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Mea Culpa:  As an editor of many years’ standing, I am used to running my red pen freely over my clients’ work.  And although I have published five guidebooks, it is only recently that I started writing short pieces for submission to various publications. Less confident in this arena than in my book publishing endeavors, I knew I needed someone experienced to review my articles before I sent them off.  Whew! It’s not the same on the other side of the fence. 

Finding Your Critic(s).  What I learned years ago came back to me, and I offer it as my first key piece of advice: Do not ask just anyone to review your work. Single out one or two  you feel you can trust—not to lavish compliments on your writing but to  zero in on the soft spots: perhaps the tone is off, or you need examples, or you veered off your theme. If you have selected the right critics, you will discover they have a knack for finding precisely those problems you knew were lurking there but hadn’t owned up to. I believe it was William James who said:  Be one upon whom nothing is lost. That's the critic you want. When you find that someone (or two), gulp hard and hand it over. 

Forgiving Your Critic(s). Let me warn you that sometimes the best writing critics haven't learned how to couch their comments in soothing language, always saying something positive first, for example. I have one of those in my  cohort. Think of the many otherwise excellent physicians who don't have people skills. You sense that they know their stuff,  but they don't seem able to translate from doc language to yours or to empathize with your  state of apprehension. I knew a writer years ago who asked me to read something of his while he waited, and then to offer comments. When I had finished and was ready to talk, he looked up and said "wait a minute." Turning his back to me, he leaned over in his chair, grasped his downcast head in his hands, as if to ward off the blows, and said: "Okay, go ahead." I had to laugh, but his doing that reminded me to proceed with care. 

Insight #1: Fess up: Criticism can hurt.

On the other hand, just as you wouldn't want a doctor to say there-there and gloss over your medical condition to avoid upsetting you, you don't want your writing critic to hold back either. Maybe we need Joan Rivers on our shoulder barking: "Oh, grow up!" The truth is that many of us never learned how to accept criticism nor how to give it. Both are crucial.  I leave it to someone else to advise us how to deliver criticism effectively—meaning in a way that we can hear it without wailing: 

“She just doesn’t get it!”  Indeed, what stirred me to write this piece was when a friend told me about her daughter, a smart girl of 13, who was very upset at the remarks her English teacher had put on a story she submitted. According to her mother, the girl usually gets high marks and high praise for her writing. No penciled advice from a smart-ass English teacher.  "She just didn't get it," the girl reportedly said, and stomped off to her room.

When I am honest with myself, I must admit to having said the same thing.  Recently, for example, I asked a writer friend to take a look at my first effort at a magazine article. I had ended it with a moving quotation. Among other things, she said I should open the article with the quote,  a practice she routinely follows in writing articles. "She just doesn't get it," I wailed to myself, all but stamping my foot, tossing my head, and vowing not to show her anything else I was writing. If she had read it carefully, I muttered to myself, she would have seen that it wouldn't work as a lead-in. I would keep that paragraph exactly where I had it. I did, and even though I am one who is fond of saying: “I’m seldom wrong, but this time I’m right,” in this instance I really do believe I was right. 

Critic #2, among other things, suggested that something I had said in my article, thinking it funny, might offend some. "Nonsense," I thought. Later (and we all need that “later” to regain equilibrium) I realized she could possibly be right. I took it out.

Insight #2: Don’t shoot the messenger.  Listen (or read the critique)  as dispassionately as you can, take time to reflect on what your reviewer  is reacting to and why, and then come to your own decisions about  making changes or not.

There's no need to "dis" the critic. Despite my temper tantrum, I will go back to mine not only because I know them both to have keen sensibilities, but also because they have more experience than I in article writing. (The Serenity Prayer has some good advice for these occasions: "Give me the serenity to accept what I cannot change,  the courage to change what I cannot accept, and the wisdom to know the difference.") And, of course, it’s almost never a matter of right/wrong. It’s more complex than that. We all bring our own experience and knowledge (or lack of it) to the table; your expert readers might well have insights and suggestions worth considering. 

Our Vines Have Tender Grapes:  Substitute "egos" for "vines" and hold the grapes. You probably know people whose critique makes you want to take to your bed and never write another word, and I hope you have known those who deliver criticism so well that hours pass before you know you have to rewrite the whole thing. Some seem to know how to criticize in a gentle way, like my friend who, years ago, read something I had written about the key difference it makes to write in the first person "I" instead of the second person "you."  I had unwittingly written the entire piece using "you." All she said was:  "Good job! How about writing it in the first person?"  I wanted to go through the floor. Embarrassed, I dropped the whole thing.

I don't know if writers have weaker egos than others in the population, but I know now that in my urge back then to just "drop the whole thing," I was not alone. My friend Char recently told me her story.  She had submitted an article to a magazine at the beginning of her writing career and, to her delight, it was accepted. They followed up with a request for a few quotes. (Most magazine articles like quotes, as you know.) Affronted that they didn't take it as-is, she never responded. (See the head toss; hear the foot stomp.) That she could be so–what's the word? high-handed?—astounds her now. Of course you don't want to rework the whole piece or have your point of view twisted around, but coming up with no more than a few quotations?  I gasped, and we both laughed to think we were ever so young and cocksure.

Insight #3: Don't get your knickers in a twist

if your critic or  editor asks for more than you expected.  That’s what it’s all about.

Ask for What You Want from Your Critic(s).  I once joined a newly formed writing group where we passed around our material for critical comment. Along with the others, I was open-mouthed when one of the men said: “Just tell me what you like about it.” The group never got off the ground. In the context of seeking out criticism, it helps you as much as your critics to ask yourself what you want to hear from them (short of  Bambi’s mother’s advice: “if you can’t say sumpn’ nice, don’t say nuthin’ at all). Write down your questions. The exercise operates on two levels: practically speaking, it assists your critic to stay within set boundaries; on another, surprising,  level , knowing what you want and asking for it has the effect of  transforming you into an adult (unlike my friend with his head in his hand and his heart in his throat). For example, you might say:


Don’t worry about spelling and punctuation.


Are my ideas clear?


Did I wander off the point?


Do the ideas flow well from one paragraph to the next?


Did I keep you interested?


Is it written in the right tone?


Do you want some/more examples?


Is there something you think is needed that  I didn’t include?

As an editor whose checklist is far more detailed, I might not be able to repress the urge to include a few criticisms the writer has not requested, but I am learning to do so with a light touch. For example: “Some of those sentences give Proust a run for his money.” (I am mistress of long sentences and have been known to hotly defend them, noting that Proust and I know to punctuate so that they read well. When I see out-of-control Proustian sentences from others, I am less forgiving.)

What Do You Have against Doing Your Best?  For any  major piece of writing you plan to submit to a royalty publisher or major magazine, you certainly need to have it looked at by your trusted reader. But even for those five-minute pieces many writers are now dashing off for the far more forgiving world of the Internet, let me remind you of something said by the granddaddy of what is now referred to as motivational speaking, Dale Carnegie: 

"Don't be afraid to give your best to what seemingly are small jobs….If you do the little jobs well, the big ones tend to take care of themselves."

Another reason to always do your best can be found in the world of sports:  Pros generally don't play with beginners—for all sorts of reasons, one of which is that it hurts their own game. They don't have to exert themselves to win against lesser competition. Finding themselves bored with nothing to pit themselves against, they lose interest in the game, become careless, and then sloppy. That's what happens to writers who stay on the bottom rungs of the writing ladder, who give themselves permission to do less than they are capable of, and who don't work at their craft.

The Perfectionist and the Slouch: Where to Draw the Line:  Like so many things we do in life, with our writing, too, we need to make decisions about when and how high to raise and lower the bar. Yes, it is possible to "diddle" too much with your writing;  at some point, you have to "let it go." You will always be able to find something to change—a better word, a more compelling fact. Yet, as bad a rap as "perfectionists" get in today's world, I think the "good enough" crowd should equally be brought to task. It is as difficult to persuade those with a  "good-enough" mindset to reach for the stars as it is to persuade the perfectionist to come down to planet earth. 

But there are larger questions  for writers to ponder. When you take a hard look  at your life as a writer, or at least as "one who writes with serious intent,"  consider whether  you are holding back your progress, or doing damage to yourself by always dashing things off, by not bothering with proofreading, by not using your computer's spell-check or consulting a dictionary, by not being willing to ask for and receive criticism. 
Note to the Reader: The version you are reading is one that has received the scrutiny of my reviewers. Any remaining "infelicities" are mine. 
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