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      You’ve written a novel. This is a huge accomplishment, and you should be very proud. Far less than one percent of the world’s population achieves this milestone. You may feel excited to proceed with the publishing process, but don’t send your masterpiece to an editor—or click “publish” on Amazon—quite yet.

      The digital age has brought us e-books and opened new publishing opportunities. But with over one million books published every year, your novel needs to stand out from the rest to get the attention it deserves. First impressions matter.

      If you want to sell your novel to a publishing house, editors know that a polished manuscript is a sign of a professional author. (Note: A manuscript is a draft of a novel before it travels through the publishing process and becomes a book.) And when editors have dozens, sometimes hundreds, of manuscripts waiting in their slush piles, they may reject a story simply because it’s hidden under typos.

      Self-editing is important in traditional publishing, but it’s crucial in self-publishing. When you self-publish, you incur all the up-front costs in the publishing process, including cover design, interior formatting, and editing. The better you self-edit up front means the less work editors have to spend on your story, saving them time, which means the less they’ll charge you for their services. Another bonus: The editing process won’t seem nearly as overwhelming after you’ve gone through your story on your own, from an editorial perspective. And you’ll discover that you’ll become a better writer by broadening your linguistics expertise.

      In this Tidy Guide—just thirty minutes of reading—I’ll give you three clutter-free steps to revising, fixing, and polishing your manuscript so you can confidently carry it to the next step in process, whether that is self-publishing or submitting to agents or editors. The steps need not take long, and you can apply them to any length of prose, from novels to short stories. You can spend one session to go through all three steps in a single day, or you can break out the steps into multiple sessions.

      I’ll also provide you a free sample you can change to build your own, reusable style sheet. You’ll have all the tools necessary to hone your story into an even better product.

      Embrace the adventure!
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      Self-editing isn’t easy. You’ve labored over every sentence, paragraph, and page of your story, and it’s challenging to change something you’ve worked on for so long. However, editing is essential to a story that readers crave to read. The evolution of a novel is much like how a knife is made. Like a blade is formed from steel, a story is formed from the writer’s mind. Then, just as a blade is sharpened in order to excel at its purpose, the story is honed through edits and rewrites.

      Simply put, editing helps a good story become a great story.

      What exactly is editing?

      “Editing” is a broad term used for various types of revisions made to a document. In its simplest definition, to edit a manuscript is to change it for the better. We often think of these changes as fixing grammar mistakes and typographical errors, but editing goes far beyond those corrections.

      My debut novel was rough, but an acquisitions editor at a small press found promise in it and offered me a contract. My first editor taught me that editing was a process—a series of activities—rather than a single deliverable. It’s easier to think about editing in how it’s applied to fiction, where you’ll most often see editing broken into three levels, or “passes,” as the editor will take at least one pass through a manuscript during each level.

      The first level of editing is called developmental editing, also known as content editing. Here, my editor looked at my novel as a “big picture” in terms of characters, plot, worldbuilding, pacing, and other end-to-end layers. Content edits are generally provided to the author via an edit letter, followed up with a meeting to ensure both the editor and the author are on the same page.

      When I received my first edit letter, I was shocked, then angry. In that letter, my editor recommended I delete an entire chapter that added nothing to drive the plot forward—the same chapter I’d spent days crafting. As if that weren’t enough, she pointed out how my protagonist often behaved out of character in dialogue. And she introduced me to the bugaboo of many new writers: Chapter One began in the wrong place. But I loved that first sentence!

      My editor recommended that I not make any changes until after a night’s rest. And sure enough, I looked at my manuscript the next morning with a fresh perspective and realized my editor had pointed out real problems in the story. I had first taken the edit letter as an attack against me when, in reality, it was an objective list of expert recommendations to improve my story. After that “ah-ha” moment, I made the revisions with vigor and returned the document to my editor, who sent it on to the second level of editing.

      Copyediting, sometimes called line editing, is where an editor steps through a document, line by line, fixing errors in grammar, style, word usage, spelling, and punctuation. My editor returned the “redlined” manuscript, which displayed the Track Changes and Comments features found within Microsoft Word. These corrections were much easier to make, and my confidence grew. Since I was a new writer, I  had much to learn in style and word usage, and my editor performed two copyediting passes to ensure we caught everything.

      By the time we’d finished copyedits, I believed my story was spotless. I learned just how wrong I was during the third and final level of editing called proofreading. This is what many new writers mistakenly believe is the entire editing process, but it’s only the final, quickest pass. Proofreading focuses purely on typos and errors, such as missing words, incorrect punctuation, and misspellings.

      When I received the redlined, proofed document, I couldn’t believe the number of corrections the proofreader had made. I’d gone through that manuscript several times on my own before going through it another three times with my editor. This was when I understood why my editor brought in someone new to proofread: Both my editor and I were too close to the story, and we’d begun to skim over individual punctuation marks, letters, and spaces—we’d become blind to the little things.

      Even after a complete editing process, a few small errors still made it through into the published novel. No editor can promise perfection. With your name on the cover, it’s in your best interests to have your book edited, so that when your novel goes on sale, your readers can become absorbed into your story without numerous errors pulling them away.

      Edit your book with a critical eye through three editing rounds

      Self-editing is handled much like the standard three-step editing process. You first look at the overall story before going deeper into the content. The reason for this is that you may add, remove, or change entire chapters or at least paragraphs in the first pass. If you start at the deepest level, fixing typos, some of that work will prove unnecessary if you delete a paragraph you recently proofread. Likewise, if you add new content after you’ve proofread, then parts of your manuscript will need re-proofed.

      To save you time and energy, I recommend performing three, focused editing rounds, where you go through your manuscript three times, each time looking at things from a different perspective, and mirroring the three phases of editing traditionally performed on fiction.

      In Round 1, you will take a step back to look at the story overall. Here, you will look at the 3Ps: plot, people, and pacing. I’ll give you shortcuts so you can confidently and quickly complete the first round.

      In Round 2, you’ll fix the story line by line. Here, you’ll focus on the style you’re using and common snags that pull readers out of the story. I’ll give you a style sheet that you can personalize to make this step a breeze.

      Last, in Round 3, you’ll read your story out loud to make it shine. As a writer, you’re likely an avid reader. And this step entails leveraging something you already love to do, and that’s reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Round 1. Step back to see the big picture

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "When your story is ready for rewrite, cut it to the bone. Get rid of every ounce of excess fat. This is going to hurt; revising a story down to the bare essentials is always a little like murdering children, but it must be done." ~ Stephen King

      

      

      The first round of self-editing is to look at your overall story. Here, you’ll focus on the major components of the story, paying no attention to individual words, or else you risk being distracted—in terms of a common expression, you won’t see the forest through the trees.

      While content editing performed by a developmental editor is much more immersive than what I propose, covering the 3Ps (plot, people, and pacing) will allow you to address the most common story problems quickly without making the first round feel like an overwhelming chore. Depending on what you find in your story, Round 1 can be the fastest or the most time-consuming of the three rounds of self-editing.

      Keep the parts the story needs and drop the rest (Plot)

      The first P activity, focused on your story’s plot, will go much faster if you have a storyboard, as introduced in The Tidy Guide to Writing a Novel. Your storyboard lists all your story’s scenes and plot points, including all twists and turns. If you don’t have a storyboard, you must pull those plot points from your story as you review each scene within every chapter.

      A scene is an event that takes place within your story, and a chapter may contain one

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      Reinforce your character traits (People)

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      If it sounds like writing, rewrite it (Pacing)
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