Judging Manuscripts: Feedback Without Offense


(Note: At Theresa’s request, I’d like to mention the distinction between critiquing a manuscript from your writers group and judging a submission in The Sandy. Your first job as a contest judge is to rate the manuscript so the score can be compared to other entries and the winner proclaimed. Your comments, explaining why you rated it as you did, are an extra kindness shown to the writer. Don’t feel like you have to give up your day job to fix every manuscript flaw or teach each entrant how to write. That said, I still like to take enough time with each submission to provide thoughtful feedback. Then the entrant and I both learn from the process.)


When you sit down to judge a manuscript entered in The Sandy, remember that the writer has just placed before you a precious object, its glaring flaws notwithstanding. So wield your immense power with care. That doesn’t mean you should falsely praise the manuscript, but nor should you nitpick it to oblivion. 

Here’s how I like to approach a manuscript I’m judging. First I read it quickly, as a reader would, to enjoy it without thinking or critiquing. When I get through, I ask myself the general questions: Did I like reading it? Was I drawn in? Did I care about the characters? Did the story propel me to the next page? The answers tell me what to look for — and how big a magnifying glass to use — when I go back and read the manuscript a second, more critical time.

If an entry delights me and seems close to publishable, I re-read with attention to detail, pointing out minor errors or suggesting nuances to polish the work.

If the manuscript doesn’t engage me (i.e. causes wailing and gnashing of teeth), then my job isn’t to proofread or micro-critique, but to figure out what doesn’t work for me on a gross level: issues like structure, characters, plot or writing style. I try not to get hung up on details if this writer has good work still to be done on the basics. As the saying goes, there’s no sense straightening the deck chairs on the Titanic.

Once you’ve identified what’s not working, how do you convey that to the writer?

Here I’ll quote a counselor friend, who noted that when a problem arises in life, sometimes you can’t just ask: What is the solution? Solutions seldom come in tidy and complete packages. A more practical question, she suggested, would be: What is the next best thing to do?

I use her advice when I’m judging a story. Especially if it feels like a first draft instead of a 15th, I don’t ponder how the manuscript could be perfected. I ask instead: What is the next best thing for this writer to do with this piece?

The answer could be big, e.g. making a character more multi-dimensional, upping the ante so the plot packs a greater punch, or starting at a different point in the story. If the submission is further along, the “next best thing” could involve more finesse, e.g. condensing the dialogue or adding sensory elements or coming up with a synonym for an over-used word. The balancing act is to give enough insightful feedback without dousing the writer in so much red ink that he or she scraps the whole idea and takes up bowling. 

Here are a few tips I try to remember:

1. Don’t be Mrs. Pruett. Ever had a teacher who scrawled all over your brilliant essays just to make sure you knew how smart he/she was? I learned very little from Mrs. Pruett, my high school creative writing teacher, because I had an allergic reaction to her “more erudite than thou” manner. So when I make judging comments, I try to write them as a thoughtful and caring fellow writer rather than The All-Knowing Authority. 

2. Be constructive. When I point out something that jolts me as a reader, I also try to present an idea or suggestion to help. Instead of just complaining that a scene is implausible, I might write: “A little internal dialogue here would help us believe that the protagonist could go directly from kicking a homeless guy to caring for a stray dog.”

3. Honor the writer’s voice. Sometimes bending the rules can strengthen that voice. If it works for you the reader, it doesn’t have to work for you the grammarian.

4. Don’t plaster on the edit marks. If the writer sloppily changes tenses all over the place, point out one instance and in your comments suggest some attention to that throughout the manuscript. Marking every single imperfection (especially repeated mistakes) is both unnecessary and demoralizing.

5. Rate honestly; comment gently. If you give someone a “1” or “2” rating on some element, make a constructive remark on how it might be improved.

6. Find something good. Praise as well as critiquing. Maybe the writing is rough, but the story kernel is fascinating. Maybe the plot sags, but the main character grabs your attention. Give honest feedback, but take the time to find something on which the writer can build.
I appreciate writing workshops that leave me both humbled and inspired, realizing I have miles still to travel and itching to get back on the road. I’d love for every entrant in The Sandy to get back our judges’ comments and feel the same way, compelled to sit back down at the computer and pound out more of those precious words.

-- Sandy Fails

