to a 

Rubik’s cube and a puzzle. When you write in such a way that even you cannot understand your 

writing, your reader loses all grip on the reality you are presenting within your paper and 

consequently loses interest.  

 

Convoluted phrasing is the equivalent to marrying political rhetoric and philosophy and placing 

these two different ideas under one umbrella. Convoluted phrasing is like an unsolvable math 

problem, which is oxymoronic. The math problem is hard to understand and is so complicated 

that it is more encouraging to quit than to continue.  

 

In the same vein, a paper filled with convoluted sense is hard to untangle, because if you cannot 

remember how you first found the information, then you cannot untangle the data. It is probable 

that you may have to start over. 

 

 

Revision Consideration 

The best method for preventing this from happening to you is to keep it simple.  

Once you can outline the simple, you can move to the next level of writing. Just know this: 

Sophisticated writing and well-fashioned rhetoric is not the same thing as convoluted and tangled 

phrasing. They are completely different. People who write with sophistication know the value of 

words and understand the function of each element within a grammatical sentence. The writer 

who thinks and writes convolutedly just does not understand the purpose of a sentence and 

grammar. 

 

1.20. Could Be Better Worded 

 

Know the value of words, their impact, and their contribution to a sentence. Research words you 

use within your papers. Use a dictionary or check a thesaurus for the synonyms of the word. The 

comment on your paper “Could Be Better Worded” implies that a possible method might be to 

copy and paste the words into a new Microsoft Word document and study them. Once you have 

an idea about how you want to move forward, then copy the revision back into your document. 

We get better at writing through revision. 
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1.21. Discuss/Discuss This 

 

A common issue with incorporating quotes is that students think 

quotes need to stand alone. Students believe that because they are 

quotes, they provide enough information to anchor a paragraph fully 

or a thought within a paragraph, but this is not true. It is not enough 

to add just a quote without explaining its significance. Without an 

explanation, the quote is just filler. 

 

The best way to rectify this problem is to think about the word 

“examine.” To examine something, according to any standard 

dictionary, is to look at the thing, the object, critically with the 

purpose of understanding its condition; to inspect, to investigate, to 

inquire into, and to test carefully through questioning (process of).  

In essence, you must examine a quote by testing its quality, 

effectiveness, and structure. Read the following excerpt. The 

student incorporates a quote within the essay but does not fully 

explore its relationship to the main parts of the essay.  

 

Sample Excerpt 

In contrast, “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell,” supports a 

different viewpoint. Blake “accepts the terminology of standard 

Christian morality, but reverses its values” (53).  For example, “the 

conventional Good is associated with the Soul and consists of the 

contrary qualities of reason, restraint, passivity and prohibition; the 

conventional Evil is associated with the Body and its desires and 

consists of energy, abundance, act and freedom” (Blake 53).  Blake 

points out:  

 

That Man has two existing principles:  a Body & a Soul . . . Energy, 

called Evil, is alone from the body and that Reason, called Good, is 

alone from the soul . . . Man has no Body distinct from his Soul; 

Body is a portion of Soul discerned by the five senses . . . Energy is 

the only life . . . Reason is the bound or outward circumference of 

Energy . . . Energy is Eternal Delight. . . . (56) 

 

Reason and Desire, which are contraries, are shown as necessary to 

human existence.  Blake contends that without contrariness, there is 

no progression; “Attraction and Repulsion, Reason and Energy 

(Desire), Love and Hate, are necessary . . .” (55). 
Figure 8: Essay Excerpt on “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell,” William Blake.  

Questions 

1) How can “conventional 

good” consist of contrary 

qualities?  

 

2) How can something 

“consist” and be “contrary” 

at the same time? 

 

3) What is the purpose of this 

quote?  

 

4) How do the “elements” 

within the quote relate to 

what you have just said 

before it? 

 

Second Underlined 

Sentence 

Why? What relation do all 

have to Blake’s position in 

“The Marriage of Heaven 

and Hell?” 
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When you receive the comment “Discuss/Discuss This,” approach this section of your paragraph 

and the corresponding quote(s) by placing on the glasses of “examination.” Consider the 

following steps as potential solutions for revising paragraphs that house quotes. 

 

Step #1 

Examine first the quote. What are its implications? What relevance does it have to the rest of the 

paragraphs of the body text? How does the author’s claim relate to the quote? Is the quote the 

author’s claim? What significance does the quote have to some examples within the author’s 

text? In your papers, always outline the significance of a quote.   

 

Step #2 

Next, place the body paragraph you develop side by side with the quote you are using. Does 

what you write lend support to the meaning of the quote? In other words, does the quote support 

your paragraph? Does the quote you want to use have anything at all to do with your paragraph?  

If yes, then what? Is your quote a suitable match for your paragraph? Remember that your paper 

is the foundation, the basis. Quotes you use must never supplant your views. 

 

Step #3 

Last, test the quote by incorporating it into your paragraph. Even though you should already 

know if it is suitable, sometimes the last test is important to determine the quote’s value and 

viability within your paragraph. Remember, just because you can incorporate a quote 

appropriately does not mean you are finished. You must elaborate further on the quote by 

answering all the questions above and converting the answers to these questions into statements.  
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1.22. Don’t Write the Same Way You Talk (Avoid 

Slang and Informal Language) 

 

We use this word “like” in everyday speech. Instead of using “similar,” we have become 

accustomed to it as a fully functional formal word. However, “like” is not an appropriate term to 

use in formal writing. You can say anything in speech. People are generally not concerned with 

speaking everyday language formally and according to the rules of grammar. The only thing they 

want to know is if you know how to hold a conversation.    

 

In other circles, people concern themselves with how well you speak. Particularly, they express 

concern when it comes to speaking articulately. We generally do not “like” it when someone 

mumbles and has slurred speech. We say to this person, “I can’t hear you.” In other words, you 

are not representing “you” to the best of your ability. This is typically what we gather from just 

one conversation with a person—that the person lacks confidence.    

 

When you use “like” in formal writing, it has the same effect of slurred, inarticulate speech. You 

are not certain how you want to present your sentence. You are not sure how to construct a 

formal, grammatical sentence properly; and you are not sure of who you are as a person.  

A person who makes eye contact during a conversation is similar to a person who knows the 

right word, and when to use this word, at the right time. Both persons are confident and less 

intimidated by the situation and the task before them.  
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1.23. Explain Exactly What You Mean Here 

 

Have you ever heard the phrase “First things first”?  

What this term means is that before you do anything else, do what needs to be done first. If you 

do not do the first, you cannot do what comes after it. In other words, you will not be equipped 

enough to do what comes next.  

For example, you need to furnish your body with the right kind of fuel, carbohydrates, before 

you can run for either short or long periods of time. In addition, a car needs fuel to run. If the car 

is on empty, it will not run. Essentially, you must furnish the car with fuel so the car can help 

you get to where you need and want to go.   

 

Similarly, you must explain new concepts, new ideas, and new ways of understanding the topic 

before you can move further on into other ideas within the paper. Otherwise, you will not be 

equipped enough to do what comes next. You will not be able to explain how one concept relates 

to another and you will develop the pattern and habit within your writing of just breezing by 

concepts and examples and not spending time with each to explain their significance.  

It is clear within the following excerpt (Figure 9) that the student needs to define how she will 

use the term “workable” within the context of the topic.  
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Sample Excerpt 

 

Random samples in this study expressed that while women 

averaged three hours a day in housework in addition to a full-time 

job, men averaged 17 minutes; “women spent fifty minutes a day of 

time exclusively with their children; men spent twelve minutes, . . .” 

to add “working fathers watched television an hour longer than their 

working wives, and slept a half hour longer each night” (Hochschild 

264).  How does this relate to the aforementioned example of the 

presenter (and woman) and the expected role of woman as a 

helpmeet?  Working wives are just what they are, “workable” 

wives, shaped into the ideal image of man; the same workable 

wives who have to compete for intellectual attention rather than the 

opposite.  
Figure 9: Essay Excerpt of Student Paper on CHESS and Student Health Center:  

Gender Differences 

 

1.24. I Don’t Understand What You 

Are Trying to Say Here 

 

Students are always tempted to use fancy words. There is nothing 

wrong with developing your vocabulary. However, when using a 

word, if you do not know how to relate it to simple words within 

your papers, then you do your paper a disservice as well as the art of 

using complex words. Know the meaning of words. Know their 

functions and know how you want to use them.   

 

Figure 10 is a good example of a student’s misguided attempt at 

connecting the more complex word with words that relate to the 

examples presented within the paper. The attempt is “misguided” 

because the student does not use a dictionary for “reciprocity” or 

“exchange,” but does for “prostitution.” Unless you research all the 

words, you will not know if one has any relation to another.  

 

Within the essay, the student uses a term to describe and/or define 

another term. In other words, the student uses the term “reciprocity” 

as a synonym for “exchange” and uses both terms as definitions for 

“prostitution.” The problem with this is the student never uses or 

applies the term(s) within the context of the literary work.  

 

In addition, the student also includes additional terms and relates 

them to “reciprocity,” “exchange,” and “prostitution.” For example, 

she does not define the words “incest” and the phrase “lace of 

control.” Essentially, what the student does is take a word, locate it 

Questions 

 

1) How are working wives 

shaped into “workable” 

wives? 2) What does it mean 

to be “workable”? 

 

3) To what does “workable” 

relate? 4) Does it relate to 

“help meet”? Economically?  

Culturally? 

 

5) Who does the working in 

the “workable”? 6) Who are 

the major key players? The 

women? The men? 

 

Revision 
Considerations 
 

Always define how you will 

use a term and/or theme 

within the context of your 

topic. 
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in the dictionary, use a definition that she can understand, and attempt to develop an analysis 

based upon the definition of the word and not the context of the work itself. Analyzing the 

context, situation, and environment of the literary work is more important than incorporating a 

theme or using a word to explain the work. Once you understand the work, you will be able to 

apply a theme appropriately. Let’s read the excerpt. 
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Sample Excerpt 

 

Throughout the play lies the practice of reciprocity. Many 

characters desire to go beyond their own personal need for 

something better regardless of the cost.  In many situations, there is 

an exchange of ideas, roles, and positions.  But there is one 

particular point the play desires to make with these different 

exchanges, that regardless of the gift in return, no exchange is worth 

the price paid.  And the price paid in the instance of the play is 

prostitution.  The Oxford English Dictionary defines “prostitution” 

in many ways.  It is defined as the “offer of oneself unlawfully, 

usually for hire, to devote or expose to lewdness.”  Such devotion 

requires moving the word from a noun to a verb, hence, to 

prostitute.  So, now the word evokes action and implies the lace of 

control on the one subjected.  Whoever is being prostituted is 

subjected to lewdness, shame, and disgrace in many ways.  And the 

term prostitute translates as incest in the first scene. 
Figure 10: Essay Excerpt on The Theme of Exchange in Pericles 

 

 

Revision Considerations 

A preliminary revision solution for this paper would be to use the 

terms the author uses and define those terms within the context of 

the literary work. 

Questions  

1) How are you defining 

“reciprocity?” Is this the 

definition? Are you defining 

reciprocity in terms of the 

word “exchange?” 

 

2) Can a play desire? 

 

3) Is “prostitution” a form of 

exchange, a form of 

reciprocity? Does the play 

provide an example of 

prostitution?  

 

4) What scene, character, or 

underlying tone will you use 

to prove that within the play 

“prostitution” is an exchange 

that is not worth the price 

paid? 
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1.25. Idiom/Idiom? 

 

Webster defines the word “idiom” as “the usual way in which the words of a particular language 

are joined together to express thoughts.” Sometimes your professor will write “idiom” in the 

margins to refer to how you have constructed a group of words within a sentence.  

For example, if you misplace an adverb or an adjective this means that you do not understand the 

function of both an adverb and an adjective. If you can phrase a sentence better, then sometimes 

moving one word and putting it in front of another is the best method. The effectiveness of the 

sentence depends upon what you have chosen as a word or collection of words and what function 

you need the word to serve.     

 

In another instance, it is tempting to project onto something what it is not. In Figure 11, the 

student takes certain words from a quote, highlighting them as “idioms” when they are in fact 

just words. The words do not represent a collection because they belong to individual sentences.  

 

In essence, the student is highlighting verbs that figuratively “jump off the page.” The words are 

so strong in value that you can visualize the image as each word is used in a different context.   

 

However, the point to make here is that do not write a paper to impress your professor. It is more 

important to write simply and get your point across than to write complex and do not understand 

the meaning you are trying to convey. Let’s examine the excerpt. The side bar contains rhetorical 

assessments of each paragraph. The purpose of asking questions is to help you generate answers. 
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Sample Excerpt 

Where Frieda adores her “. . . blue-and-white Shirley Temple cup” 

(Morrison 12), Claudia dislikes this perception of beauty.  Both 

Frieda and Pecola give in to the blue-eyed white doll that they so 

desire to be like.  They even refer to Claudia’s distates as 

“incomprehensible” (Morrison 12).  This concept of beauty to 

Frieda and Pecola is “ugliness” to Claudia.  

The . . . dolls, which were supposed to bring me great pleasure, 

succeeded in doing quite the opposite.  When I took it to bed, its 

hard unyielding limbs resisted my flesh—the tapered fingertips on 

those dimpled hands scratched.  If, in sleep, I turned, the bone-cold 

head collided with my own.  It was a most uncomfortable, patently 

aggressive sleeping companion. . . . I had only one desire:  to 

dismember it.  To see of what it was made, to discover the dearness, 

to find the beauty, the desirability that had escaped me, but 

apparently only me. . . . I destroyed white baby dolls.  But the 

dismembering of dolls was not the true horror.  The truly horrifying 

thing was the transference of the same impulses to little white girls.  

The indifference with which I could have axed them was shaken 

only by my desire to do so.  (Morrison 13-15)  

The idioms supposed, unyielding, resisted, collided, 

uncomfortable, dismember, and indifference within the quote are 

all somewhat complementary.  Claudia is “supposed” to agree to 

this standard of beauty so accepted by her sister and her mother, for 

her mother is the one who gives Claudia a white baby doll every 

Christmas.  
Figure 11: Essay Excerpt on Frieda and Claudia, The Bluest Eye 

 

The words, as individually defined, are not idioms in any sense. 

Instead, they are just words. The student uses the author’s words to 

define them in terms of a category. However, within the context the 

student writes, these words just serve as mere adjectives. Only the 

quote itself ironically represents an idiom, meaning that the quote is 

collectively a “group of words that have a special meaning very 

different from the ordinary meaning of the separate words” 

(Longman Dictionary). 

 

Revision Considerations 

It is always important to examine the words the author uses within 

the context of the work as a whole. Here is a revision of the 

Questions 

1) Why does Frieda “adore” 

here Shirley Temple cup? 

What is significant about the 

colors blue and white?  

 

2) What connection does the 

blue and white cup have to 

the blue-eyed white doll? 

 

3) Who perceives the cup as 

beauty? 

 

4) What causes Claudia to 

exhibit distaste for the doll? 

 

 

 

5) In what sense are they 

idioms? 
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student’s analysis. The revision sample below represents the appropriate use of the author’s 

words.  

 

Similarly to the doll, Claudia is also supposed to love this thing of beauty, but she is 

unyielding. She resists the adoration. Her views collide with those of Pecola and Frieda.  

Their views make Claudia feel uncomfortable. In the same way that Claudia wants to 

“dismember” the doll to see of what it is made, Claudia’s “distastes” is a form of her 

personally dismembering Pecola and Frieda to see also of what they are made. Claudia’s 

indifference toward little white girls and her desire to want to axe them is the same 

indifference and desire toward Pecola and Frieda, although they are little black girls. 

 

 

 

1.26. Much More Could Be Said Here 

 

See any one of the following comments for an explanation of “1.26. Much More Could Be Said 

Here”: “1.21. Discuss/Discuss This,” “1.23. Explain Exactly What You Mean Here,” “2.35. 

Explain Why This is Significant,” and/or “1.24. I Don’t Understand What You are Trying to Say 

Here.” 

 

1.27. Phony (Wordy) 

 

Have you ever been in the presence of a person who has tried to be something or someone he or 

she is not? What is the first thing you say about that person? You say the person is fake or you 

call attention to the abilities that he or she lacks: She can’t do this or that. She’s not even smart 

enough for that. She needs to act right. What you are saying in these words is that the person 

needs to be himself or herself instead of trying to be something or someone else.  

 

This kind of fakeness, or phoniness, shows up or reveals itself in other ways, particularly in 

writing. When we try to use phrases and words in the wrong context, words that are just unusable 

for the kind of sentence we are writing, we appear phony, and our writing lacks that genuine feel. 

We are not authentic.   

 

Revision Consideration 

 

The best solution to phoniness is this: Cultivate your own signature. Everyone has a thumbprint. 

Everyone has a signature, a way of writing that is recognizable even when you leave that 

professor’s class. Stay true to yourself. Stay true to your writing. Do not make it ever a primary 

mission to impress. When you establish a goal to impress someone, you have just moved into a 

state of phoniness. In other words, you have set a goal to be less than genuine. Just be yourself in 

person and in your writing. 
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1.28. Choppy 

 

Students often find it hard to provide sharp transitions between paragraphs. It is much easier, 

within a paragraph, to begin with transitional wording such as first and continue with second or 

next. However, it is especially difficult to tie one point to another, one end to the other.  

 

The best way to understand this comment is to think about a friend who is telling you a story. 

Just when it seems that the friend is about to make the point, he or she jumps to something else, 

some other conversation about something totally different from the one he or she starts in the 

beginning. This is an example of choppy transitions within paragraphs or how you outline the 

paper in a choppy way, shifting constantly, abruptly, without warning your reader that you are 

about to make a change. 

 

The best way to prevent your papers from housing choppy areas is to “outline” what you want to 

discuss on a separate sheet of paper or in another Microsoft Word document. Once you can 

understand what you want to discuss, then return to your paper and continue the process until 

you have completed the thought within your paper. As the best incentive to developing your 

paragraphs, always read sections aloud, one by one, and determine the best way to approach 

revision.  

 

1.29. Hard to Follow 

 

If your papers are filled with difficult to read phrasing, then you will receive this comment.   

 

Your papers must be logically constructed. Each example and explanation must continue to build 

upon the previous example and explanation. What makes it “hard to follow” the ideas within 

your paper is when you do not explain certain words or phrases that are typically used in simple 

conversation.  

 

In addition, you will see this comment written next to your thesis. Since the thesis is the lamp by 

which we use to find our way within your paper, if the thesis does not reflect the logical way 

your paper should flow, then it is easy to send the reader down the wrong corridor into a maze. 

 

No one likes a maze. Even mice do not like mazes, but what keeps them going is the smell of 

cheese. Even though your professor also does not like mazes, he or she will keep going in the 

hopes of reaching to the purpose and main idea of your paper.  

 

However, your professor will not be satisfied. In other words, you have made the task of reading 

your paper difficult, exhausting, and enduring when your paper needs to reflect some comfort for 

you and your professor. Figure 12 is a great example of an essay that reflects this comment. Read 

the excerpt and examine its wording carefully. After this, review the rhetorical annotations under 

each problem subheading; these are comments left by the professor. You will see that the student 

did not spend additional time reviewing sections to make sure ideas flowed well together. In 
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addition, there are gaps in thinking and logic. You will also see instances where the professor is 

forced to do the job of a student (rhetorical annotation). Let’s read the excerpt. 

 

Figure 12: Essay Excerpt on Wuthering Heights 

 

Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights explores a number of key themes within its narrative.  

Among the variety of themes such as imagery and symbolism lies the question of the 

unreliable narrator.  Perception in Bronte’s novel is expressed through the assumptions, 

guesses, interpretations, and style of language of two major narrators, Nelly Dean and 

Lockwood.  And secondary characters also embody these concepts.  Much of what the primary 

narrators perceive does not lend support to the overall interpretation of the novel’s narrative.  

Their perception presents a certain fallacy in thinking, leaving the reader to deduce that they 

are not entirely reliable sources to the nature of the novel.  This paper questions the underlying 

qualities of each character based on their individual assessments by examining the following 

role of perception:  circumstance, position (class), responsibility, as well as perception of 

situation.  

 

Now that we have finished reading the student’s excerpt, let’s move forward in reviewing the 

instructor’s margin comments. The feedback comments are italicized. 

 

Problem #1  

Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights explores a number of key themes within its narrative.  

Among the variety of themes such as imagery and symbolism lies the question of the unreliable 

narrator.  

• Wording is hard to follow. 

• Who is doing the “exploring”? Emily Bronte or the book? 

Always remember that the book you are reading, whether fiction or non-fiction, never “explores 

themes.” The professor, through classroom instruction, highlights recurring ideas and labels 

these ideas as “themes.”  

Problem #2 

Perception in Bronte’s novel is expressed through the assumptions, guesses, interpretations, and 

style of language of two major narrators, Nelly Dean and Lockwood.  And secondary characters 

also embody these concepts.  Much of what the primary narrators perceive does not lend support 

to the overall interpretation of the novel’s narrative.  Their perception presents a certain fallacy 

in thinking, leaving the reader to deduce that they are not entirely reliable sources to the nature of 

the novel.   

• What is the “overall interpretation” of the novel? Who is doing the interpreting? 
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• What is “fallacy in thinking?” What purpose does the concept have in the analysis of this 

paper? 

• What is the nature of the novel? 

Be careful about using words and phrases for which you do not have a complete understanding.  

Problem #3 

This paper questions the underlying qualities of each character based on their individual 

assessments by examining the following role of perception: circumstance, position (class), 

responsibility, as well as perception of situation. 

• How does a paper “question the underlying qualities of each character . . .”? 

• Is the expression of perception a definition that characterizes the “unreliable narrator”?   

• How does “unreliable narrator” relate to “perception in Bronte’s novel”? 

• What is an “unreliable narrator”? 

• What does it mean to embody these concepts? 

Always define how you will use a term. If the term is a popular literary reference, then review its 

meaning to ensure you have a sound understanding; after this, apply the term within the context 

of your analysis. Stay true to the meaning of the definition while you are using it within your 

paper. 

 

Revision Considerations 

There is no clear direction in the thesis.  Let’s rewrite it simplistically by using “I.” 

In this paper, I will examine each individual character; explore how each character perceives 

the individual self in relation to the social self; and include how such factors as class and 

personal responsibility influence how each character thinks about their current situation. 

The revision of the thesis still needs work, but sometimes you will find that a professor realizes 

that you do not really know where you are going, and will give you a low grade with the option 

of revising the paper to get a grade of at least a C, sometimes C-, depending upon how much the 

process has been difficult for the professor.  

Although you have added an extra load for your professor, the option to revise represents mercy.  

Be humble and revise the paper. Do not forget to say thank you to your professor. A professor 

should not have to write or rewrite your thesis. It is unethical and it is not their job. 
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1.30. Hard to Understand 

 

Have you ever been in a conversation with someone who jumps from one idea to the next or 

begins the conversation in the middle of a thought? Sometimes people will start in the middle 

and somehow work their way back to the beginning. The only reason why the speaker must 

return to the beginning is because the confused listener asks probing questions in the form of 

“What?” and “What do you mean?”  

 

When the speaker starts in the middle, he or she assumes the listener already knows the bits and 

pieces the speaker is leaving out of the conversation. To the speaker, it is time-consuming to be 

specific and go into detail; so, he or she assumes that it is okay to supply limited information. In 

other words, the speaker does not feel that the information communicated to the listener has gaps 

and holes.   

 

Students write with the same assumption.  

 

They know the professor has read the material already. After all, the professor is the one who has 

taught them the material. However, it is oftentimes a sign of a weak writer when the writer does 

not know how to outline his or her ideas and synthesize information without going into multiple 

pages of detail.   

 

When key information is left out, or when you make a point of highlighting textual evidence as 

key but do not explain its significance, then you make the professor’s job of reading your paper 

difficult because the meaning of your paper is hard to grasp, “hard to understand.”  

Read the following excerpt (Figure 13) and review the problems. Notice how the student 

incorporates new words and phrases, which represent a different context from Shakespeare’s 

period. If you are thinking about repeating the same method, always research the nature of 

context-specific concepts before incorporating them into a context where they might not fit. 

After the excerpt are rhetorical questions for you to consider. The rhetorical questioning 

represents feedback. 

 

Sample Excerpt 

This Christian hypocrisy goes far deeper than what is implied in the play.  The Venetians 

dismissed Shylock, yes, but they also dismissed the very person and culture of him.  “In every 

culture there are persons who fear and dislike the continuing process of cultural interaction and 

change.  These persons are particularly found within the elite, because cultural interaction leads 

to changes that the elite cannot control” (Singer 50).  The elite usually don’t have much to do 

with changes out of their control.  They often tend to suppress even cultural development. 

Authority may cut selected pieces out of one’s cultural identity in order to bring one into 

conformity by determining what culture ought to be.  The Venetians follow the thought of 

relativism.  Relativism is where claims of universal human rights are rejected.  “A relativist 

provokes the question:  ‘Relative to what?’  What defines truth, values? . . .” (Singer 45).  When 

applying these concepts, one first thinks of culture.  Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice 



Favors Writing Center 25 

 

FWC Copyright © 2011-2021 Regina Y. Favors. All Rights Reserved. 

failed and ignored the cultural identity of Shylock and as a result, he followed in their footsteps, 

which is ironic, that they would judge him based on their own behavior.  This is what you call 

learning from example.  This ultimately cost him his personal relationship with his very personal 

faith.   
Figure 13: Essay Excerpt on The Moralistic Hypocrisy in William Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice 

(Concluding Paragraph) 

 

 

Problem #1 

This Christian hypocrisy goes far deeper than what is implied in the play.  The Venetians 

dismissed Shylock, yes, but they also dismissed the very person and culture of him.  “In every 

culture there are persons who fear and dislike the continuing process of cultural interaction and 

change. These persons are particularly found within the elite, because cultural interaction leads 

to changes that the elite cannot control” (Singer 50).  The elite usually don’t have much to do 

with changes out of their control. They often tend to suppress even cultural development. 

 Before incorporating this quote, define how the Venetians dismiss the “very person” and 

“culture” of Shylock. In terms of what? 

 How is a person dismissed? 

 How is a culture dismissed? 

 Is “dismissed” equivalent in meaning to “ignored” or “rejected”? Define the way you will 

use a/the term in your analysis. 

 The quote incorporates someone else’s words on the matter, but not what the student 

thinks. 

 Aren’t the elite the ones who make many changes? The elite are one step below the 

government in some cases. However, during Shakespearean times, wasn’t the elite the 

powerful aristocracy? Couldn’t the elite have made changes? 

 

 

Problem #2 

Authority may cut selected pieces out of one’s cultural identity in order to bring one into 

conformity by determining what culture ought to be.  The Venetians follow the thought of 

relativism.  Relativism is where claims of universal human rights are rejected.  “A relativist 

provokes the question:  ‘Relative to what?’  What defines truth, values? . . .” (Singer 45).  When 

applying these concepts, one first thinks of culture.  Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice 

failed and ignored the cultural identity of Shylock and as a result, he followed in their footsteps, 

which is ironic, that they would judge him based on their own behavior.  This is what you call 

learning from example.  This ultimately cost him his personal relationship with his very personal 

faith. 
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 “Authority” is personified in this analysis. The student has given it human-like qualities. 

“Authority” is not a person. It is not similar to the role of a butcher who cuts meat. 

“Authority” cannot cut into the skin of one’s cultural identity. It is a concept. A concept 

cannot “cut.” 

 Ask yourself this: 1) Does the play mention authority? 2) Where and in what context? 

 How do the elite suppress cultural development? 

 What are the origins of “Relativism”? Who was the founder? What year was the concept 

established? Now what year was Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice published?   

 Can “relativism” be applied to Shakespeare’s period, time, or play? 

 How do we know that the Venetians follow the thought of “relativism?” What is a 

credible date in history that we can use to prove our stance? 

 In addition, was “culture” a popular term during Shakespeare’s period? 

These are some of the questions you need to consider when revising the content of your essays 

and developing context-specific wording. 

 

Use the rhetorical questioning above and the questions your instructor writes on your paper as 

feedback. 
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