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Writing to Learn: Why We Should Write,
Rewrite, and Rewrite Again

Linda Liebenberg1

When we view writing as a method, . . . we experience ‘‘language-

in-use,’’ how we ‘‘word the world’’ into existence.

Richardson (2000, p. 923)

As researchers, we know that we write to share with others:

share theory, share process, and share findings. What we may

think about less often is writing to develop and refine our own

thinking around theory, process, and findings: active and

engaged writing. Active writing requires that we rethink how

we write and the impact of that writing. These considerations

are particularly important both for the quality of our work and

our continued efforts to promote the publication of qualitative

research (Clark & Thompson, 2016).

Part of the dominant approach to writing may stem in a large

part from what we are taught about writing, and our ideas of

what writing looks like. All too often we write thinking that

what we are doing is spontaneously producing an end product

to communicate with others and that good, accomplished writ-

ers sit down and simply write that finished product. Ernest

Hemmingway rewrote the end of A farewell to arms, his third

novel, 39 times before being satisfied with it (Plimpton, 1958).

Perhaps the lesson in this is to regard writing as a process and

one through which we communicate with ourselves, facilitating

our own learning. But how do we write for process and learn-

ing? Below are some of the tricks I’ve picked up along the way

that have proved helpful.

What Is It You Want to Say and How Are You
Going to Say It?

Many of us have experienced the intimidation of the blank

screen; that all-encompassing space waiting to be filled with

words that we know will be judged and hopefully approved of

by others. One way of maneuvering around the blank screen is

by writing what it is that you want to say in five sentences or

less. Just bang it out! These words are for you and no one else.

In a minute, you’ve entered into that blank space and shattered

the power of the white screen. And you’ve set a foundation for

your work.

The next step is to use these few sentences to create the

structure or outline for what it is you want to say. An effective

means of creating this outline is to use a template. Select about

three example articles from the journal you want to publish in

and use these to get a sense of how your article should be

structured in terms of sections, headings, and style (see also

the suggestions made by Clark & Thompson, 2016). Combine

this structure with what you want to say, developing an outline

of your larger argument and the discussion that needs to be

presented in each subsection. In this way, you form the skeleton

of your article and continue to move beyond the intimidation of

the blank screen. Perhaps most importantly, you develop a

structure for your argument that is driven by you! The goal

now is to hold onto that structure. So, as you work through

your writing, keep revisiting your original statement about

what it is that you want to say and how the particular section

you are working on is intended to support your core message.

Using Active Reading to Support What You
Want to Say

Part of successful writing involves active reading. Passive read-

ing generally entails reading a document, sometimes underlin-

ing and highlighting, occasionally observing that something is

interesting but not deliberately exploring that observation
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further: Why is this particular point interesting? How does it

add, detract, support, or challenge what your own findings?

Active reading means engaging with what you are reading

as you read it; thinking critically about how this text aligns with

your research focus and in what ways. If it is in opposition to

what you are saying, how is it in opposition? What can you

learn from the argument and implied critique? How can you use

this information to avoid a potential pit fall in your own work

and strengthen your argument? Similarly, how does the publi-

cation align with your work, and in what ways does it contrib-

ute to and support what you are saying?

Active reading requires making notes as you are reading and

writing as you read. Importantly, these notes capture thoughts,

ideas, and reflections as they come to mind. They are not final

or even semifinal drafts of a finished product, but rather part of

a conversation you are having with other authors, and yourself,

regarding your own work. Later, these conversations will feed

into what is published.

Using Active Writing to Develop What You
Want to Say

At some point in the process—either before, during or after

having reviewed the literature—authors start working in a con-

crete way on their article. A good place to start is by collating

ideas, bringing them together in the manuscript, and position-

ing them in the relevant sections that were developed earlier.

The best way to move forward with this process is to put what

you have been reading aside, go back to the skeleton or outline

document, and add your thoughts and insights to the relevant

sections. People write in different ways. I like to just get my

ideas out there. I have found this approach most helpful

because it captures what I am thinking before I ‘‘loose a

thought.’’ Other people I have worked with prefer to bring

words to the article slowly, taking care in how even these initial

thoughts are framed. Whatever your approach, the important

point is to not feel compelled to get it right the first time. You

probably won’t. Even if your first draft does emerge beauti-

fully, there will always be some degree of polishing and editing

required before submitting. So, take the pressure off and rather

make space to capture your ideas, which can then be reviewed

and refined. Once you have some points set out, you can (and

should) go back and work critically through what has been

written. In this way, you start using writing as a method of

learning and as a method of refining your thoughts and

argument.

Effective ways of engaging in this process of writing to

learn, and specifically through the act of rewriting and refining

what has been written, is to again ask yourself what it is you are

wanting to say and what it is you are actually saying. Does a

paragraph fit with its neighboring paragraphs? Similarly, does a

sentence fit with its neighboring sentences? What about the

words you have used? How do these words, sentences, and

paragraphs support your core message and demonstrate the

reasoning behind it? Often the act of reflecting on the match

between a sentence and your larger argument stretches your

own thinking on the topic at hand. In this way, the process of

rewriting stimulates new understanding of the data and argu-

ment, resulting in thicker descriptions of the findings.

To ensure your content is meaningful, your argument

well developed, and your conclusions sound, it is often

helpful to remove the ‘‘trappings of language’’; the big

words and the flowery sentences that may sound impressive,

but on deeper inspection may actually say very little. Draw-

ing again, on the experiences of Hemmingway (1964/2009,

p. 157), ‘‘Write the best story that you can and write it as

straight as you can.’’ This advice comes from the The Kan-

sas City Star style guide that Hemmingway used when

working there as a reporter (1917–1918). Here, he learnt

the value of using ‘‘ . . . short sentences, . . . short first para-

graphs [and] vigorous English.’’ To sum up, use language

you know and understand. Keep your sentences short and

simple. In this way, you can stay clear on what you are

saying and the argument you are constructing.

Write, Write, and Write Again

It’s not always about writing more, but it’s always about writ-

ing better! Returning to Hemmingway, he said of his own work

(1964/2009)

Since I had started to break down all my writing and get rid of

all facility and try to make instead of describe, writing had been

wonderful to do. But it was very difficult, and I did not know

how I would ever write anything as long as a novel. It often

took me a full morning of work to write a paragraph. (p. 154,

italics added)

Everything you write should carry meaning and have a

point. This is especially crucial given word or page restrictions

of journals. If the content of a sentence or paragraph does not

meaningfully add to your larger argument, delete it; if a sen-

tence or paragraph could add, but the meaning is unclear, edit

it. Learning to write concisely ensures that your article is well

motivated, that your argument well supported by your data, and

that your conclusions well developed.

To ensure your argument has structure and flow, regularly

revisit what you have already written: Have you grouped like

ideas together? Do you have stray sentences or ideas? I find it

helpful to print out a copy of my work and use different colored

pens to ‘‘code’’ what I have written: what is this sentence

about? What is this paragraph about? The use of different col-

ors shows very quickly where sentences have lost their way,

and how I can get them back to where they belong. Then,

I repeat the process with paragraphs. In this way, you not only

create a stronger and more cohesive argument but also remove

redundancies.

Don’t be afraid to make changes: If you realize that a par-

ticular section doesn’t make sense, change it. Make sure con-

tent reflects headings. And, if what you are learning from your

data and your reading suggests changes to your structure (e.g.,

to the content or a heading), make those changes too.
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But Do Stay in Control of What You Are
Trying to Say

As you actively read, make notes, and write, it’s important that

you as the author retain control of the manuscript. This may

seem at odds with the goal of qualitative research: to ensure

that the participant’s voice remains central. However, without

the author retaining control of the article, the voices of other

authors can all too easily obscure the original intent of the

manuscript—an intent that was shaped by the voices of parti-

cipants and the resulting findings. As such, retaining control of

the writing process is quite different from dominating and

silencing.

If you feel like you are not at the center of your writing at

any point, stop and ask ‘‘What am I wanting to say?’’ Answer

yourself out loud, in one or two simple sentences. You may also

need to ask ‘‘Do I understand the topic I am trying to discuss?’’

If the answer is no, go read some more. But be sure to read

slowly and actively. If you can’t express someone else’s argu-

ment in your own words, take it as a sign that you don’t fully

understand the topic. Go back and read, and reread, until you

can clearly express theories and ideas. Only then should you

feel comfortable directly quoting someone else’s work.

Earlier I mentioned putting reading aside and capturing your

own thoughts and insights. This helps establish a first draft that,

while reflecting the existing literature and the data, is driven by

your voice. Once this initial draft has been well developed, add

more specifics from the literature (through citations and refer-

ences) and the data.

And in Conclusion . . . Writing and Ethics

In addition to promoting the publication of qualitative research

in high ranked journals, we have an ethical responsibility to

write in ways that are accessible to as wide an audience as

possible. This pertains to our responsibility to work in ways

that support communities and related transformation. Simi-

larly, our work should be accessible to policy makers for uptake

into policy and practice. In both instances, expecting readers to

wade through cumbersome reports and articles is impractical if

not unrealistic. Considered in this way, we have an ethical

obligation to make sure that our work is readable and accessi-

ble. Hopefully, some of these strategies will help support your

endeavors at promoting your qualitative findings!

References

Clark, A. M., & Thompson, D. R. (2016). Five tips for writing quali-

tative research in high-impact journals: Moving from #BMJnoQ-

ual. International Journal of Qualitative Methods. doi:10.1177/

1609406916641250

Hemmingway, E. (2009). A moveable feast. The Restored Edition.

New York, NY: Scribner. (Original work published 1964)

Plimpton, G. (1958). Interviews: Ernest Hemingway, The art of fiction

no. 21. The Paris Review, 18. Retrieved from http://www.thepar

isreview.org/interviews/4825/the-art-of-fiction-no-21-ernest-

hemingway

Richardson, L. (2000). Writing: A method for inquiry. In N. K. Denzin

& Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research. (2nd ed.,

pp. 923–948). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Editorial 3

http://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/4825/the-art-of-fiction-no-21-ernest-hemingway
http://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/4825/the-art-of-fiction-no-21-ernest-hemingway
http://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/4825/the-art-of-fiction-no-21-ernest-hemingway


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 175
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 175
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 175
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


