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NOTES FROM EDITING WORKSHOP 

14th June 2017, Didcot Writers' Group, Cornerstone 

Mike Evis 

Notes based on workshop discussion and background notes 

Typos, spelling, grammar – fairly obvious.  One thing to note: don't rely on spell checker alone. 
E.g. 'their' instead of 'there'  
 

As with spell checker, don't rely on automated find and replace of words and names.  E.g. deciding 
to change characters name from David throughout a novel using automatic find and replace 
resulted in “Michelanglo's David” also changing its name....  This may not be what you 
want... 
 
Manual checking therefore v important – no substitute for it. 
 

Cliches – we all know what these are.  Outside of dialogue, best avoided. 
 

Repetition can be good or bad.  Repeated words etc. can serve to irritate.  (E.g. phrase 'pitch 
black' repeated twice within two sentences).  But good repetition can hammer home a point, e.g.   

Robert intended to leave a legacy, a legacy that would remind his 
children where he’d come from. Where they’d come from. 

Superfluous/noise words – words such as 'just' and 'only' (amongst others) are often 
meaningless.  Use with care.  There can be situations where these are not redundant, e.g. 'I just 
knew'  

Adverbs/adjectives that add no meaning – (a case of superfluous words too).   

Narrow alley – alleys are usually narrow 

Striding swiftly – again, the word 'stride' implies quickly walking 

Use adverbs and adjectives carefully – where it adds meaning.  (Partcularly relevant to shorter 
fiction).  E.g. darkened alley – this adds meaning 

Punctuation – correct use of commas, semicolons and hyphens (no need, for example, for comma 
between 'and'.  Except the Oxford comma of course...) 
 
Passive voice – better to use active voice (this is closely related to “show don't tell”).  An example 
of passive voice: 
The brakes were slammed on by her as the car sped downhill. 

Contrast with wording this using the active voice: 
She slammed on the brakes as the car sped downhill. 
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The latter is more direct and hence involves the reader more. 
 
Ambiguity – avoid writing sentences which the reader may interpret in more than one way.  E.g. 
As Tom bent down to pat his son, he suddenly started to cry. 

Who is doing the crying?  It can be interpreted either way.  You could clarify by rewording: 
As Tom bent down to pat his son, the child suddenly started to cry. 
 

Consistency - is the piece consistent?  Point of view, setting, characters's names – all should be 
consistent. 

Character names – are they confusing?  If names are too similar, your reader may be confused as 
to who is who.  One trick is to ensure your character names all start with different letters of the 
alphabet.  You could also vary the length of their names, and the origin of the names too. 

Structure/formatting – in particular, separating your work into paragraphs.  The reader won't want 
to read a huge section of text which is unbroken for ages.  Generally a new paragraph should be 
started whenever there is a shift or change of subject, mood etc. 

Dialogue – this too can be used to break up text, and it also serves to illustrate (“show don't tell”) 
the writing, making it more vivid for the reader. 

Difficulty of self-editing – often difficult editing your own work – editing multiple times, after a 
while you “stop” seeing it.  Tips include putting it away in a drawer for a few days (or much longer), 
then getting it out – you'll see it with fresh eyes.  Get someone else to read it – they will have a 
fresh perspective.  They may also point out things you, the writer, think are obvious, but aren't.  
Another tip is to print it out – in a different font, or in a different colour (NB do not leave the 
electronic copy with it changed to a massive font in a green colour and then submit!) 

Read aloud – read it aloud yourself or get someone else to do it.  You can get a story read aloud by 
an actor at Cornerstone's Creative Cluster evenings (last Tuesday in every month; advance notice 
necessary).  This gives you an idea of how your work flows, how it sounds, and where words don't 
work.  It will also highlight other things mentioned here.  It's a different way of “seeing” your work. 

 

Submitting for publication – Usually nowadays in electionic form - often Word, RTF etc.  (But 
check guidelines – there are some publications which still want printed manuscripts).  Double 
spaced is usual standard.  But check submission guidelines!  This will tell you where and how to 
send, whether double or single spaced, and what their preferred font is. 
 
 
But, it's not an exact science – many of these (leaving aside typos/spelling/grammar) are matters 
of judgement.  (For example, where to split text and form a fresh paragraph).  It's not an exact 
science.  (Er, this is art...) 


