Tips on Peer Editing
Summarized, in part, from

Editing Your Own Prose by Dr. John Trimble, U.T. Austin

 

When you edit, critique the work line by line, offer interlinear corrections or rephrasings, make notes for yourself of any marginal remarks you’d like to make. At the end, write a brief comment summarizing your impressions and suggestions. Write at least a paragraph. You may even divide it into a list of "What I liked" and "What I didn't like." Ask yourself, "What confuses me? Are there weedy words? Where is it bumpy? Is the author losing me? Is there any fallacious reasoning? Is there enough research to support the topic or argument? Where is it witty? Where is it too long winded?"


You'll see things that you like and things that you hate. Note these things without regard for what the other students like or dislike. Trust your own reactions. Just because everyone else thinks something is great doesn't mean that it is. Just because the rest of the class thinks something stinks doesn't mean that it does. A paragraph might have a lot of problems and still be witty and interesting. That's where you can tell the author, "I really like this. It just needs . . . "


Most of all, be honest and constructive. "This stinks" is not a good edit. Why does it stink? How could it not stink? And how could we explain ourselves without raising the author's ire or defensiveness? Remember: Don't write anything on a classmate's paper that would anger you on one of your own. 


Be sure to applaud what the writer has done well. A writer needs cheers as well as jeers. Don't hesitate to comment, "That's great!" or "I like your turn of phrase, here." 


Include some reactions to your classmate's edits, when appropriate. Mention it when you agree with a classmate's edit, especially if it is a controversial one. That will demonstrate how much support a particular edit has. If you disagree with an edit, take the time to explain why. Not only will you give the reader more to work with, but you can learn from your dialogue with other editors. You may choose to call one another to talk about the edits. You may even get together in a group outside of class. This is great because you will get instant feedback on your ideas and can only improve your writing and editing. 

Things To Look for While Editing

Almost every writer's first draft or so suffers from three major problems: it's wordy, fuzzy, and dull. When you edit, you want to help the author to make his or her writing tight, sharp, and bright. 


Tightening
Tightening means cutting and simplifying. Avoid needless complexity of expression. Don't clutter your sentences and paragraphs with sentences that could be shrunk down to phrases or phrases that could be shrunk down to words. Sometimes a long word could be shrunk down to a shorter, snappier one. Concentrate on your ideas (or the ideas of the paper you are editing). Make them succinct. Beware of puffing up sentences with hokey, pretentious phrasing in the attempt to sound important. The reader will know how important your ideas are only if they are expressed in clear and understandable language. Watch out for punctuation marks that cause unnecessary breaks or pauses. Rephrase sentences to avoid redundancies, especially those with "it is" or "there are" constructions. Passive voice makes longer, less exciting sentences. Use active. Long compound sentences can be cumbersome. If they can be rephrased to be shorter, it is almost always better. Cut words that add nothing to the meaning of your sentence. Beware of using too many adjectives or adverbs. Try to use more precise nouns or verbs, instead. Favor the simplest, shortest words. Use a thesaurus. Sometimes a long word might be more precise, but try to keep it simple. 


Sharpening
Sharpening means eliminating ambiguous or vague phrasing so your idea will become clear and accurate. Be specific. Does your phrasing leave the reader asking questions like "why," "when," "where," "huh?" You may need to clarify or add a brief explanation. Add details to what's already there or substitute specific words for fuzzy ones. 


Brightening
Brightening means giving your writing freshness, personality, color. You don't want to bore your reader. Even the most interesting topics can be presented in an uninteresting way. Vary your sentence structure and paragraph style. Throw in quotes, even dialogue, where appropriate. Add vivid metaphors or similes. Use snappy, interesting words, occasionally. Don’t be afraid to slip in a witty remark or turn of phrase. Make use of anecdotal evidence where appropriate. Create your own personal style. Even a research paper should be a good read. 

More Peer Editing Tips
From:  The Longwood Guide to Writing  by Ronald F. Lunsford and Bill Bridges (pages 78-9) 
 
1. Before reading any of the essays of the group members, read through the directions your instructor provides.  If your instructor doesn't provide a critique sheet--a list of specific questions and directions to use in a review session--you'll have to develop your own.  To do so, you may use several of the strategies for revision presented above and focus on the following aspects of a paper:
 

     a. PURPOSE.  What is the essay's purpose? How effectively has the writer achieved it?

     b. STRENGTHS.  What do you think is particularly effective about the paper? Identify at least two aspects of the essay that work well and tell the writer why you think they're effective.

     c. WEAKNESSES.  What seems ineffective?  Identify at least two aspects of the essay that need work and make specific suggestions for revision.

     d. ESSAY STRUCTURE.  Identify the paper's beginning, middle, and end, describing what the writer has done in each section.  How effective is each section? What makes it so? Make specific suggestions for revision.

     e. PARAGRAPH STRUCTURE.  How effectively is each paragraph structured? Does each have a topic sentence? How effectively is that topic sentence supported? Make specific suggestions for revision.

     f. SENTENCE STRUCTURE. How varied are the sentences (length, word order)? How effectively does each sentence fulfill the writer's purpose? How effectively has the writer used such devices as transition and repetition of key terms to create connections between and among sentences?  Make specific suggestions for revision.

     g. DETAILS AND WORD CHOICE.  How effective are the details the writer has chosen? Are there specific words or phrases that don't support the writer's purpose? Make specific suggestions for revision.

     h. OVERALL ASSESSMENT.  When you've finished responding to the various parts of the paper, write a statement giving your final impressions of the paper, summarizing its strengths and offering the writer suggestions for improvement. 
 

2. Read a given paper once without marking anything on it.  Read it as a whole, paying attention to its impact on you.  Then read it again, this time marking your responses to the critique sheet on the paper itself.

 

3. After this second reading, respond in writing to the various parts of the critique sheet.

 

4. When all the papers presented have been read and critiqued, talk with the writer.  The writer's drafts are returned, along with all written criticism from the group, and then each group member tells the writer his or her impressions of the essay.  The writer isn't to quibble or argue about these points, but to consider them as attempts to be helpful.
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Do your best!

