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Editing
There are many parts to the process of publishing a book but none is more important 
than editing. Every part of your book—its cover, interior, the way it is printed or con-
verted into an ebook, how it is distributed—are merely the wrappings of the gift you 
make to your readers. And the quality of your writing makes or breaks your connec-
tion with your readers.

No matter how limited your budget, do not skimp on the quality of your editing. 
It is what separates the professional from the amateur writer.

Readers always remember the name and author of a badly written book. And they 
tell their friends.

Generally, there are three levels of editing:

• Developmental—This takes place long before a manuscript is considered fin-
ished. Developmental editing is akin to sculpting clay with the author’s words 
substituted for the clay. 

In fiction, a developmental editor is concerned about developing character, 
honing plotlines or clarifying parts of an author’s work. If we’re talking about 
non-fiction, a developmental editor is concerned about the depth of an author’s 
research and the overall organization of a book.

Nowadays, it is very rare for a traditional publisher to invest the time and 
money in developmentally editing a book because of the cost.

• Copyediting (also called line editing or, sometimes, simply editing)—This is 
the form of editing that most people associate with correcting text. But good 
copyediting is more than just catching a misspelled word or a missing comma. 

Copy editors fact-check books where possible to make sure that recipes are 
accurate, that the years of someone’s birth and death are correct or that a cited 
title is right.

Copy editors also check for consistency within a book. If a character has a 
scar over his left eye on page 27, is it still over his left eye when it’s mentioned 
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again on page 171? Are place names spelled the same way throughout a 
book? Most readers assume that writers keep all of these details in their 
heads but considering how long it takes to write a book—anywhere from 
a few months to a few years—details can and do get lost down the mem-
ory hole.

Copyediting takes place after a writer is through working on a manu-
script but before any interior design takes place.

• Proofreading—This type of editing happens in books-on-paper after the 
interior design of a book has been applied to its text. At this stage, often 
called first pages, a proofreader’s job is to check the work of the typesetter 
as well as to conduct a final check for spelling and punctuation errors.

Fear of Editing
Every time I do a workshop about independent publishing, someone asks me: 
“Do I have to be edited?”

I want to emphasize a few point here: 

• Professional writers know that good editors improve the quality of their 
work.

• An editor’s primary responsibility is to the words a reader will read, not 
the words that a writer has written. 

• When the independent publishing revolution began in the second half 
of the 1990s, there was a dividing line between authors whose work was 
published by traditional companies and authors who published their 
own work. Now, nearly 20 years later, that dividing line has moved so 
that it lies between authors who publish their own work to professional 
standards and those who do not. Most often, editing is the difference 
between these two groups.
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How much editing is enough?
Until their work meets an editor’s pen, few authors have the opportunity to see 
how editing works. Below you will find an actual query letter sent to a tradi-
tional book publisher. Below that, you will see the same letter after a light copy 
edit that’s meant to fix only grammar, spelling, and punctuation.

Do you think a light copy edit did enough to improve this author’s chances 
of having his work published?

Unedited Query Letter

To the editor:

Another Query letter from a silly boy who likes to take pictures and make up elaborate 
stories. The book I am proposing is a trilogy, with a continuous story line, but the order 
and format of the stories are not important, each can stand on there own. It takes place in 
a mythical land where the quick and the dead can exchange gifts. Power over life, and the 
struggle for the conquest of the end are ever present. It attempts to marriage good and evil 
and shows the consequences of this struggle over power. It is full of visual imagery that twist 
and turns constantly. I am interested in a story written with text and visual imagery layered 
together and multiplying the meanings in a variety of ways letting the reader compound the 
meanings according to the readers own experience. I would like to keep each book from 20 
to 30 pages.

Edited Query Letter

To the editor:

This is another query letter from a silly boy who likes to take pictures and make up elaborate 
stories. I am proposing a trilogy of books that have a continuous story line. The order and 
format of the stories are not important because each can stand on its own. 

The books take place in a mythical land where the quick and the dead exchange gifts. Power 
over life and the struggle for conquest at the end are ever present. 

The books attempt to marry good and evil and show the consequences of the struggle for 
power. They are full of visual imagery that twists and turns constantly. 

I am interested in writing a story with text and visual imagery layered together with mean-
ings that multiply in a variety of ways that allow the reader to compound them according to 
the reader’s own experience. 

I would like to keep each book from 20 to 30 pages.
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Little Teddy

Little Teddy was a very small child for his age. At twelve 

years old he was only three feet tall. When he was fifteen 

years old, he had grown a foot and eight inches. His par-

ents took him to many doctors to try to figure out what was 

wrong with him. On the Friday of his eighteenth birthday, 

his parents brought him to Dr. Glowman’s office. Dr. Glow-

man had heard of Teddy’s case and come up with a formula 

that would help him with the problem. Teddy went home 

and took the pills that the doctor gave him. After Teddy 

swallowed the second pill, he felt weaker than he had ever 

felt before. He lay down on his water bed and fell into a deep 

sleep. When Teddy woke up, he had been asleep for three 

years. At first he didn’t know where he was, but after a few 

minutes he realized that he was in some type of room with 

lots of different devises beeping and flashing. All of a sudden 

lots of people wearing white suits came in with and started 

poking him with long needles. Teddy was trying to get up, 

but something was holding him down. The weird thing was 

that he wasn’t breathing and his heart wasn’t beating. Then a 

giant guy came in and started cutting him open.

An Editing Experience for You

One of the best ways to become more 

comfortable with having your work edited 

is to try your hand at editing someone 

else’s work. So here’s your chance.

You will find an unedited excerpt on 

this page from a short story. It’s repeated 

on the next page. 

Here’s your assignment: Edit the 

excerpt on this page only for grammar, 

punctuation, and spelling. That’s it. 

Touch nothing else.

You’ll find a repeat of this excerpt on 

page 108 that’s been edited for spelling, 

punctuation, and grammar for compari-

son to your work.

By the way, the wide spacing between 

lines in this excerpt was done deliberately 

so that you will have room to pencil in 

your corrections.
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A Second Editing Exercise

Here is the same text as on the previ-

ous page but your editing assignment has 

changed. In addition to making grammar, 

spelling and punctuation corrections, you 

are going to do a deeper type of editing, 

making suggestions to improve sentences 

or making comments about anything that 

is unclear.

You’ll find another copy of this ex-

cerpt edited in a more comprehensive way 

on page 109.

Little Teddy

Little Teddy was a very small child for his age. At twelve 

years old he was only three feet tall. When he was fifteen 

years old, he had grown a foot and eight inches. His par-

ents took him to many doctors to try to figure out what was 

wrong with him. On the Friday of his eighteenth birthday, 

his parents brought him to Dr. Glowman’s office. Dr. Glow-

man had heard of Teddy’s case and come up with a formula 

that would help him with the problem. Teddy went home 

and took the pills that the doctor gave him. After Teddy 

swallowed the second pill, he felt weaker than he had ever 

felt before. He lay down on his water bed and fell into a deep 

sleep. When Teddy woke up, he had been asleep for three 

years. At first he didn’t know where he was, but after a few 

minutes he realized that he was in some type of room with 

lots of different devises beeping and flashing. All of a sudden 

lots of people wearing white suits came in with and started 

poking him with long needles. Teddy was trying to get up, 

but something was holding him down. The weird thing was 

that he wasn’t breathing and his heart wasn’t beating. Then a 

giant guy came in and started cutting him open.
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Editing Changes Explained

All the spelling, grammar and punc-

tuation changes made to this piece are 

numbered and correspond to the list of 

explanations below

1. This piece needs to be broken up into 
shorter paragraphs.

2. The name Little Teddy implies that the 
character is a child. No need to repeat that 
information.

3. Comma after the word old.

4. Changed to show a passage of time.

5. Why would this happen on a particular 
day of the week? Clearer to just say eigh-
teenth birthday.

6. The word “that” can be eliminated 
from most sentences so that excess ver-
biage is held to a minimum.

7. Unless it becomes crucial later on, 
there’s no need to explain that this is a 
water bed.

8. Correct spelling to devices.

9. Add comma after sudden and eliminate 
the word with. 

10. Eliminate the passive voice by chang-
ing was trying to tried and was holding to 
held. Improves the action of the verbs.

11. Improve the action by eliminating 
excess words. 

Little Teddy (1)

Little Teddy was a very small child for his age. (2) At 

twelve years old, he was only three feet tall. (3) When By the 

time he was fifteen years old, he had grown a foot and eight 

inches. (4)

His parents took him to many doctors to try to figure out 

what was wrong with him. On the Friday of his eighteenth 

birthday, his parents brought him to Dr. Glowman’s office.

(5) Dr. Glowman had heard of Teddy’s case, and come up 

with a formula that would help him with the problem. 

Teddy went home and took the pills that the doctor gave 

him.(6) After Teddy swallowed the second pill, he felt weaker 

than he had ever felt before. He lay down on his water bed 

and fell into a deep sleep. (7)

When Teddy woke up, he had been asleep for three years. 

At first he didn’t know where he was, but after a few min-

utes he realized that he was in some type of room with lots 

of different devises devices beeping and flashing.(8) All of a 

sudden, lots of people wearing white suits came in with and 

started poking him with long needles.(9)

Teddy was trying tried to get up, but something was 

holding held him down.(10) The weird thing was that he He 

wasn’t breathing and his heart wasn’t beating. (11) Then a gi-

ant guy came in and started cutting him open.
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Editing Comments, Suggestions, 

and Questions

This version of the text incorporates 

all the changes made on the previous 

page. Now the editor’s job is to improve 

the reader’s experience by testing the text 

to make sure it makes sense. These are 

some of the questons and suggestions that 

an editor might make here. 

1. Does that mean Teddy was a total of 
4 feet 8 inches by the age of 15? Please 
clarify.

2. Why this doctor? How had the doc-
tor heard about Teddy? How could he 
come up with a formula to help Teddy 
if he had never met him? A formula can 
be fashioned for a number of reasons—a 
mathematical calculation or a chemical 
compound. Is there a better word to use 
here to make this clear?

3. The way this is written implies that 
Teddy had felt weak previously. Is that 
correct? Does this need to be rewritten?

4. How did Teddy know that this much 
time had passed?

5. Since humans are not usually aware of 
the beat of their heart, how does Teddy 
know this?

6. Eliminate the word “guy” here.

Little Teddy

Little Teddy was very small for his age. At twelve years 

old, he was only three feet tall. By the time he was fifteen 

years old, he had grown a foot and eight inches.(1)

His parents took him to many doctors to try to figure out 

what was wrong with him. On his eighteenth birthday, his 

parents brought him to Dr. Glowman’s office. Dr. Glowman 

had heard of Teddy’s case, and come up with a formula that 

would help him with the problem.(2)

Teddy went home and took the pills the doctor gave him. 

After Teddy swallowed the second pill, he felt weaker than he 

had ever felt before. (3) He lay down on his bed and fell into 

a deep sleep.

When Teddy woke up, he had been asleep for three years.

(4) At first he didn’t know where he was, but after a few min-

utes he realized that he was in some type of room with lots of 

different devices beeping and flashing. All of a sudden, lots of 

people wearing white suits came in and started poking him 

with long needles.

Teddy tried to get up, but something held him down. He 

wasn’t breathing and his heart wasn’t beating.(5) Then a giant 

guy came in and started cutting him open.(6)
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Freelance Editors

In an effort to cut costs, many 

publishers no longer maintain a staff of 

editors who work with authors and manu-

scripts. Instead, they maintain relation-

ships with a team of freelance editors.

In fact, this trend pervades the indus-

try so that a book could be published by a 

company in New York, edited by some-

one in Texas, have its cover designed by 

someone in Oregon, its interior designed 

by someone in Vermont, and be typeset 

by yet another person in Pennsylvania.

This makes publishers, espcially 

small and midsized publishers, a potential 

resource for referrals for professionals to 

work on your book.

In many cases, the person who bears 

the job title of “Editor” in a publishing 

company is most likely the person who 

buys the rights to manuscripts on behalf 

of the publisher. Managing Editors are 

likely to be the in-house person in charge 

of overseeing a book project to comple-

tion. This is the person you want to talk 

to if you call to ask for a referral.

Finding an Editor for Your Book
With the advent of the internet, it’s become easier than ever 
to find an editor for your book, and probably far more diffi-
cult to find a good one. Here are some recommendations for 
your search.

• Contact a local writers group (most states have at least 
one) and ask for referrals.

• Contact local commercial book publishers, especially 
small and midsized publishers, and ask for a referral.

• If you attend an author reading, ask if the author uses 
the services of a freelance editor, and if he/she could 
provide you with contact information.

• Contact the editors or publishers of magazines pro-
duced in your area to ask about editors.

• If you’re on social media, ask for referrals for editors 
with book publishing experience. Be sure to check all 
credentials thoroughly before discussing a project.

• Check out the acknowledgement pages of books that 
are similar to yours for the names of editors. Search 
for them online to see if they maintain a website. If so, 
contact them to ask about editorial services.

• Literary magazines often maintain lists of editors or 
have advertising from editors in their pages. As always, 
check all credentials and follow any leads to authors 
who have used the editor in the past.
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• There are a number of online editorial service agencies that might yield 
leads. However, the first place to check for information is on the agency 
website itself. Look at the criteria the agencies require for listing an edi-
tor. If it’s no more than paying a fee and filling out a form, keep looking.

• Book and writers conferences such as those held for lovers of mystery 
novels (Malice Domestic, for example) or science fiction (there’s a long 
list of these on Upcomingcons.com) or romance novels (there’s a big one 
every year in Las Vegas and smaller editions around the country) can be 
excellent places for editorial referrals from authors and publishers.

• Full Circle Press, the publisher of this book, maintains a list of editors 
with book experience. Email Sonja@FullCirclePress.com and ask for a 
referral.

How to Hire an Editor
Finding the right editor for your book is important. Here is a process that can 
take the mystery out of being close.

• Do not hire or expect someone you know—unless they are an experi-
enced book editor—to do this work for you. Your circle of friends and 
your family may be reluctant to question or suggest or criticize your 
work. You need an independent voice who understands how the business 
of publishing works to edit your work.

• Bear in mind, especially if you studied the two editing examples earlier 
in this section, that good, thorough editing is far more than just cor-
recting grammar. You want to find someone who will test your prose for 
logic and consistency. It’s better to have this done by an editor than a 
reader. 

Nowadays with so many people acting as book reviewers on websites 
such as Amazon or Goodreads or on blogs devoted to books, comments 
on the lack of editing are common, especially in the ebook world. Failure 
to edit can and will have an impact on your book sales.

• Once you have located a possible editor, ask about the books that he or 
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she has edited. Locate the books on Amazon and check out the reviews 
to make sure that no one is criticizing the editing. If you can find them, 
contact the authors of these same books, and ask about the editor’s skills, 
cost, and professionalism.

• Be realistic with yourself about what sort of editing you want. 

• Ask your prospective editor to do a test edit on a small number of pages 
from your manuscript—no more than ten—to see how you feel about 
the process.

• Be very clear about how you will be charged. Editors generally charge by 
the word or by the hour, and both have their advantages and disadvan-
tages. If you have some prior professional writing experience and you’ve 
done a thorough job of editing your manuscript yourself, you would 
probably be better off seeking someone who charges by the hour. If you 
are inexperienced, you may be better off being charged by the word.

Here’s the difference. Let’s say we have two 50,000-word manuscripts, 
one by an experienced writer, the other by a first-time writer. The manu-
script by the experienced writer will probably need far less editing time 
than the one by the first-time writer. (No offense meant if you are just 
starting out. It’s just that we all get better at what we do the more we 
practice.)

If an editor charges $50 an hour and editing the first manuscript 
takes 20 hours, the writer will be charged $1,000. If that same same edi-
tor charged $.03 a word, the cost for editing the same manuscript would 
be $1,500.

Of course, the reverse is also true. If an editor charged the first-time 
writer by the hour and it took 40 hours to edit the manuscript, the writer 
would be charged $2,000. But by the word, the cost would be $1,500.

How can you tell which is more beneficial to you? By the degree of 
editing in your test edit. You are also going to ask for an estimate of 
costs, and set a maximum payment before you begin.

• Do not hire an editor who’s associated with a company that advertises 
itself as a self-publishing company. The editing services from these com-
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panies are often overpriced, you will be hounded to buy more services, 
and the quality of the editing is questionable. If you have any questions 
about the reliability of a company that fits this description, one of the 
best places to seek solid information is on WriterBeware.com. In fact, 
you should sign up for the Writer Beware blog while you’re there.

• One last point—editing can be a difficult experience when you’re first 
starting out. It can also be a difficult experience for a professional when 
the editor makes the relationship personal. If an editor belittles you or 
belittles your work, walk away and take your manuscript with you. No 
one has the right to make you feel small.

How to Save Money on Editorial Costs
The best way to save money on editorial costs is to improve your writing skills. 
There’s just no substitute for experience on this score. Here are some sugges-
tions.

• If you can find a writer’s group mentored by an experienced editor, join 
it. A good editor can teach you more about the writing process, and 
make you aware of where to work on yours than just about anyone else.

• If your test edit comes back with a multitude of suggested changes and 
suggestions, ask the editor if she or he would be willing to do an editorial 
evaluation of your whole work. The result, if it’s well done, will give you 
a guide to improving your writing.

• Ask an editor that you respect to work with you as a mentor.

• This suggestion may seem self-evident but the more publishing experi-
ence you have, the more you listen to feedback, the more widely you read 
(good writers are really our best teachers), the better your writing will be.

The Editing Process for Print
Because of the nature of the process of bringing books-on-paper into being, the 
editing process happens in two parts, one commonly referred to as editing or 
copy editing, the second referred to as proofreading.
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The initial edit is actually the first step in the print book process. This is the 
time when any major changes to a manuscript should happen. Generally, an 
editor spends time with a work then sends it back to the author who is respon-
sible for making any corrections and changes. This is true in traditional pub-
lishing as well as independent publishing.

Once the author signs off on the manuscript, it then moves into the second 
stage of production, interior design and layout. This is the moment when the 
text is laid out on the page the way it will appear in the finished book. This 
stage is commonly referred to as “first pages.” (There’s more information about 
the interior design of a book in the next section.)

This is the point at which a proofreader does her or his work. A proofread-
er’s job is twofold—to find any last details that need to be corrected in the text, 
and to check for consistency in the layout. Changes to the text should be mini-
mal at this point.

Once the proofreader’s work is done, any corrections are made by the person 
doing the layout of the book. Once these last correcctions are made, the book is 
ready for the printer.

The Editing Process for Electronic Books
Unfortunately, it’s becoming a common criticism in the world of publishing to 
expect minimal editing in electronic books, and this may be one of the con-
tributing factors in the flatlining of sales in that sector of the industry. Which 
points up the fact that editing is important no matter how you choose to pub-
lish your book.

The editing process begins for electronic books just as it does with printed 
books, at the very beginning of the production process when an author hands 
his or her manuscript to an editor. Once the editor’s work is complete, the au-
thor is responsible for making corrections and changes.

Here’s where the process differs. Once the author is finished with correc-
tions, the manuscript for an electronic book is ready to be converted into an 
electronic book. There is no second chance to check for typos or missing words 
or fractured sentences. If you’re meticulous, it would be a good idea to have 
your book proofed one last time before you send it off into the world. It’s easy 
when making corrections to insert other small mistakes.
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Editing: Your Budget Worksheet
Use this worksheet to figure the costs and to-dos for this section of Publish Your 
Book, Your Way. Be sure to add your total costs for this section to the overall 
budget sheets at the end of this book. 

Editing Budget

Editorial evaluation?  ______ yes _____ no

Editorial evaluation estimated cost: ____________

Editiorial evaluation actual costs: __________

Name of evaluator:  _________________

Level of editing purchased: 

proofreading _______

copy editing _______

developmental editing ________

rewriting _________

How is your editorial cost estimated?

per word ____  per hour ____ 

Name of editor: _____________________

Estimated cost of editing: ______________

Actual editing cost: _______________

(see next worksheet for proofreading cost estimates)
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Proofeading: Yes or No?

The hallmark of an independent pub-

lisher is the quality of the final product—

the finished book.

At base, it is editing that separates an 

amateur self-publisher from a professional 

independent publisher. In other words, 

if you plan to make writing all or part of 

your future, professional editing must be 

part and parcel of that choice.

Proofreaders perform two functions 

simultaneously for books printed on 

paper: They give the words of the book a 

final check for spelling, punctuation, and 

grammar. They also check for consistency 

in the interior design. 

Who will make editorial corrections to your manuscript?

author ______  editor or transcriber _______

How is this cost estimated? 

per correction ___  per page ___ per hour ___

Estimated cost of making corrections: ___________

Actual cost of making corrections: ___________

Total cost of editing: _______________

Are you hiring a proofreader? ____ yes   ____ no

Name of proofreader? ______________________________

Estimated cost of proofreader _______________

Actual cost of proofreader ______________

Total cost of proofreading: _______________
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Corrections

There are few absolute rules in pub-

lishing but one of them is this: The closer 

you get to printing your book (and this is 

true for books on paper as well as elec-

tronic books), the more expensive it is to 

make corrections.

When a book is still in manuscript 

form, it is a simple process for the author 

to make changes and corrections. But 

once a book-on-paper has reached the first 

pages stage, making corrections involves 

a typesetter and negotations between that 

person and the author.

In the case of electronic books, cor-

rections will need to be made either by 

the author (this is how the process is 

handled by Kindle if you publish directly 

through them) or the person handling the 

conversion.

This is why it is important to make 

sure that your manuscript is as clean as 

possible before you hand it over to a type-

setter or conversion service.

How is the cost of proofreader corrections calculated?

Per correction _______

Per hour ______

Per page ______

If your correction cost is per correction, define correction:

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

Do you have a contract that clearly defines what is meant by 
corrections and describes the correction process?   

______ yes   _____ no

Total cost of corrections: _______________

Total editing/proofreading/corrections cost:  
–––––––––––––––


