
THE SELF-REVISION
CHECKLIST

A3W Editorial Sarah Waterman

A big-to-
small revision

guide for
fiction writers
S a r a h  W a t e r m a n ,  e d i t o r  &  i n d i e  a u t h o r

Hi, Friend. Welcome to the place where revision
finally starts making sense.

Before we dive in,  here’s the most honest advice I  can give you as both an editor
and a writer :  Focus on the story f irst .  

Grammar,  sentence polish,  and tiny styl ist ic choices can—and should—come
later .  Those can be handled with fresh eyes (crit ique parters,  alpha/beta readers,
or a professional editor) .  But the heart of  your revision? That’s  the story itself .

This checklist  isn’t  exhaustive,  but it  is  the l ist  I  wish every writer would run
through before sending their  manuscript to me. Think of it  as the “please do this
f irst”  pass.

I f  you ever need help or want clarity ,  I ’m just a message away:
Instagram: @a3w_editorial
Email :  TheSarahWaterman@gmail .com
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Revis ion feels  overwhelming because most  writers  try  to  f ix  everything
at  once.  P lease don’t  do that  to  yoursel f .

The key is  b ig  →  to  →  smal l .

That  means :
Start  with  developmental  issues (character  arcs,  stakes,  pacing,
structure)
Then move to l ine- level  c lar i ty  (word choice,  rhythm,  inter ior i ty ,
f i l ter  words)
Finish with  copy and pol ish (punctuat ion,  formatt ing,  consistency)

This  checkl ist  is  structured in  that  same order  so you always know what
to f ix  f i rst—and what  you can safely  ignore unt i l  later .

I f  you want  a  deeper dive  into character  growth,  you can also grab my
Character  Arc Workbook ($10)  anyt ime.  There is  a  QR code at  the back
of  the checkl ist  for  that .

And i f  you want  the fu l l  system behind this  checkl ist ,  my upcoming book
F i x  T h e  R i g h t  T h i n g  F i r s t  w i l l  walk  you through every revis ion stage
step-by-step.  I t ’s  avai lable  on Amazon!

For now? Let ’s  get  you revis ing with  conf idence.

Happy revis ing,  truly .

 You’ve got  th is .

—Sarah
 A3W Editor ia l

A Quick Note on Process

The Self-Revis ion Checkl ist Sarah Waterman
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Section 1: Developmental Edits

S t o r y  S t r u c t u r e
Story structure is  your  story ’s  order  of  operat ions—the scaffolding everything e lse  hangs on.
Whether  you fol low a  tradit ional  Western arc (exposit ion →  r is ing act ion →  c l imax →  fa l l ing
act ion →  resolut ion)  or  another  framework,  your structure should feel  intent ional ,  not
accidental .

H e r e ’ s  w h a t  t o  c h e c k :
I s  y o u r  t h e m e  c a r r i e d  t h r o u g h o u t ?
I f  your  story has  a  central  theme,  make sure i t  isn ’ t  just  ment ioned once and then forgotten in
chapter  four.  Theme should echo—light ly ,  consistent ly ,  and del iberately .

A r e  y o u r  t r i p e s  f u l l y  e x e c u t e d — n o t  h a l f - b a k e d ?
I f  you’re  writ ing to  trope expectat ions (enemies  to  lovers,  forced proximity ,  grumpy/sunshine,
etc.) ,  make sure you’re  actual ly  del iver ing the promise.

H o t  t i p :  I f  your  “enemies”  are just  s l ight ly  annoyed coworkers,  readers  wi l l  not ice.  And they wi l l
r iot .You don’t  have to adhere to trope expectat ions… Just  don’t  market  a  trope you’re  not
actual ly  writ ing.

D o e s  y o u r  s t o r y  h a v e  a  c l e a r  b e g i n n i n g ,  m i d d l e ,  a n d  e n d ?
Not every book uses  the same structure,  but  every book needs some form of  progress ion.
Readers  need to feel  movement—not random events  and v ibes.

I s  y o u r  P O V  l o c k e d  i n  a n d  c o n s i s t e n t ?
Decide whether  you’re  writ ing f irst  person,  th ird person ( l imited or  omniscient) ,  or  second
person (you bold creature,  you).  Then be consistent .

U s e  s c e n e  b r e a k s ,  c h a p t e r  b r e a k s ,  o r  h e a d i n g s  t o  c l e a r l y  i n d i c a t e  P O V
s h i f t s ,  E S P E C I A L L Y  i n  m u l t i - P O V  s t o r i e s .
Optional  but  recommended:  Include the POV character ’s  name (and t ime/date/ locat ion i f
re levant)  at  the start  of  each chapter  or  scene.  Your future sel f  wi l l  thank you during revis ions.

I s  y o u r  t e n s e  c o n s i s t e n t ?
Past  tense?  Present  tense?  Choose one and commit .  Tense s l ips  are wi ld ly  common,  especial ly
when draft ing fast ,  and they’re  easy to  miss—unti l  someone else  points  them out .

S c e n e  a n d  P O V  t r a n s i t i o n s  m a k e  s e n s e
I f  you’re  switching POVs,  use c lean breaks.  I f  you’re  switching tenses  mid-paragraph… maybe
don’t .

B o n u s :  Some publ ished novels  a l ternate POV and person (e.g . ,  one character  in  1st  person,  one
in 3rd) .  I t  works—but only  with  str ict  structure and clear  label ing.
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P l o t
Plot  is  everything that  happens in  your story—and everything that  happens because of  your
characters .  I t ’s  events ,  choices,  react ions,  consequences,  and how i t  a l l  weaves together  to  form
an actual  narrat ive  instead of  87 ,000 words of  v ibes.

H e r e ’ s  w h a t  t o  c h e c k :
D o  y o u  h a v e  a  s t r o n g  h o o k ?  ( A n d  m o r e  t h a n  o n e ? )
Your hook is  what  pul ls  readers  in :  the f irst  l ine,  the f irst  page the f irst  chapter,  chapter
beginnings,  chapter  endings,  p lot  twists/big  reveals .  Avoid start ing scenes with  explanat ion or
backstory.  Begin  with  motion,  tension,  or  interest ing dia logue.

I s  t h e  s e t t i n g  i n t r o d u c e d  c l e a r l y  a n d  e a r l y ?
Readers  should understand the world  quickly—not through a  14-page history lecture.  Give
necessary geographical ,  cultural ,  or  h istor ical  context  when i t  becomes relevant ,  and let  the rest
unfold on the page.

I s  y o u r  g e n r e  c l e a r ,  a n d  a r e  y o u  m e e t i n g  g e n r e  c o n v e n t i o n s ?
You can mash genres  a l l  you want,  but  know the rules  you’re  bending.  Romance has  a  happi ly
ever  after  (or  happy-for-now);  mystery has  a  cr ime;  horror  includes fear  and/or threats ;  and
fantasy includes magic  or  fantast ical  e lements .  Convent ions are the broad expectat ions.  Tropes
are the speci f ics .

I s  t h e r e  e n o u g h  c o n f l i c t ?
I f  th ings  are too easy,  your  plot  wi l l  feel  f lat .  Make your characters  work for  what  they want .   
(Yes,  even i f  i t  hurts .  E s p e c i a l l y  i f  i t  hurts .)

A r e  t h e  s t a k e s  h i g h  e n o u g h ?
Characters  should desperately  want  something—love,  belonging,  power,  safety,  truth,  survival .  I f
a l l  they want  is  a  cheeseburger?  Harder  to  care.  I f  they want  to  save humanity  from crypt ids?
Easier  to  care.

D o  c h a r a c t e r  a c t i o n s  d r i v e  t h e  p l o t — o r  d o e s  t h e  p l o t  j u s t  “ h a p p e n ” ?
This  is  where the B u t  /  T h e r e f o r e  method (thanks,  S o u t h  P a r k )  comes in :

Bad plott ing :  “X  happens,  and then Y  happens,  and then Z  happens.”
→  Pass ive.  The story happens t o  the characters .

Better  plott ing :  A  happens,  therefore B happens,  but  C happens,  therefore D happens…
→  Cause and ef fect .  Your characters ’  choices  create consequences,  which create new problems,
which force more choices.

This  keeps tension high,  momentum strong,  and your character  arc t ied to  the plot  instead of
f loat ing next  to  i t .
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C h a r a c t e r s
Characters  are the heart  of  your  story.  Their  l ived experiences shape their  wants ,  wounds,
choices,  and chaos.  Every character  wants  something—and that  want  should dr ive  the plot ,  not
s i t  pol i te ly  in  the background.

H e r e ’ s  w h a t  t o  c h e c k :
A r e  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r s  i n t r o d u c e d  e a r l y ?
Readers  shouldn’t  have to wait  unt i l  chapter  n ine to  meet  someone important .  As  a  general  rule ,
introduce al l  major  players  within  the f irst  25% of  the book.

I s  c h a r a c t e r  d e s c r i p t i o n  h a n d l e d  w i t h  i n t e n t i o n ?
Descript ion should match your story ’s  voice and your character ’s  worldview.  A  photographer,  a
soldier ,  a  shi f ter ,  and a  col lege student  won’t  perceive people  the same way.

P l e a s e  a v o i d :   “She looked in  the mirror  and descr ibed hersel f…”  You can do better .  Truly .

A r e  c h a r a c t e r  m o t i v a t i o n s  c l e a r ?
Ask yoursel f  for  each major  character  ( including the antagonist) :

What  do they want  more than anything?
What  have they a lready sacr i f iced to get  i t?
What  won’t  they sacr i f ice?
What ’s  standing in  their  way?  (Hi ,  conf l ict .  That ’s  your  job.)

R e m e m b e r :  even your v i l la in  wants  something.  Chaos is  a  reason—but usual ly  not  the whole
reason.

I s  t h e r e  e n o u g h  c o n f l i c t ?
I f  th ings  are too easy,  your  plot  wi l l  feel  f lat .  Make your characters  work for  what  they want .   
(Yes,  even i f  i t  hurts .  Especial ly  i f  i t  hurts .)

D o  y o u r  c h a r a c t e r s  c h a n g e  o v e r  t i m e ?
This  is  your  character  arc.  Just  l ike  real  people,  characters  shi f t  as  their  experiences stack—
trauma,  joy,  new information,  consequences.  Their  react ions and bel iefs  should evolve.  Stat ic
characters  can work,  but  only  when i t ’s  intent ional  and serves  the plot .

I s  t h e r e  e n o u g h  i n t e r i o r i t y ?
Inter ior i ty  =  your character ’s  internal  thoughts ,  feel ings,  real izat ions,  and micro-decis ions.  I t ’s
the emotional  logic  behind their  act ions—the stuff  only  the reader gets  access  to.  Most
manuscripts  (even strong ones)  don’t  have enough.

First  person:  easy,  natural ,  bui l t - in
Third person:  takes  more ski l l ,  but  deeply  rewarding
No inter ior i ty :  readers  can’t  connect ,  can’t  care,  can’t  fo l low the arc

Inter ior i ty  is  the g lue holding character  motivat ion,  p lot  momentum, and emotional  stakes
together.
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SECTION 2: Line Edits
Line edit ing is  where your writ ing goes from funct ional  to  intent ional .  This  stage focuses on
clar i ty ,  rhythm,  readabi l i ty ,  and the v ibe of  your prose.  You’re  making choices  that  shape how
the reader experiences each moment—what  feels  smooth,  what  lands emotional ly ,  and what  gets
out  of  the way.

Focus on ref inement,  not  re invent ion.

S t r o n g  v s .  W e a k  V e r b s
Verbs carry  your sentences.  Strong verbs g ive  you power and precis ion;  weak verbs make prose
mushy.  Be select ive,  though—this  is  not  an inv itat ion to unleash the thesaurus.

T h e  “ C a u s e d ”  P r o b l e m
Caused is  vague,  c lunky,  and everywhere.  In  h igh-act ion scenes,  i t  s lows the pacing and eats
space.  Instead of  writ ing what  caused something,  show the thing happening.

“ T o  B e ”  V e r b s
Am, is ,  are,  was,  were,  be,  being,  been.
They’re  not  ev i l—but  they’re  often nonspeci f ic ,  stat ic ,  or  pass ive.  Use them when they’re  the
r ight  choice—not the default .

S e n s o r y  V e r b s
Felt ,  saw,  heard,  not iced,  smel led,  found…
These usual ly  s ignal  te l l ing  rather  than showing.  Too many sensory verbs push readers  outs ide
the scene instead of  ins ide the character ’s  experience.

W e a k  N o u n s  v s .  S p e c i f i c  N o u n s
Just  l ike  verbs,  nouns can be vague or  v iv id .

People  →  crowd
Flower →  w i ldf lower
Light  →  g low

Again :  precis ion,  not  purple  prose.

S e n t e n c e  S t r u c t u r e  ( L e s s  i s  M o r e )
Most  of  your sentences do not  need to be pretty .  Save your sparkle  for  moments  that  deserve i t .
Clear,  c lean writ ing a lways wins .

W o r d / S e n t e n c e  V a r i a t i o n
I f  every sentence is  the same length or  rhythm,  readers  wi l l  feel  the monotony—even i f  they
can’t  name i t .  Mix  short ,  punchy l ines  with  longer  ones.  Repeat  s imple words l ike  sa id  freely .  A im
for readabi l i ty ,  not  gymnast ics .

M e t a p h o r s ,  S i m i l e s  &  P u r p l e  P r o s e
Figurat ive  language should c lar i fy  or  ampl i fy—not distract .  I f  every sentence is  doing acrobat ics ,
nothing stands out .  Save your metaphors  for  moments  that  matter  so they hit  harder.
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SECTION 3: Formatting
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Formatt ing is  the least  important  part  of  revis ion—unti l  suddenly  i t ’s  the only  th ing anyone can
see.  Clean formatt ing won’t  save a  messy draft ,  but  i t  wi l l  save agents ,  editors ,  and readers  from
eye strain  (and from quiet ly  judging you).

S t a n d a r d  M a n u s c r i p t  F o r m a t  ( S M F )
I f  you’re  querying—or sending your manuscript  to  any publ ishing profess ional—use SMF.  I t ’s  not
arbitrary.  I t ’s  not  new.  I t ’s  not  opt ional .  I t ’s  s imply  the industry  standard.

SMF =
12  pt  ser i f  font  (T imes New Roman or  equivalent)
1 "  margins  on al l  s ides
Double-spaced throughout
0.5"  f i rst- l ine paragraph indent

I f  you’re  unsure how to set  th is  up:  YouTube.  Google.  Your word processor ’s  help page.  I t ’s  a l l
there.

D i a l o g u e  B a s i c s  ( U S  E n g l i s h )
Use double  quotat ion marks for  d ia logue.
Use s ingle  quotat ion marks for  quotes  within  d ia logue.

Example :  Sarah s ighed.  “He told  me to use ‘s ingle  quotat ion marks, ’  so  here we are.”

(Rules  d i f fer  around the world,  but  th is  checkl ist  is  US-only .)

E m p h a s i s  ( U s e  I t a l i c s .  P e r i o d . )
I ta l ics  >  ALL CAPS.
Reserve ALL CAPS for  shout ing,  acronyms,  or  extremely  rare sty l ist ic  choices.  I f  everything is
emphasized,  nothing is  emphasized.

T i t l e s :  Q u o t e s  v s .  I t a l i c s
I ta l ics  →  long works (books,  movies,  ser ies ,  a lbums,  per iodicals)
Quotat ion marks →  short  works (chapters,  songs,  essays,  art ic les)

W h e n  i n  D o u b t :  B e  C o n s i s t e n t
Unsure how you’ve been handl ing :  e l l ipses,  em dashes,  spacing,  numbers vs .  numerals ,
punctuat ion ins ide quotes?  P ick one approach and st ick  to  i t  l ike  your l i fe  depends on i t .
Inconsistency—not “wrongness”—is  what  makes prose look amateur.
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Final Thoughts
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F e e l i n g  o v e r w h e l m e d ?  T o t a l l y  n o r m a l .

Self-revis ion is  a  process,  not  a  punishment.  You’re  not  supposed to f ix  everything in  one pass—
and you’re  def in i te ly  not  supposed to magical ly  know every grammar rule ,  formatt ing
convent ion,  or  structural  pr inciple  on earth.  That ’s  why editors  ex ist .

Focus on the big  stuff  f i rst .  Get  your story working.  The rest—punctuat ion quirks,  dangl ing
modif iers ,  hyphens,  fancy formatt ing—can (and should)  come later .  And yes,  a  good editor  wi l l
help with  a l l  of  that .

I f  th is  checkl ist  was helpful  and you want  profess ional  eyes  on your work,  here’s  what ’s  next :

W a n t  t o  w o r k  t o g e t h e r ?
I  of fer  developmental  edits ,  l ine/copy edits ,  manuscript  evaluat ions,  and query letter  reviews.  I f
you’re  not  sure what  level  you need,  we can f igure that  out  together.

I  a l s o  o f f e r  f r e e  s a m p l e  e d i t s
In- l ine edits  +  comments,  so you can see my process  before committ ing.  You can request  one
through the sample edit  form on my s i te .

W a n t  t o  l e v e l  u p  y o u r  r e v i s i o n  s k i l l s ?
My free Sel f-Revis ion Checkl ist  (what  you’re  reading)
The Character  Arc Workbook (your new $10 best  fr iend)
Fix  the Right  Thing F irst  (coming very soon)

These resources are designed to help you revise  with  intent ion—not v ibes.

A n d  f o r  t h e  l o v e  o f  e v e r y  d e i t y  a v a i l a b l e :
Please put  your manuscript  in  Standard Manuscript  Format before sending i t  to  your editor .
Double-space i t .  Use T imes New Roman.  Stop making your editor ’s  eyebal ls  suffer .  (They wi l l  love
you forever.)

I f  you want  to  see my rates,  serv ices,  or  get  in  touch:  www.a3weditor ia l .com
Instagram:  @a3w_editor ia l

You’re  doing great .  Keep going.

W i t h  l o v e  ( a n d  r e d  e d i t o r i a l  i n k ) ,
S a r a h  W a t e r m a n
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Editor ia l  Services :

The Character  Arc
Workbook:

Fix  The Right  Thing F irst :
A  F ict ion Writers  Guide

to Conf ident  Sel f-
Revis ion (ebook) :
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