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About This Book
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What is this book about?

It’s a short guide to self-editing, with a set of suggested steps any writer can take to improve their completed manuscript.
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Who is it for?

It’s for the writer who has completed the first draft but isn’t sure how to improve the work. 

The writer may:

—not know where to start, or

—have no clear idea of the steps involved, or 

—dislike editing and would find it less arduous with a structure to follow
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What this book isn’t

This book is not:

—a style guide 


If you need one, you can refer to The Chicago Manual of Style for US English or The New Oxford Style Manual for British English; and there are many more.



—a detailed discussion of all the possible methods of self-editing


I will mention some other methods I’ve come across, but this is not intended to be an exhaustive manual of editing.



—a prescriptive set of instructions which you must follow 


I’m not saying this is the only or best way of self-editing, but merely my way. Feel free to modify or omit any of my suggested steps to suit your own way of working. Have at it.
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What are my credentials?

I spent eighteen years studying and practising law as a solicitor in the UK, a profession where accuracy in word choice, grammar and punctuation is vital. 

Since leaving the legal profession, I have published in excess of half a million words of fiction, doing all my own editing and proofreading. 

I have run a small business copy editing and proofreading for other writers, though I stopped offering the service when I found it interfered too much with my own writing. 
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Introduction
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If you’re a writer and anything like me, when you finish the first draft of your latest work you’ll type the words ‘THE END’ and feel a curious blend of euphoria and sadness. Although I know those two little words won’t make it into the published version, I type them every time; it’s a form of closure on my least favourite part of the writing process, producing that first draft.

But what then? Unless you’re unusually gifted, or have painstakingly edited as you’ve gone along, chances are the manuscript will need some work before it’s in a fit state to be inflicted on unsuspecting strangers.

I’m a member of various online writing-related forums and groups. It’s surprising how often I see writers say they hate the editing process; some even appear to be a little afraid of it. But there’s no need to shy away from it.

“Easy for you to say, Sam,” I hear you mutter, “you’re probably one of those weird writers who enjoys editing.” Yep, you got me. I do enjoy editing, much more than writing the first draft. That, for me, is a little like pulling teeth without anaesthetic.

But editing... there lies the joy in creation. To cut and tweak and polish a manuscript until it sparkles gives me a great deal of satisfaction. Perhaps I am weird.

The point is that anyone who can write the first draft of a novel (or short story, or children’s book, or manual on pressing wildflowers) is also capable of revising that work and making it better.

I will set out a series of straightforward steps which I take when editing my own work. Any writer can follow these steps to end up with the best version of their work they can produce themselves. 

Although I am primarily a writer of fiction and the methods I discuss are aimed at the fiction writer, there’s no reason why they shouldn’t apply equally to works of non-fiction, adapted accordingly. For instance, some of the steps might be unnecessary, e.g. checking plot holes and characterisation, or can be foreshortened, while some aspects, e.g. fact-checking, might require more attention.

I will avoid using jargon as much as possible, though sometimes it’s unavoidable. I will assume readers of this guide are familiar with the basic structure and tools of written English. If you need help with things like punctuation and grammar, you won’t find it here. I write in British English and use The New Oxford Style Manual to assist me with questions of grammatical usage; I also have a dictionary and thesaurus. There are plenty of other resources out there, including many online. 

And there are other ways of self-editing. You might try my suggestions and find they don’t work as well for you, but they prompt you into finding a method that better suits you. All power to you, if so. 

The extent to which you follow these steps, or omit them, or adapt them to your own needs, depends on the nature and length of your work, and the use to which you intend putting it. For example, a 220,000-word epic fantasy novel that the writer intends self-publishing is likely to need many more rounds of self-editing than a 60,000-word literary novel for which the writer intends seeking agent representation. 

Let’s look in a little more detail at a few specific instances.
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Writers who intend self-publishing after editing the work themselves

What of the new writer who can’t afford to hire an editor? I’ve seen writers being advised to go without whatever it takes in order to save funds for an editor. The advice I’ve seen hasn’t gone as far as to recommend selling a kidney; at least, not yet. 

No matter how sincerely the well-meaning advisor believes that the newbie can find a way to raise the funds, the fact remains that for some this will simply not be possible. For some, self-editing might be the only option.

For such writers, thoroughly self-editing their work prior to publication is obviously vital if they want to publish the best version of the work they’re capable of producing. (And, seriously, why would anyone not want that?) For them, there’s no substitute for rolling up their sleeves and getting on with it. 

If they follow my suggested steps, they should improve their manuscript. To what extent will depend on the sort of person they are (e.g. a person with a natural eye for detail will be more likely to pick up on spelling mistakes), and the time and effort they’re willing to devote to the editing process. The more time and effort they put in, the more polished a manuscript they’ll likely end up with.

Here's an important tip for any writer, but especially for those who will be only self-editing:
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