
Overview: Eschewing Surplusage: What Is Overwriting? 

 

Welcome, students! In this course, we’ll begin to look at something that sneaks and creeps into writing 

and causes problems that you can easily and completely and utterly avoid to make your writing better. 

I’m talking about overwriting, which creeps into writing all the time when you least expect it. This is a 

problem I notice often among authors whom I edit, and I’ve seen it in dozens of books. It’s one of the 

reasons I became an editor. Because I like writers and helping them do their best work. In fact, authors 

are my favorite people, so I love teaching them. I decided to talk about overwriting during this class in 

order to help you during the course of your writing so you don’t do damage to your prose and bore the 

majority of your readers. 

If you got bored during that paragraph or even skipped it, you’ve just seen the effects of overwriting 

(and if you didn’t, congratulations; you’ve got a strong constitution!).  

Just in case your eyes glazed over, let me restate: overwriting is a common problem that affects all 

authors, no matter how many books they’ve written or how long they’ve been writing. It manifests in 

several ways, some more noticeable than others, as I suspect my initial welcoming paragraph indicated.  

But exactly what is overwriting? 

Overwriting is words, phrases, and syntax that overstuff your sentences. Think of it like weeds in a 

garden. Wordiness, “junk” words, clumsy phrasing, overdescription, and repetition can overtake your 

writing and choke your story. And just like certain weeds, they can look harmless or even pretty, but still 

be a threat to your work. 

Regardless of our personal writing style or the story we’re trying to tell, our primary goal as writers 

should be to tell a story that readers not only can follow but want to follow. This means writing clearly 

and as succinctly as possible. 

Overwriting vs. Style 

The paragraphs above do not mean that every author should write in short, tight sentences, or that 

romance stories—or stories from any genre—cannot revel in words, lush descriptions, poetic sentences, 

or anything that isn’t flat-out bare-bones narration. I mean that clarity, keeping the reader’s attention, 

and not letting style get in the way of story should always be foremost in a writer’s mind, no matter how 

they write.  

Writing ornate prose that demonstrates a love for language and a playful use of language is not the 

same thing as overwriting—just as long as a writer’s ornate style remains clear and free of unintentional 

repetition, rambling, and other issues. We will explore the difference between overwriting and ornate 

writing in our last lesson, so for now, simply keep this concept in mind.  

That said, overwriting itself should never be a part of an author’s style because it will not distinguish 

your voice from other authors’ voices and will not make your prose memorable to a reader—at least not 

for the right reasons. 

This course will cover twelve lessons, posted thrice-weekly on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. Some 

lessons will have homework attached—usually just a few sentences or a paragraph featuring examples 



of the type of overwriting I’ve pointed out, to let you try your hand at rewriting some of the problems 

the lesson talks about. 

This class is all about participation. If you’re having problems with overwriting in your own work and 

aren’t sure what to do about it, please post some sections that are giving you the most trouble. This 

would be a great way for us all to discuss overwriting in actual writing, not just examples I craft that are 

intentionally overwritten, and learn from one another how to create leaner prose. 

Here is the syllabus. 

Lesson One: Introduction 

Lesson Two: Wordy Phrasing 

Lesson Three: Flowery Descriptions and Busy Sentences 

Lesson Four: Inadvertent Repetition vs. Intentional Repetition 

Lesson Five:  Rambling and Overdescribing  

Lesson Six: “Junk” Words 

Lesson Seven: Adverbs 

Lesson Eight: Showing vs. Telling 

Lesson Nine: Focusing on Pacing, Plot, and Streamlining the Story 

Lesson Ten: Overwriting vs. Style: A More In-depth Look 

Lesson Eleven: Overwriting vs. Dialogue 

Lesson Twelve: Conclusion 

Next week, we’ll go over wordiness and its alternatives. 

 

 

 

 

 


