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Revision Stages
Draft: Creation of the story on the page.

Developmental Edit: Revision of big story elements, including 
structure, character, pacing, etc.

Line Edit: Revision at a paragraph, sentence, word level, 
including word choice, tone, clarity, etc.

Copy Edit: Corrects spelling and grammar errors, as well as any 
inconsistencies or factually incorrect statements.

Pass Pages Edit: Corrects any errors—in type or design—in the 
typeset pages of a laid-out manuscript intended for print.



Remember

• When you revise, start with big-picture issues, and move down 
through line and copy edits.

• Revising is a learned skill. 
• Trust you reader instincts.

• Be patient.

• Find your process.



Micro Revision
• Word level changes: filter 

words, to be verbs, adverbs, 
crutch words

• Sentence level: clichés, passive 
vs. active, structural repetition, 
pacing

• Process in action



Don’t Be Lazy



There is an easy way to tell a 
story, but the harder path, the 
one that requires more thought, 
more intentional use of language, 
has the power to immerse a 
reader in a new world.
Pay attention to your
reader instincts.



Filter Words
Avoid unnecessary filter words, like to see, feel, think, wonder, 
realize, hear, touch, watch, look, seem, decide, notice, know, 
and can. 

For example:

I noticed Cris and the general in the 
corner of the courtyard.

Cris huddled with the general in the 
corner of the courtyard.



Filter Words: Exceptions

• When the fact that the character is seeing, feeling, etc. is 
more important in that moment than what the character sees, 
feels, etc. 

• To help establish point-of-view, 
• at the beginning of a chapter where it hasn’t been established yet (in 

a book with multiple POVs), and 

• within a scene to avoid the appearance of head-hopping. 



To Be
Avoid using the to be verb (am, 
are, was, were)

With: The light from the single 
candle was dim.

Without: The dim light from the 
single candle sputtered 
against the darkness. 

With: Ren’s steadiness was an 
anchor for me. 

Without: Ren’s steadiness 
anchored me.



To Be: Exceptions

• Break from long passages of prose

• Increase pacing in tense moment

• Land a joke

• Dialogue



Adverbs
Adverbs are helping verbs that end in –ly, like quickly, or 
modifiers like very or really. 
• left quickly: darted out
• really hot: scorching

Using a lot of adverbs can 
signal lazy writing.



Adverbs: Exceptions
Different categories/age ranges in books have different 
accepted conventions. 

Writing around the adverb can 
slow the pace and decrease 
tension.

Don’t be lazy.



Crutch Words
• Just

• Seem

• Nearly

• Appear

• Somehow

• A bit



Clichés

Avoid clichés. 

Exceptions:
• Twist to match world 

building or character

We want each word to be powerful, to carry its weight. So 
choose strong, active verbs and avoid clichés so your reader 
doesn’t check out of the sentence. 



Active vs. Passive
You can use your sentence structure to either drive your story 
forward, or it can be used to create a detached tone. 
Use passive sentences to change the focus, or avoid blame 
• (Or said passively: A passive sentence can be used to change the 

focus, or avoid blame.)

Active: Bill caught the ball.
Passive: The ball was caught by Bill. 
We were bathed in the light of the stars.
The stars bathed us in their light. 



Structure: Reading Aloud
Read sentences aloud to:

1. Learn to spot repetitive structures and personal writing habits
• Examples: 

I touched my hair, making sure the elaborate plait was in place.
(I touched my hair is an independent clause; the rest is a participial phrase.) 

Running away, I jumped over the fence.
(starting a sentence with a gerund or introductory clause) 

I will always be here, but you won’t always care.
(always using a conjunction to combine independent clauses)



Structure: Reading Aloud
Read sentences aloud to:

2. Adjust rhythm, mood, and pacing
• Short sentences create tension. 

Paragraphs of long sentences will 
slow your pacing even if it's the 
most exciting fight scene in your 
book because your reader will 
have to go back and reread to 
understand the meaning.



The Process In Action



The Process

Finish the draft and big-picture revisions

(me after typing The End) (also me after typing The End)



The Process Part 1

• Take a break from the manuscript !!!!!!!
• Fill your creative well with something 

you’re excited about.

• Keep a document open to note ideas for 
changes as you draft and as you revise.

• Make sure you’re fresh when you come 
back so you don’t get lazy.

• It takes practice to revise big-picture to 
micro issues. 



The Process Part 2

• Print the manuscript. 
• You will see the words differently than when you see 

them on a screen.
• Try out the process with a chapter and see what a 

difference it makes for you.
• Pro tip: use a pen with color different than your text so 

your eyes don’t have to strain to see the changes.



The Process Part 3

Do a quick pass of the scene or chapter

• Circle or mark filter words, to be verbs, repetitive 
structures, and sentence length issues

• Note the overall tone of the scene, where you want 
the focus to be

• Make the changes one by one, intentionally directing 
focus and creating an experience for the reader.

Each word should be powerful.



The Process Part 4

Check in with

• Tone/Mood: choose words with the right connotation

• Pacing: short sentences vs. long, word sound

• Character: stay true to character’s lens

• Tension: word sound, length











Tools

• OneLook.com – Use the related 
words feature instead of a 
thesaurus

• Merriam-Webster.com – Check 
spelling, hyphenation, and 
definitions

• www.etymonline.com – Check the 
historical usage of a word 



Sounds like a lot of work?



IT IS!



FAQs

1. How can I make revising a whole ms not overwhelming?
• Pay attention to your feelings and take breaks when you need it

• Make an overall plan for the revision round

• Plan for a month or more to get through revisions, and tackle 1-2 
chapters a day



FAQs

2. Should I sit down and revise a whole manuscript, or take long 
breaks between sections?
• Pay attention to what works best for you.

• I need momentum, so I don’t take off more than a day or two so I 
don’t forget what I’m doing.



FAQs

3. When do I know when I’m done revising?
• Write a love letter to your manuscript

• What you love about it, your hopes and dreams for it, why you wrote it, why it’s 
important to you

• Get an outside opinion (beta readers)

• Keep track of people who give good feedback.



FAQs

4. When should I give my book to alpha/beta readers?
• Get the story as good as you can on your own.

• If you don’t know if you’re making the story better or just different, 
get an outside opinion

• Have different betas that see developmental issues vs. scene issues.



FAQs

5. How do you balance revising one project with brainstorming 
or drafting your next project?
• This will be different for everyone. 

• If you traditionally publish, you’ll need to be flexible in when you 
work on different manuscripts.

• I try not to dive into something new until I’ve turned a ms in to my 
agent. 

• ALWAYS WRITE DOWN IDEAS.



Remember:
• Don’t be lazy.

• Be intentional.
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