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The information presented in this book stems from the author’s own experiences and opinions, and your use of this book means you accept that she’s as fallible as anyone else. Any and all references to websites, authors, book, movies, etc. do not indicate any affiliation or agreement, express or implied, between the author and the reference, unless the author is referencing one of her own works (in which case, the connection between the two is obvious). Any and all affiliate links herein only mean that the author finds that source or vendor particularly worth using, not that the author was paid off to recommend that item or vendor because of its affiliate program.





Translation: There’s no such thing as a perfect book, and this is no exception. I also refer to other people and their products, and when I particularly like a product or a vendor, I sign up for its affiliate program. That doesn’t mean those other people agree with or even like me. So don’t assume they share my opinions, that I necessarily share theirs, or that this book is perfection embodied. Thank you for understanding. ^_^
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	A Few Grammar Notes

	




I have a few grammar preferences that are considered wrong in some circles. Please be aware that if you follow my lead on any of these, you may wrongfully get accused of incompetence, despite these decisions being entirely logical and completely defensible.


What grammar preferences are those, you ask?


I intentionally use “they” and “their” instead of the clunky “he or she” and “his or her” in cases of unknown gender. There are linguistic and historic reasons for doing this. (Namely, “their” has long been plural and singular, which can be proven by looking to classic literature.)


I follow UK grammar rules for where I place my commas and periods with quotation marks. (Per US grammar, periods and commas are almost always supposed to go within quotation marks, even when not part of the original quote. UK grammar says to only do that if the periods and commas are part of the original quote.) I also use the UK rules for abbreviations (no periods), and the presumably UK “towards”, etc.; although I’m 100% USian, that’s what I and my friends say.


For other things, I pretty much follow Chicago Manual of Style, 16th edition, though I format suspension points (usually called “ellipses”) like em dashes.


If you encounter something that’s consistently “wrong”, I ask you to bear in mind that some details of correct spelling and grammar differ depending on your dictionary, handbook, and region. Thanks to the Internet, the reading world has gone global. I see no reason to stick to downright confusing rules unique to US grammar.


That aside, I apologize for any typos or issues that have slipped through the editing.
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	Foreword

	




I could describe all my credentials that make me qualified to speak on editing, but that’s simply irrelevant. You’re reading this book either because you believe me when I say I know what I’m talking about, or because you think I’m full of it.


You’re entitled to your opinion, and nothing I claim is likely to dissuade you of that opinion, even though particular titles I’ve edited have ended up on bestseller lists. After all, how much an editor influences a person’s place on sales charts is debatable.


So let’s move on…






With self-publishing’s return to viability, and with freelancing also getting more widely accepted, I find myself at an impasse.


As a self-employed writer, I’m expected to adequately edit my own work, so anything I submit is ready for publication.


For as a self-employed editor, I’m expected to say that it’s impossible for writers to adequately edit their own work.


That contradiction bothers me.


So, with that in mind, I ran a mini-series on my blog about self-editing, answering such questions as:




		Is it possible to adequately edit your own work?


		Is it advisable to adequately edit your own work?


		Is it professional to edit your own work?


		What does an editor do, anyway? (And what should they be doing?)





You see, I’m a self-publishing author. (Obviously.)


But…


I’m also a freelancer—a freelance writer and line editor. (So, no, not all line editors lack the skillz to write their own books. It just so happens that the things that make me good at ghostwriting also make me good at line editing, and I enjoy both things. I also have an active aversion to letting only one skill pay all my bills—and I easily become bored when I’m doing the same type of work all the time.)


I also do some basic web coding—and that’s an interesting field in itself, because “self-editing” (called “debugging” or “parsing” in the world of coding) is standard. It’s often even easiest to debug code you yourself wrote, because everyone has their own…quirks in how they format and arrange their code.




Who this book is for:


•

Anyone who has to write, whether you like it or not, who wants to broaden their understanding of what, exactly goes into a professional edit.


This book contains details that apply to everyone from the person who writes company memos to the person in the middle of writing their nineteenth novel. (While I hope the latter person already knows these things, I likely cover some details that even a professional writer won’t know, unless they’ve been a professional editor, too. If you have been a professional writer and editor, you’ll likely find another resource more worth your time and money.)




What this book is:


•

An overview of what’s involved in editing a book, for writers who need or want to edit their own work, either for release to their audience (such as co-workers, a teacher, or a publisher) or to minimize the issues in what they submit to their support group (such as an editor, a publisher, or an agent).




Note that a good hired editor can produce a better end product if the editor’s good at editing their own work—because then the editor can focus on what would improve the writer’s goal for the story, rather than having to focus on merely making the story readable.


•

A compilation and expansion of my blog posts on all the various types of editing, what they involve, and methods a writer can use to help themselves edit their own work, adjusted into book form.




In the interest of being true to the original articles, that blog origin will show at times, and I include the discussion question(s) at the end of each article, with a link. Please feel free to join in the comments. I don’t make you jump through hoops to comment, and my comments manager means I’ll see your comment, even if it’s years after the original blog post.




What this book is not:




		A checklist for specific items to do, to edit your own writing.


		A book deriding self-editing as impossible.


		A book lauding self-editing as easy and doable by everyone.





So if you’re seeking a checklist for what specifically to edit or how, this is not the book you’re looking for. I don’t know what type of editing you need, nor do I know what stage of editing you’re on.


A “checklist” book for all the various types of editing—for all types of writers—would be unwieldy, even self-contradictory, because every writer is different. If you want resources more along those lines, though, I recommend you check out Janice Hardy’s blog, Jami Gold’s blog, and Holly Lisle’s books. (Full disclosure: That last link is an affiliate link. I’ve yet to find a single resource from Holly Lisle that is not worth at least the cover price.)


If you’re looking for advice on specific issues you know you’re having problems with, this book is not what you’re looking for.


If you’re wanting reinforcement of your opinion that failing to have your work edited by a third party is necessarily unprofessional and rude to your audience, this book is not what you’re looking for. (But I address the professionalism of self-editing in the first chapter, so perhaps you might be interested in checking that out.)


If you’re wanting someone to pat you on the back and say how great and innovative you are for self-editing and that of course everyone can self-edit, this book is not what you’re looking for. You aren’t nearly as innovative as you think you are. You’re incorrect about that “of course”, too.






But if you’re wanting an overview of how to approach editing, to help you improve of a writer? This book is for you.


The original blog post series can still be read for free at http://carradee.blogspot.com, but this book features revised and expanded editions of those posts.




		For the full list of top resources that I recommend (and some popular ones that I recommend you avoid), please see Appendix A.


		For a list of the various authors and books I reference in this book, please see Appendix B.





Between this book and its appendixes, I hope all readers can readily find what’s most useful to them in this book.
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	Professionalism and the Writer

	








Is Self-Editing Unprofessional?






Before I answer the question, let’s address the feasibility of self-editing. The professionalism of an action means little if the action is itself impossible.


There are two main schools of thought in self-editing:




		Nobody can adequately edit themselves.


		Everybody can (learn to) adequately edit themselves.





My “day job” is as a freelancer. I proofread, write, edit, and write—for small businesses, with small businesses, for individual entrepreneurs, for self-publishers, as a self-publisher, etc.…


My first freelance job ever, as an eighteen-year-old college chick, was writing online articles, and I was expected—required—to adequately edit my own work. But now, working as a freelance editor for self-publishing authors, I’m expected to insist that everyone needs an editor.


I can’t be the only one who sees the inconsistency there.


Business writers, students writing term papers and test essays, professionals writing their own e-mails—all of them must edit and proofread their own work. Okay, in some cases, editing can be outsourced to a lackey, but on a test essay? My best essay grade in college was one where I was given the topic and had an hour to produce that essay. My teacher gave me a 99% and later apologized for not giving me 100%, because she hadn’t found any errors and the essay still resounded with her.


(You may be thinking, “But wait! Freelancers go through editors, too!” In my experience, the editors are usually acquisitions editors. Acquisitions editors’ job is to make sure you nail the tone and angle that the publication wants, not to repair misuse of the English language. Such fixing of your mistakes is the realm of line editors, copyeditors, and proofreaders—and what each type fixes actually differs, depending on a lot of factors that I’ll address later.)


As far as college students’ need for editors, one university I attended doesn’t allow any of its students to get editing help beyond “You have comma splices in your paper.” If someone does mark the actual errors in a student’s paper, that student can get expelled for cheating.


Yup. Expelled. With an editor marking up your paper counting as cheating.


That university has a few thousand attendees every year, and every one of them is required to attend—and pass—at least one writing course in order to continue their schooling. Every class uses the selfsame textbooks, worksheets, assignments, grading system—all of it. (Students are also required to pass a speech class, but… Yeah, that’s as much a pain as it sounds. I hated that class.)


So that’s one entire university, where the entire system is built with the premise that students can adequately edit their own work.


Self-publishers, though, are often told that they’re being “unprofessional” if they don’t hire editors and proofreaders for their manuscript.


Cognitive dissonance, much?


While I agree that the majority of writers need or can benefit from hiring good editors—and a proofreader is usually a good idea—I disagree that hiring an editor makes someone “professional”.


Hiring an editor doesn’t do you diddle-squat if you don’t understand what that editor’s supposed to be doing—nor if your editor doesn’t actually do their job.


A (near‑)“flawless” manuscript isn’t what makes you a “professional,” either.


Look at Amanda Hocking. She’s a nice girl, polite and treating her writing like the business it is. But all the editors she hired—and she hired more than one—evidently didn’t catch something in her My Blood Approves series that struck me as a large plot hole, which could’ve been fixed with a few tweaks. (I still read all four and don’t mind recommending them to people who enjoy that kind of paranormal romance, but I wouldn’t dare recommend them to a reader convinced all teen paranormal romance is crap, because that reader would likely consider her a case in point, missing the reason Ms. Hocking became so popular as a self-published author: she’s a fantastic storyteller.)


Am I to consider her “unprofessional” because her works aren’t “flawless”?


Look at Dean Wesley Smith and Kristine Kathryn Rusch, longtime writers (who are married to each other), who probably have more stories under each penname than I have ideas. They know what they want to do with their writing, and they’re more concerned about getting quality stories out there in enjoyable form than in flawless form. They do what they can to put stuff out as error-free as possible, but they don’t stress over trying to make the story perfect. (See Smith’s and Rusch’s own words about that.) As of this writing, Rusch is the only person to win a Hugo award for both her writing and editing, and both of them have been writers, editors, and publishers.


Am I to consider these two “unprofessional” because they don’t even aim for technically “flawless” stories?


Or am I to consider “perfect” writing a myth?


Merriam-Webster is the dictionary of choice in US publishing. (Some specific fields use other dictionaries, but overall, Merriam-Webster is the default for the US; Oxford is the default for elsewhere.) The pertinent definition of professional (2a) is “participating for gain or livelihood in an activity or field of endeavor often engaged in by amateurs” (according to the unabridged online dictionary).


Professionalism is “the conduct, aims, or qualities that characterize or mark a profession or a professional person” (same source, definition 1a). So what makes you professional is how you behave and what you want out of your chosen profession.


Therefore, “professionalism” a matter of attitude, an attitude of seeking financial return from your chosen profession. (You don’t have to be “professional” and seek financial return from your writing if you don’t want to—but I’ll get more into that in the next chapter.)


A professional freelance writer, one who wants to make money by writing, must self-edit and self-proofread to get assignments, unless they seek clueless clients. (Which does happen, and I feel sorry for the misled clients.)


A professional author, on the other hand, can edit themselves, hire editors, or do both. It depends on what they need (and how much they’re willing to pay editors). I find many more typos in work by a favorite author of mine who’s a New York Times bestseller and gets edited by one of the so-called “big” publishers, than I find in my favorite self-publishing authors, some of whom I know don’t hire help. (They might use volunteer help, but for competent folks to volunteer to help you, you have to be pretty close to flawless to begin with.)


Now, notice that I’m not saying “You must self-edit your story” or “You must hire a pro editor.”


I’m saying your choice on whether to self-edit or to hire out editing does not have any bearing on being a professional.
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What are your thoughts on (self‑)editing and professionalism?














Must Writers Be Professional?






So, since self-editing is not unprofessional, that leads to the question: Must writers be professional?


Let’s first recap those pertinent definitions from Merriam-Webster (according to the unabridged online dictionary):






		professional


		“participating for gain or livelihood in an activity or field of endeavor often engaged in by amateurs” (definition 2a)


		professionalism


		“the conduct, aims, or qualities that characterize or mark a profession or a professional person” (definition 1a)







Ergo, if you’re seeking financial return from your writing, you’re a professional writer†. If you don’t care about the financial return, you’re not a professional writer.


Notice that there’s no time limitation in that definition. Someone who has a plan for financial return in the long run despite a plan for no financial return in the short term would still count as a professional.


But must writers be professionals?


In self-publishing, in freelancing, there’s a common attitude that you must be professional, else you shouldn’t be writing.


Funny. It was my dabbling (for fun) as a teenager that gave me the skills to be what I am now: author, proofreader, tutor, etc. I didn’t even know freelancing existed at the time, but I unprofessionally wrote articles to help friends, critiqued their papers (and they mine), and proofread everything I saw or heard. (There’s a reason my mother started adding “Do NOT proofread this!” to notes she left for me.)


I would spend hours teaching basic grammar to fellow fan fiction writers. Some of you readers even know me from way back when (Misti_Whitesun).


I remember reading comments on someone’s story, to see someone respond to my own comment: “Oh, don’t mind her; she’s rude and a little mean.” I remember spending a good hour per (short) chapter, critiquing someone’s story line-by-line because the author requested it, and the author had to defend me publicly because her other readers came after me.


I was a hobbyist then, even while I was racking up experience that would serve me very well once I switched from a hobbyist to a professional. But should I have not read, edited, or tutored, because I didn’t even seek remuneration?


Any hobby has its dabblers. The artist who takes a year to make a painting for a friend. The sculptor who produces clay objects now and again, as desired. The knitter who makes the occasional toy for friends’ children. The poet who mainly writes poetry if she forgets to buy a card for a friend’s wedding. (Only those last two are me.)


Okay, so friends might tell such creative folks that they should sell their work, but if those creative folks don’t want to sell their work, nobody will flip out and ask them why they even bother with their hobby. Nobody will suggest that the hobbyist is undervaluing paintings or pottery or handknit toys.


Whereas a writer who insists on being “unprofessional” and giving their work away for free gets insulted and pressured to stop writing.


Why?


Okay, so I suspect I know why. Writers are generally under-appreciated and underpaid. Look at how often writers are pressured to accept “exposure” as appropriate payment for something. (If I want exposure instead of payment, I’ll make that call and volunteer for it, thanks.) Newbie freelance writers, seeking work online, are often pressured to take paltry amounts of a few cents per word—


And I bet that paltry amount, offered to freelance writers, stems from fiction markets. (I know it confused me, when I got started.)


See, for fiction, magazines and e-zines are deemed as “pro” ’zines if they pay a minimum of 5¢ per word. A would-be freelancer (or someone looking to hire freelancers) might see that, not realize the distinctions between fiction and nonfiction—or between FNASR and “all rights”—and therefore offer something that seems reasonable to them… with it actually being a fraction of standard freelance rates.


Many types of freelancers give up all rights to what they produce. Whereas in the fiction world, pro-paying magazines and e-zines usually just take specific rights, with limitations, leaving the author free to resell it further.


Add a “0” to the end of what’s generally offered per word for fiction, and you’ll be closer to hitting a standard freelance rate for sale of “all rights”.


(Speaking of which: Fiction writers, be leery of giving up “all rights” or signing contracts that last for the duration of a story’s copyright. It can be appropriate in some situations—as in work-for-hire ghostwriting or writing media tie-in novels—but less so for a story, world, and characters that you came up with. Note that I’m not a lawyer, so if you want legal advice, hire the appropriate attorney. I’m just sharing a rule of thumb that’s good to keep in mind whether you’re a hobbyist or a professional.)


That difficulty many writers have finding respect and appropriate payment for their work probably makes us a wee sensitive when someone waltzes in and says, “I don’t care about the money! I just want to be read!”


You know, there are music artists who offer their music free, too, as downloads or just for streaming online. Maybe it’s just where I hang out online, but I’ve only recently heard anyone accusing such artists of devaluing music. (Well, the critiques of Amanda Palmer have been around for longer—but there’s more involved in that particular accusation.)


Not everyone’s trying to write for their “day job”, just like not everyone’s trying to paint or sculpt or knit or sing as a job. They might do it for fun and share it for fun.


So no, I don’t think writers must be professional, whether they write fiction or nonfiction.


But there’s another side to this. A dark side. The “information should be free” side, that claims people shouldn’t demand money for their writing, for their music, for their work.


To those who insist everything is or should be free, I call foul. You pay to eat, don’t you? So do I. (And between my allergies and hyperactive thyroid, my food bill is probably as high or higher than yours, even though I mostly cook from scratch. That’s not even touching the bills for what I need to keep my health issues in line.)


Therefore while I think writers need not be professional and receive wages from their writing if they don’t want to, I also think they have the right to be professional if they want to be.






†Folks argue over the significance of the terms writer and author. As far as I’m concerned, a “writer” is someone who writes. An “author” is someone who’s been paid by an unbiased third party for their writing, regardless of whether or not they keep writing. Plenty of very smart, professional people define these terms differently, so before entering a discussion about the words (or before taking offense) be sure to check that your definitions don’t differ from the other person.
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What’s your take on the necessity of professionalism in writers?
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