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Assignment for All Writers: 

This week's assignment asks you to try revision. There are three steps. 

STEP ONE: Look back through the assignments you have written for previous class sessions 
during this course and choose one that you would like to revise. This can be one of your strongest 
pieces, which perhaps is only in need of some refinement; or one of your weakest, which perhaps 
needs an overhaul. Try to choose an assignment that you think has an interesting subtext, or has the 
potential to have an interesting subtext. 

For example, your Class Session 2 assignment asked you to try the following: Write a scene in which 
your main character feels compelled to solve a mystery or fix a problem. The mystery or problem 
has to involve your main character, your secondary character, and a supporting cast of one, two, 
three, or four people. And these characters must address the mystery or problem in dialogue. The 
assignment for experienced writers also asked that you introduce an element of conflict or tension 
between the real and the fantasy into your scene. 

When you wrote this assignment, you may not have had anything in mind beyond trying to write 
effective dialogue and establish your characters' relationships to one another as they tackled the 
problem or mystery they were facing. But in rereading it, you may notice that the beginning of a 
compelling premise is there: perhaps when you read your characters' conversation now, you will find 
that as they talked about the problem they were trying to solve, the emotions they showed toward 
one another suggest a rich and exciting history you could develop – a turbulent marriage, a family 
scandal, a political disgrace, a lost inheritance, a failed career. Perhaps the problem or mystery itself 
suggests a subtext: the way your characters speak and move and think as they address this problem 
has revealed a direction for the writing that you couldn't have imagined before you began. 

STEP TWO: As you did for your Class Session 6 assignment, reread your chosen piece, and try to 
listen to how it unfolds as if you were not the author. Consider the following: 

1) As a reader, what is the subtext of this writing right now? 

2) As the author, what is the writing really about? What do you think the heart of this writing should 
be? You may not be sure, and that's fine – as McNally states, "Revision is the act of teasing the Loch 
Ness monster out of the water or drawing the doppelgänger out from the shadows so that we can 
take a good look, see it more clearly, and perhaps understand why it's doing what it's doing." You 
may not be able to tell what the subtext is yet. If that's the case, decide on what you think it might 
be, or what you think it could be. You're going to revise this piece, and the process of revising it will 
tell you (at least a little bit) whether you're heading in the right direction or not. 

3) What differences do you see between how this writing strikes the reader and how you intended it 
to strike the reader? What is the difference between the subtext you wanted to create and the subtext 
you actually created? 
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4) How does your writing's communication of this subtext need to change? Perhaps the subtext – 
the heart of the story, the emotion or issue or problem you are really trying to talk about here – isn't 
coming through clearly enough. Or perhaps the subtext feels overstated or insistent; perhaps some 
subtlety is required to give the reader a sense of what is at the heart of the story. 

5) How are your piece's craft elements (dialogue, descriptive details, pace, etc.) coming together to 
create the story's current subtext? How might you use these elements differently to create the 
cumulative effect that you want? For example, are your characters explaining too much, telling the 
reader what is happening too directly? Or are they not saying enough? 

STEP THREE: Revise your chosen assignment. Consider the methods Venise Berry and Susan 
Taylor Chehak suggested in the class video. If the scene or a character's development feel "thin" in 
places, you might try Venise Berry's "layering" example to help you find more precise and developed 
action and details, to hear the motivations behind that character's movements. If you're stuck trying 
to think about the scene and discover its subtext, you might choose to follow Susan Taylor Chehak's 
advice and do a retrospective outline, "where instead of outlining what you wanted to have, now 
you're outlining what you actually have." (Remember you have chronological and narrative outlines 
to work with). Lastly, remember what McNally says about discovering subtext and revising: it takes 
time. This assignment will be a first attempt at a longer process, but it should offer you the chance 
to discuss the process with your teaching moderators and one another. As Susan Taylor Chehak 
said, "The good news is that writing is not a performance art, so you have the opportunity to go 
back and redo it." That opportunity extends well beyond the reaches of this assignment, this course, 
and even the scene you have chosen to work on right now. 

Suggested word range: 800-1,500 words. Please respect your peer reviewers' time and keep 
your assignment submission at or under 1,500 words. 

	

 


