Thinking Globally and Revising Locally

Tutoring in writing can be a very difficult task. Generally, there are two fundamental components of writing tutoring: global revision, and sentence-level revision, and there is undoubtedly tension between the two. Most tutors accept the fact that global revision is the first step in tutoring writing, if for no other reason than that revising globally tends to alter the meaning of the text, while local revision does not. Despite this commonly accepted standard, where does one end global revision, and begin sentence-level revision? Should a tutor focus exclusively on structure until he/she feels it is adequate? On the other hand, when should a tutor “draw the line,” and stop being so nitpicky about grammar?

To answer these questions, it is first important to understand the basic procedures of writing. According to standard practice, the student should first craft the subject of the paper, including components such as the thesis, and overall tone of the paper. From there, the writer designs the structure of the paper. He/she creates the organizational pattern of the work at hand, including the introduction and conclusion. Then, the writer proceeds to paragraph formation. It is at this point that the writer actually forms topic sentences, provides examples, and justifies claims made in the paper. Next, the writer goes back, and fills in the more detailed sentences, including explanations and analysis of that which he/she has written. From there, the writer goes on to look for special grammatical issues that need to be dealt with, the formatting of the paper (in terms of technical layout), and documentation for his/her sources (Murray). While these are not perfectly rigid guidelines, it is important to understand this basic process to be able to fully understanding the two main types of revision.

More specifically, understanding what is meant by the terms “global revision” and “sentence-level” revision is crucial. To begin, global revision “encompasses the entire composition. It looks at the entire piece of writing in terms of how well it answers the rhetorical situation” (Tarbox). On the other hand, local revision generally “pays attention to words and sentences within paragraphs to further refine the writing” (Tarbox). Common practice dictates that the writing tutor should first focus on the global revision of the text. Once the overall structure of the text has been sufficiently organized and honed, the writing tutor then normally moves on to evaluate sentence-level issues. However, is the process really only two steps?

In addressing this issue, one should note that there are intricate differences between the roles that global revision and sentence-level revision play in the writing process. Global revision tends to alter the overall meaning of the writing, while local revision does not (Murray). Global revision “does not mean simply moving paragraphs around and correcting grammar” (Garrison). Global revision involves the reconsideration of the overall message of the paper. In revising a paper globally, “[one] might discover…that [one’s] thesis statement is much too broad for the length of [one’s] essay. When [narrowing] the thesis, [one] may then find that [he/she needs] to cut out paragraphs that are no longer relevant to [his/her] argument and that [he/she] needs to expand on other sections instead” (Garrison). These are the kinds of discoveries that simply are not made in the process of local revision. Global revision also includes “re-ordering the writing to create a different effect for readers” (Tarbox). Simply put, most writing experts agree that “errors that receive the greatest attention should include ‘serious’ (‘global’) errors that interfere with the comprehensibility of the text…” (Meyer). It seems obvious that global revision is the place to start for most writing tutors. He/she should consider issues of structure, argumentation, the logical progression of his/her ideas, evidentiary support, and, of course, his/her thesis. After all, without a well-defined focus of the paper, the writer has no purpose in evaluating mechanical issues. 

On the other hand, local revision entails altering grammar and punctuation—details which generally do not affect the overall message of the paper. This type of revision includes “correcting sentence fragments, fused sentences, comma splices and other grammatical concerns” (Tarbox). In assessing a paper at the sentence level, one should look at details such as word choice, punctuation, and spelling. Elements such as clear pronoun references, consistent verb tense, and variety in sentence structure should also be evaluated (Williams). Clearly, one of the main differences between these kinds of details, and those involved in global revision, is that the central point—the thesis—of the paper remains in tact, regardless of whether or not the mechanics of the paper are up-to-par. Perhaps, therefore, the point at which the tutor switches over from global issues to local ones is the point at which he/she feels that the central idea, or argument, is no longer subject to change. Despite the clear difference between the functions of global and local revision, some argue that there is far greater leeway when shifting between them. While nearly all writing experts agree that “‘getting students obsessed with grammar problems at early stages of the draft is to distract them from developing their ideas in relation to their purpose and audience,’” the tension that exists between these two basic revision types might be far more fluid than one might initially think (Meyer). There is a relationship between the two that cannot, and should not, be avoided. The writer comes to understand this relationship if he/she is able to see “the relationship between global purpose and local detail. Many times the student is most interested in editing and correcting before the student’s ideas are clearly formulated” (Meyer). In revising local sentences, the writer sometimes comes to understand his/her main point more closely, and refinement of the central argument may follow. While we tend to discuss the two as independent things, “the local is dependent upon the global project and…the global purpose is dependent upon the work done at the local level. … This conversation establishes both the primacy of the global purpose and the interdependency of the global ideas and accurate, detailed support” (Meyer). Practically speaking, “‘when students ask about sentence-level issues on early drafts […] enter into a brief conversation with them—in fact, [conduct] a mini-lesson—and then […] turn the tables back to content or approach, promising that improving grammar will be the most important thing to do once the ideas are in better shape’ (63)” (Meyer). It is often the case that global issues dictate the form of sentence-level issues. On the other hand, sentence-level structure can undoubtedly influence the tone and message of the essay. As such, while the writer should first and foremost focus on global issues, he/she should keep in mind the fact that there is an effectively symbiotic relationship between global and local revision.

There is no doubt that the writer should first deal with global issues when revising his/her writing. Global revision is of primary importance in the writing process, because it involves re-evaluating the overall message of a paper. Without a cohesive message to convey, the writer’s individual sentences are of virtually no use. 

The main difference between global revision and sentence-level revision is that global revision “implies reexamining everything, rethinking [one’s] entire argument, perhaps even [one’s] thesis or…topic” (Three Levels of Revision). Without first establishing a global message in a paper, one is unable to even consider sentence-level issues. In other words, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. At the same time, a skilled writer simply cannot ignore mechanical issues that exist at the sentence level, especially when the writer recognizes the interdependence of global and local issues. It is because local issues can strongly impact global messages that the writer should not ignore sentence-level revision. Taking into consideration both the primacy of global revision, and its interdependence with local revision, the writer should always begin by first evaluating global issues, and then shift over to looking carefully at sentence-level issues when he/she has clearly defined the overall message, or thesis, of the paper. 

Works Cited

Meyer, Suzanne. “Writing Tutor Tips: the Local and the Global”. 2005. IU South Bend. 22 March 2007 < http://www.iusb.edu/~sbeng/LclVsGlbl02.16.05.pdf>

Revision: From First to Final Draft. Ed. Sharon Williams. Hamilton College. 24 March 2007 < http://www.hamilton.edu/academics/Resource/wc/revision.html>

Tarbox, Annie, and Mike Jackson. “Re/Visioning Revision”. Write Away! 1.3 (1996). 23 March 2007 <http://louisville.edu/provost/wroffice/new1-3tarbox.html>

The Writing Center: Global Revision. Ed. George Garrison. University of Virginia. 22 March 2007 < http://www.engl.virginia.edu/writing/wctr/global.html>

The Writing Center: Revision. Ed. Dr. Mary Murray. December 2005. Cleveland State U. 22 March 2007<http://www.csuohio.edu/writingcenter/revision.html>

Three Levels of Revision. Portland State University. 23 March 2007. <http://www.writingcenter.pdx.edu/printables/ThreeLevelsofRevision.pdf>

