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Give your writing an instant make-over 
 
It is possible to improve your writing instantly – without holding a séance and channelling 
Henry James. By following a few directives, by sweating the small stuff, it is possible to 
transform your writing from clumsy to elegant. 
 
It just takes a bit of care in editing every piece. To help you do so, here’s what you should pay 
attention to. 
 
Editing checklist: 
 
Ø Read your writing out loud taking special note of the dialogue. Does it ring true or does it 

sound “written”?  
 

Ø Does the dialogue help propel the story forward or is it simply empty chit-chat or, worse, 
has it been included to explain things to the reader? 

 
Ø Check your punctuation. If you’re not sure what’s right, find out. A brilliant resource is 

Grammar Girl. 
 

Ø Pay great attention to the punctuation used in dialogue. To illustrate how it should be 
used, here’s an extract from Jo-Anne’s The Innocence of Roast Chicken:  

‘Ja dis lekker,’ said Kobus. Determined not to be outmanoeuvred in this showing-the-
others-around contest, he added: ‘Nou ja, well let me now show you something else. 
You haven’t seen anything. Come, Jonas. Let’s show them what we do with the red 
ants. And watch it, those ants bite.’  
    ‘Ja, we know,’ I said, blasé with my prior knowledge of red ants.  
    We searched among the squat anthill towers for a nest of the small vicious red ants.     
‘OK,’ Kobus called to Michael when Jonas located one. ‘Go stand by the black ants. And 
wait till I tell you.’   
    I stood with Michael, waiting while Kobus hacked the top from the heap. ‘OK, hold 
that piece of anthill fast. Now run across here with it as quick as you can.’  
 

Ø Take out unnecessary speech tags and synonyms. Notice that there are no speech tags in 
this extract from The Innocence of Roast Chicken: 

‘I love you, Ouma.’  
    ‘Ja, my kind, ek’s ook baie lief vir jou.’  
    ‘Where are you taking me, Ouma? Aren’t we going back for lunch?’  
    ‘Ja, but first I thought it was time for you to choose your own chicken. I thought 
you’d maar enjoy that.’  
    She led me to the hok of scrawny-necked teenage chickens, where their silly frenzy 
made me laugh again. I couldn’t stay cross with them, they were such idiotic, lovable 
creatures.  
    ‘So which one do you want, my kind?’ 
 

Ø Are your sentences monotonous? Vary the length and allow your sentences to reflect the 
mood you’re trying to create. 

 
Ø Check for and replace repeated words. 

 
Ø Don’t start a scene by explaining. Throw us directly into the action, and the moment. Try 

to identify the most dramatic entry point to the scene. Start late and end early. 
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Ø Make sure your characters are doing something. What “business” can you give them to 
help your characters through the scene?  

An old-fashioned housewife might be chopping carrots when her neighbour pops in to 
tell her that she, the neighbour, suspects that her friend’s husband is having an affair 
with a real estate saleswoman. Observing how your chief character handles the knife 
and the carrots will show your reader a great deal about how she reacts to the shocking 
news. 
 

Ø Create a context in each scene. Show the world. Don’t be tempted to write only dialogue. 
A conversation shouldn’t happen in a vacuum. 

 
Ø Use sensory details. 

 
Ø Beware of the much overused ‘as’ and ‘while’ sentence constructions. It’s usually more 

effective just to break the sentence up. Here’s an example: 
Gunfire cracked across the field. Margaret pulled Jane into the ditch, as the boys jerked 
and fell like puppets. 
 
The first sentence is great. It’s dramatic and to the point. The sentence which begins: 
“Margaret pulled Jane…" dilutes the effect of what happens to the boys.  We focus on 
the main thrust of the sentence, in which Margaret is pulling Jane into the ditch. 
 
How could we improve this paragraph? Break it down into its dramatic components and 
carry the reader through it step-by-step. After all, the boys deserve their own sentence 
in which to die. And find the strongest verbs you can. 
 
Gunfire cracked across the field. Margaret clamped a hand on Jane’s arm and wrenched 
her down into the ditch. Scrambling to their knees, they peered through the hedgerow. 
A burst of gunfire raised small explosions of earth across the field. The boys jerked and 
fell like puppets.   
 

Ø Always check for weak unspecific verbs – pulls, puts, grabs, walks, gets - and replace them 
with verbs that are strong and specific. 
 

Ø Are your descriptions generic? Rather use specific details. 
 

Ø Restraint is a writer’s best friend. 
 
Happy writing and editing 
Jo-Anne and Richard 


