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Why You Need a Book About Copyediting

	 

	As an Indie Author, publishing digitally or using print-on-demand means facing tough competition; so it’s vital to use every tool available to turn interest into sales.

	 

	Welcome to the world of copyediting: the revision, correction, and adaptation of a piece of writing for publication. An edit is the singular name given to an individual edit or group of edits in the process of copyediting. By using this guide as a grammar workbook, you can easily apply each of the fifty-five edits to your novel.

	 

	Use these edits to:

	 

	
		Find redundant adjectives and overused adverbs

		Banish boring words

		Learn dialogue writing

		Write characters more effectively

		Discover over thirty overused words and phrases such as that, it, up/down, was/were, had, even, got, etc.

		Reduce overuse of exclamations and the ellipsis

		Use italics, quotations, and capitalisation properly

		Target word pairs and homophones

		Improve your proofreading and editing skills

		Handle numbers and time effectively

		And discover more about flow, show not tell, writing tenses, dialogue handling and more.



	 

	Applying these edits to your fiction will allow reviewers and readers to evaluate your novel purely on the strength of your story and not on clumsy and weak prose, overuse of adverbs, repetition, and flabbiness. And in the process, you will learn to become an experienced and competent copyeditor.

	 

	Your readers may not understand why your fiction is more engaging, but subconsciously they will respond to the improved flow, the more immediate prose, and leaner sentences. 

	 

	



	


How are we going to do that?

	 

	By using creative writing technique. By demonstrating your writing credentials on not only page one, but all your pages. By showing reviewers and your readers that you can write and write well.

	 

	Today, it is easy to self-publish electronically. You can write a story in the morning and publish in the afternoon - and astoundingly, many authors do this. Hundreds of them. The temptation is to publish when the work is far from ready.

	 

	As a professional independent author, it is your job to avoid this pitfall.

	 

	One thing will always stand out above everything else: Good writing. Reviewers will always be swayed by good writing. Readers will be drawn into your novels by good writing. I’m going to say it one more time: Good writing.

	 

	The worst criticism I can imagine for any independent author is that of ‘poor technique’ - a lack of professionalism. Sure, readers and reviewers may not like the work for any number of reasons, but having a professional approach and applying discipline to your editing process will maximise your chances of success.

	 

	I would go as far as to say that no matter how wonderful your plot, story and characters, bad writing will always let you down. Always. Conversely, well-edited, considered, professional prose from an independent author who knows their art, can elevate the most poorly imagined story.

	 

	All About Copyediting will not tell you how to write a novel, nor how to write like Tolstoy, or any other author. It will certainly not explain how to write bestselling fiction, how to make money, or guarantee you marketing success. What it will guarantee, is to give your novel the best chance it can get in a tough, competitive, and new publishing world.



	




	But I can do all this online… can’t I?

	 

	You may think that using any of the many online resources to quickly check your manuscript for unwanted words and phrases, such as that, it and there are, etc., is all you have to do to get your novel ship-shape and ready for publication. This guide is superfluous… isn’t it?

	 

	Think again.

	 

	These online “resources” rely on “algorithms”. A self-important term for counting words and checking them against a prescribed ‘number of appearances per 1000 or so words’.

	 

	Do you really think you have somehow fixed/successfully edited your novel because a simple online counting program tells you all is now okay? Because you’ve gone through your manuscript and clicked “Accept” on anything that has a red underline? Let’s think about that for a moment. You would rather trust a third-party program rather than your own knowledge…

	 

	Let’s say you use one of these programs and the results suggest you are overusing the word “that.” You simply track down every occurrence of that in your manuscript, remove enough of them to make the numbers add up and all is well.

	 

	Or is it?

	 

	I have over 20 years of copyediting and writing experience, and I strongly believe this approach is detrimental to fiction writing. For writers to assume that simply deleting a few ‘buzz-words’ from their manuscript will somehow improve their fiction is laughable. And the same goes for accepting the changes to all those red-underlined words and sentences. Who do you trust? The soulless grammar machine, or your own judgement? They do not and cannot understand the complexity of the human mind, and the levels of meaning we can squeeze into a simple sentence. And of course, by using such programs, you run the risk of losing your “individual voice” and ending up sounding like everyone else using the same software.

	 

	I’m not knocking these checkers per se; they do have some use, particularly for pointing out repeated words and phrases, but other than that, they should not be relied upon.

	 

	For instance, if you are using the word that correctly and it is helping sentence flow, there is no need to delete it, regardless of what the numbers say. 

	 

	We are writers. We are conveying meaning. We are creating emotion, characters and action - it is as far away from a numbers game as you can get.

	 


How is this guide different?

	 

	We will be searching for some of the same buzzwords, but in every instance, this guide will explain why we are looking for them and how they can be misused. It will help you make informed decisions about when to delete or re-edit, and when to leave your prose alone.

	 

	This guide covers areas that no online checker can help you with, such as italics and capitalisation, how to deal with numbers and time, how to write modern dialogue, how to understand the past and present when using words like had and how to use show, not tell to avoid passive writing.

	 


You can do all this in 20,000 words?

	 

	This is not a full-on grammar guide and doesn’t aim to be. Indeed, there are many hefty reference books out there for you plough through. Instead, this guide focuses on the most common fiction writing pitfalls and gives you targeted advice on how to make your novel a leaner, better, more fulfilling read.

	 

	Let’s put it in a nutshell:

	All About Copyediting is a one-stop copyediting shop to improve your novel before publication.

	 


I want results now!

	 

	I cannot give you a definitive time for how long it will take you to implement the fifty-five steps outlined in this guide. The process will take as long as it needs to, but you will see the results immediately. Your novel will read more easily, your writing will have improved flow and your prose will be leaner and more direct.

	 

	The next time you write, you will notice how your writing has developed. You will have pinpointed your bad habits and made sure they do not survive past draft one.

	 

	Put in the time and your fiction will be the better for it.

	 

	Happy editing!

	 


INTRODUCTION

	 

	Before we start

	 

	Let’s get this straight from the outset. This guide is not telling you how to write. It will not impose any style on your work. It does not in any way set out to constrain you as a writer.

	 

	This guide will cover flow, lazy and bad writing, show, not tell, etc. So, before we start copyediting, let’s take a look at what these terms mean.

	 

	In this section:

	 

	i. Show, not tell

	Lights! Camera! Action!

	 

	ii. ‘Bad writing’

	Just what is it?

	 

	iii. Lazy writing

	You can do better.

	 

	iv. Narration vs. dialogue & informality 

	Saying it how it is.

	 

	v. Flow

	Following your instincts.

	 

	vi. In summary

	Let the copyediting commence!

	 


i. Show, Not Tell

	 

	As a writer, you should be aiming to enhance your readership’s connection to your fictional world with every piece of descriptive prose, every sentence of dialogue and every paragraph. You must take every opportunity to help them visualise your story.

	 

	One of the best ways of accomplishing this is to show, not tell. You can tell the reader, second-hand, what is happening, or show it to them directly.

	 

	For the purposes of this guide, we have a love triangle among Bill, his wife Margery, and the interloper John.

	 

	Telling the reader:

	Bill looked at John, who had one of those roguishly attractive faces that got better with age, at his glinting eyes with secrets hidden behind them, at the rough flock of Irish red hair lying across his forehead.

	 

	Bill is telling us about John, the grammar is passable, and all appears good… but can we do better?

	 

	Showing the reader:

	John burst into the room, an eternal rogue in his fifties. All red hair and flashing Irish eyes, but furtive, with a rake for a smile, and an air of ‘I don’t give a damn’. He piled into Bill, offering a short, stubby hand.

	 

	In the above example, we can see and almost feel John.

	 

	In modern fiction, showing is always better than telling. You do not always have to show, but it is important to know the distinction.
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