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While this is by no means a 100% complete list—there really is no way any list 
can be 100%—everyone loves lists. It’s an easy and visual way to start 
rethinking your own editing. These lists are based on good ideas and tips that 
work, ones I’ve tripped over online, observations from teaching my students, 
editing for authors, the 350+ books I’ve reviewed for InD’tale Magazine, and 
the thousands upon thousands of books I’ve read on my iBooks app, Kindle 
app, and from libraries throughout my life. 

With so many genres and every author having a unique writing style, some 
things may apply to you, some may not. You may not agree with all my views, 
and that is completely fine. I don’t agree with my editors all the time either. 
However, don’t try to follow everything on these lists: do what works with 
your style and for your story—remembering that every story is new and may 
need different editing than previous stories. 

What I hope these lists help you to do, is to think. In my own journey of 
writing and teaching, I’ve made a list of weaknesses that affect my stories, and 
I pay close attention so I don’t make those same mistakes again. If nothing 
else, I hope these lists help you to begin your introspection and honesty as a 
writer. We can never be perfect at everything, but learning and fixing one 
thing at a time will make each “next book” better than the last. 
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CONTENT and LINE EDITING 

This list can be use for both. 
To Do Even A Decent Job, Print Out Your Book To Edit It. 

Remember what I said about muscle memory, and humans being tactile creatures. 
Hand editing, on paper, with a pen/pencil, is a MUST, even if you also do editing on your computer. 

 
 

Ø Read your story out loud to catch continuity errors, plot holes, hiccups in characters and descriptions. 
After correctly that, then print a clean copy and read out loud for grammar and punctuation.  
v If you and your throat can’t stand that thought, there are free apps out there that will read your 

text to you, even Word and Adobe Acrobat will read to you—built right in. This will catch any 
grammar or punctuation issues because your brain will trip over the wrong thing because it won’t 
“sound” right. (One website I found suggested TextAloud and Ghostreader for Macs–I have not 
used them, but it never hurts to check them out.) 

 
Ø Take breaks. Lots and lots of them. Seriously. Your brain will not work if your body is tired. Just like 

typing for an hour straight can make your brain mush, reading and concentrating take a lot of effort. 
For every half hour, take a 5-minute break that has nothing to do with reading comprehension. 
Browse social media, turn your brain off with games, but always get up and move. Pace, stretch, bend 
over...whatever. Sitting pools the blood in your legs, get you blood back to your brain. 

 
Ø If you happen to trip over an issue with content, while you’re reading for grammar, circle it, star it, 

make a note, highlight, and continue on. Do NOT mix editing.  
v If you are looking for “that” and happen to see a punctuation error, do not leave “that” hunting to 

fix it. Make a note of what page you saw it at, and continue on with what you’re doing. Splitting 
focus is never a good thing. (Same goes for tripping over grammar while reading for content. 
Don’t mix.) 

 
Ø Remember I said to use a spell or grammar check, but don’t use ONLY that. If, for whatever reason, 

you do not have an “editor” then PLEASE get someone else to read your story for line editing. Even if 
they aren’t great at grammar or punctuation, a second (or third or tenth) set of eyeballs eyeballing the 
same thing will catch errors. 

 
Ø Do NOT be afraid to ask for help. Be careful to find the right kind of help, someone with knowledge 

AND encouragement, but do not try this at home, alone. 
 
Ø Make smaller paragraphs for your eBook files...not everyone has tablets, or reads on a computer. 

Many read on their tablets, phones or phablets. It shouldn’t take two or three page swipes to get 
through one paragraph. You can make your paragraphs longer in the print book. 

 
Ø An idea for your Beta Readers, so you can get the right answers to the right questions. You can make a 



	 													
	
	
	
	 		

© 2016  Julie L. York 

questionnaire for them, so they know exactly what to look for. You can find examples online and/or 
make ones for yourself. Just like with editing, what you need your beta readers to look for is not the 
same as me, or a NYT best seller. 

 
Ø If you want to write better, read better (meaning push your reading level, read outside your comfort 

zone), read more, just read. And then write. Even if the only thing you are reading is research for your 
book. Read. 

 
Ø Stop spending time online reading about how to write better. Write. Just write. And then learn how to 

edit yourself better. (This is why you make a list of your weak skills.) “There’s no good writing, just 
good editing.” 

 
Ø Start worrying about format at this point. All paragraphs should be the same settings, all words 

should be one font and one size and one placement (justified, left, etc.)—no, this does not include 
chapter headings, those can be different than the words—but make sure all chapter headings are the 
same font, same size, same placement (centered, justified, etc.). It’s very irritating to read a book that 
suddenly switches fonts or size for no apparent reason. Especially while you are trying to edit. 

 
Ø Try to use only italics to offset things. Bold can be used, but it doesn’t always translate into different 

eBook formats easily. Underlining should NEVER be used unless it’s a web link. 
 
Ø Use that list of GOOFS I talked about earlier—do not be afraid to add to it. Knowing your mistakes is 

the first step to eventually never repeating them. Ignoring things you ALWAYS mess up on is just 
costing you time and money. 

 
Ø Any kind of editing should be something you do S L O W L Y – do NOT rush things. Take your time. 
 
Ø Edit, any kind of edit, only in the mornings, when your mind is awake and fresh. Your version of 

morning is not the same as others. If it takes you two hours to fully be conscious, block your editing 
time for then, if you can wake up bright eyed and bushy tailed, hit the books then. 

 
Ø Florescent or flickering lights can give you a massive headache since you are concentrating hard on 

reading a WHITE piece of paper. Talk about eyestrain and migraines. Make sure your lighting is 
bright enough to read easily, but soft enough to not strain you eyes. 

 
Ø Editing can be boring. Do not give in to the temptation to listen to music WITH LYRICS. Your 

subconscious brain—whether or not you want it to—is digesting and internalizing those words. And 
guess what? That part of the brain that reasons out spoken words...yep, it’s the same place where you 
reason out written words. One part of your brain can NOT digest two different things, no matter how 
awesome you think you are. This is an autonomic happening on your brain’s part--subconscious. But 
you can listen to instrumental music, of any kind, as long as there are no words. Foreign languages 
still count as No-No’s—even if not understood, your brain is trying to reason them out. 
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Ø Highlight while you edit. Use one color for areas that are 100% done. Use another color where you 
still aren’t sure if it needs work, content or line. Keep areas you haven’t touched clean from 
highlighting. 

 
Ø Use a piece of paper to block everything from sight except one line, or one paragraph, especially as 

you look for your personal goofs or are trying to get rid of “dumb” misspellings like “of” instead of “if” 
or “it” or “is”. Sometimes it takes looking that closely to find things. This can also be done with a 
computer screen, not only paper. 

 
Ø Don’t assume anything, whether for content or grammar or spelling. If you are not 120% certain of 

any kind of fact, go double check. 
 
Ø Please do not make up words. English has SO many lovely adjective and nouns, making something up 

out of thin air is not necessary. Now, even you fantasy and sci-fi and paranormal writers, do not make 
up anything more than necessary. Readers already have to believe in your world, do not make them 
learn an entirely new language or replace every “normal” word with new vocabulary. Notice the word 
“necessary”—world and word building is important, but too much of anything is not good for readers’ 
attention spans. 
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CONTENT EDITING 
Have your printed copy ready? 

 
Ø Shove yourself aside. This is not You as a writer, but You as an editor. Your ego has no place here, nor 

do the words of family members who think you are amazing. (And they have no place in line editing 
either, though more authors are willing to admit they can’t do grammar than they can’t tell a good 
story.) If you are unwilling to be vicious and brutal for the betterment of your story, you won’t have a 
super awesome book by the end. 

 
Ø If it is not useful to moving your story, you have to let it go. Maybe it’ll be useful somewhere else, in a 

different story. This can include anything from a few lines to entire chapters. Have your base plot, the 
main story, and your subplots written out, and in front of you when you content edit. If every word 
does NOT enhance, back up, or move forward any of those plots, it goes. Every item, every scene must 
be 100% aimed at MOVING the story along to its final destination, not telling readers information. 

 
Ø Editing begins when you have your first idea, that organizing from the beginning part is actually 

editing because from day one, you should be paring down, honing, trying out, adding to and 
subtracting from, as your idea forms and words are typed. This is editing.  
v Are you keeping track of your base story? Few authors can handle, well, more than one base plot 

and two subplots. Do NOT overdo plotlines and characters. Too many and you are likely to forget 
to wrap things up. And easily overwhelm the readers with too much to remember. 

 
Ø Show; don’t tell. That means no passive voice. Do a search for all variations of the verb “to be” - was, 

is has been, should have been, could have been, were, are...those are passive. Even in philosophy, if 
something “is” it isn’t “doing” anything. It just exists with no purpose.  
v Yes, you have to use “to be” in English, but is that the only verb, or your main verb? If so, then 

your book is passive, and you are telling. Action verbs “show” readers by putting physical 
movements or emotions at the forefront, like in a movie. A great way of showing is using dialogue, 
but be careful that it sounds natural. You can’t have a sister dumping background information to 
another close sibling...they’d both already know that history so them rehashing it is going to 
sound fake. 

 
Ø Is every character in your story ABSOLUTELY necessary? If they waltz in, spew information about 

the plot, and walk out...can that scene be rewritten using an already established character?  
 
Ø Does every scene and piece of dialogue move the base plot, or one of your two subplots along? If not, 

kill it. If it’s a great scene, copy and paste into a new document and use for another story.  
 
Ø In your descriptive moments, is it an information dump, or do you have it written into the character’s 

actions? This example picks on historicals, because SO many historical authors use TONS of useless 
descriptions thinking it makes them sound “authentic”. Go read Jane Austen, folks, you’d be amazed 
at how little she actually described. Even Charles Dickens did not go overboard.  
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v For example... “in the room was an Aubusson carpet, and the Chippendale chairs sitting 
underneath the windows were offset in blue against the yellow walls...” versus “...she stomped 
across the Aubusson carpeting, throwing herself into the blue Chippendale chair, her head 
narrowly avoiding hitting the window behind it. As she rested her head on her hand, elbow on her 
knee, not even the cheery yellow of the walls could lift her mood...” 

 
Ø Paranormal and Fantasy—YA, adult, or erotica—all have world building to do. Is your world building, 

the history, an information dump, or is it written into the character’s actions? See above example. 
Historical or not, the point is the same.  

 
Ø If you use memories or flashbacks, do they absolutely have to be there? Can that information be 

written into a dialogue between characters instead?  
v Sometimes flashbacks and memories are necessary, just do not overuse them, and make sure they 

are not an info dump, and are well written. Try to make is sound present, while offsetting it 
somehow, so readers don’t think it’s happening “right now” in the story.  

v An example would be writing the flashback or memory in the same verb tense as your story, but in 
all italics. 

 
Ø Are you absolutely certain that no background information is missing?  

v This is insanely important if you are writing a series. Readers do not always start with the first 
book. If they buy book 3, have you hooked them into the story by filling in enough blanks to make 
them interested, but not lost them? Nothing is worse for a reader than to be clueless because they 
haven’t read the previous books.  

v Be careful to not do an information dump for Chapter One, however. 
 
Ø It is OK to need to rewrite entire scenes or chapters. This does not mean the story sucks or that you 

are a horrible author. It means that you are aware enough about your story to know it must be done. 
This is a good thing.  

 
Ø With action scenes, fights especially...and this can include sex scenes...act out your words. Have 

someone read your scene to you, or use text to voice to read to you and try to physically do what you 
have written, in the EXACT order you wrote it. You may know what you meant, but readers don’t, and 
if you’ve left steps out somewhere, a reader’s internal movie screen is going to come to a screeching 
halt. 

 
Ø When you describe something, do it in as few words as possible. The more words readers have to go 

through in order to get to the point, the better chance you have of losing their interest.  
v Prepositional phrases and verbs can be pared down. For example, “I am the teacher of this class.” 

becomes “I am the class teacher.”  
v And “He ran fast.” becomes “He sprinted.” 

 
Ø Your story has three voices: external (dialogue), internal (thoughts), and the “narrator” (descriptions).  

v Using dialogue and thoughts directly from the character’s POV is “showing”.  
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v Using too much outside of those two things begins to push the story toward “telling”...the 
“narrator” is telling you about what’s going on, instead of the character “showing” you by actions 
and thoughts.  

v If you are writing 1st person POV, the narrator and internal are the same—make sure you do not 
have too much interior monologuing because that is a “telling” and can lose reader interest.  

 
Ø Do you have a beginning middle and end for all your plot points? (And they are highlighted, right?) If 

you’re doing a series, what plot point is wrapped up, what is left hanging, and are you sure? If I were 
to ask you to point to your beginning, middle, and end...could you? 

 
Ø If you are writing a dueling 1st or 3rd person, make sure you have kept to the rules of those POVs, and 

use one or other, not both. Mixing POVs in books is a trend that is very uncomfortable for many 
readers, and quite honestly, I haven’t read a book yet that makes it readable. 

 
Ø DO NOT SOAPBOX. If it has nothing to do with the story, keep it out. Random political or social 

soapboxing sounds pretentious and a lot like you’re trying to shove your ideals down readers’ throats. 
Use your words. Be subtle, IF the story even needs it. And if the story does indeed need that 
particular viewpoint, make absolutely certain you are not being insulting to the opposing view. 
Readers react very poorly to authors they believe are insulting them or grandstanding about some 
issue. 

 
Ø Are you keeping track of everything you need to? Scenes. Characters. Plots. Age progression. 

Beginning. Middle. End. ... By using: Evernote. Scrivener. 3x5 note cards. Spiral bound notebook. 
Composition book. … 

 
Ø Stick to the point, and kill anything that isn’t on point an irrelevant. Whether unneeded for the entire 

book or unneeded in That Scene, or even just in the wrong place, if your words are sidetracking the 
reader at ALL - move it, delete it, kill it. And do so in the least amount of words possible to make the 
best story. 

 
Ø Foreign languages! Most readers of English language books do not like a foreign language mixed in, 

and I don’t mean a word or two, especially when there is almost no reason for it. Reading entire 
sentences with no translation, or the translation poorly executed just yanks the reader out. Foreign 
languages are nearly impossible to do really well.  
v For example, your setting is France, no one, I mean NO ONE in France is going to speak half 

French sentences and half English ones. They would speak only in French, and since you are 
writing about it in English, your setting is MORE than enough for readers to know that the 
characters are speaking French, not English.  

v A CAVEAT: If you absolutely must use a foreign language, such as a note written in Latin, or a 
conversation between two characters in a scene, immediately give the translation. Somehow. Even 
if it’s only translated in the character’s thoughts. That being said, it’s Very easy to write a scene 
like that where the character says, “This note is in Latin. It says...” 
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Ø DO YOUR RESEARCH!! I’m screaming that because, as a book reviewer, the single most irritating 
thing that absolutely does NOT need to happen in any book is inaccuracy of any kind of fact, history, 
or people. The Internet is there for a reason. Use it. Yes, mess around with Charlemagne or JFK’s 
character, if they fit into your story, but there’s no excuse for having their birth and death dates 
wrong, or what either of them looked like, or believed in. There also is no excuse for using vocabulary 
that does not fit the time period. Merriam-Webster.com (it’s FREE) is explicit in telling you when it 
was first used in English, and how popular that use was. 

 
Ø Whether historical or straight out fantasy, make sure that what you write makes sense. You cannot 

change the rules of your world randomly, without explanation, or cause. Even if you have made your 
universe up from scratch, life ALWAYS follows rules. Set your rules, and never break them. Every 
action, decision, and reaction within your world needs to make sense within that world. If your 
vampires can tolerate sunlight, do not have a character wither to ash at daybreak at the end of the 
book—unless you’ve had him poisoned. Prince John is not killed by Robin Hood—unless you’ve set up 
an alternate reality. 

 
Ø When your editor and beta readers hand you criticism about plot holes, storylines, characteristics 

that don’t stay set throughout, continuity issues—LISTEN. Shove your ego aside and really look at 
what is being said. You may or may not agree, but do not make the mistake of ignoring what was 
pointed out to you.  
v For instance, at the ending of one of my books, a reader didn’t like how whiny the female lead 

became. I was truly offended at first. I do NOT write weak women. But...I went and looked. Really 
looked. I ended up not agreeing, I put my female lead through pure hell in about a 1/2 hour of 
time, but I added a few details to make her stronger, even while she cried and fell apart. 

 
Ø Once your content is done being edited, take those hand-marked pages and make ALL the changes. 

Do another content edit on the computer. Seeing things in different formats–print and screen–can 
actually help you catch things. When your content is done, print another CLEAN copy to do your line 
editing on. 
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LINE EDITING 
Have a clean copy. 

 
Ø Be awake for this kind of editing. There is no way to catch spelling, grammar, or punctuation error 

when you’re tired.   
 
Ø When looking for line editors, a good, and probably cheap place to start would be your local 

university. They have “Writing Centers” for students who need help writing. Even at 18 years old, my 
line editing skills were 100% formed, and I could have easily become someone’s editor way back then.  
v Beware, however, that academia is a different kind of writing than fiction; they LOVE telling, and 

hate contractions. 
 
Ø If in doubt, use a comma or period. Most authors have no clue about punctuation rules, that’s why we 

have editors. Don’t do ... or : or ; or even – because nine times out of ten, you’re probably using them 
wrong.   

 
Ø Lie vs. Lay - Always an issue with most of us. We’re authors, use your vocabulary. Say “stretched out” 

or “set down” or something similar. Why kill yourself over two words? English has so many words 
that can be used.  

 
Ø That vs. Who - People are not inanimate objects. “Who” is for people, “That” is for anything not a 

person. “...the man that...” - No - “...the man who”. Search all your “that’s”, but before you get rid of 
them, make sure it isn’t supposed to be a “who” instead.   

 
Ø That - Chuck as many as you can. There what is no greater waste of space than a “that” which is not 

needed. Be wary of killing them all using that global “Search and Delete” option, some are actually 
needed.  
v Speak it out loud if you are not certain. If the sentence makes sense without it, chop. If it sounds 

weird, keep it. And realize—taking a “that” out will sometimes require the use of a comma.  
 
Ø Romance Cliché – there are MANY of these, and what you use versus take out depends on your genre, 

style, and if you are aiming for traditional publishing.  
v However, there is a specific one I’m talking about. Kill the “Never before had she...” It's a tired 

and way overused Romance trope that need to die.   
 
Ø ! - Do not overuse exclamation points! It looks ridiculous! And eventually your readers will get 

irritated! Or ignore things that really do need one!  
 
Ø Said - You’ll hear, as see, a lot about killing off “said”, don’t. Readers honestly don’t care. Truly. And 

you’re not going to salvage a crap story by changing every “said” into something else.  
v In fact, many stories where they have killed off all “said’s” look and read...weird. Mix it up a bit 

with other simple words like whispered, asked, replied, answered, etc. but in all honesty, your 



	 													
	
	
	
	 		

© 2016  Julie L. York 

characters' dialogue should be much more important than how many “said’s” you use.   
 
Ø Ly (adverbs) - Just like “said”, many out there advocate for the killing of all adverbs—I’m looking at 

you Stephen King. Once again, I say, don’t. Not automatically. Adverbs should be content driven, 
meaning, what is important at that point? The actions, the dialogue, or the words?  
v Saying, “he lovingly held her” when you want to move the scene along because action will be 

happening, is perfectly acceptable because your reader can use her imagination to fill in the 
blanks.  

v However, if their relationship is the focus of the scene, then “lovingly” is not nearly enough 
description. Same thing with using an adverb after “said” or “whispered” or any other piece of 
dialogue.  

v What is the intent of the scene? If the scene is a set up for a sex scene, then “whispered lovingly” is 
doing your story a huge disservice. But if your scene is “a day in the life” kind of set up, let the 
adverbs rule.  

v Adverbs can move action along as well. "Ran quickly" is fine to use if your focus is the heavy 
breathing, or the gunshots overhead. 

 
Ø Sentences - Do you vary your sentence length and structure and vocabulary? Always using simple 

words, simple sentences, and simple structure belongs only to children’s books. Likewise, using 
nothing but highly complex structure, a large vocabulary, and sentences that are entire paragraphs is 
not a good thing either. Even in historicals. Use variety, but always in keeping with what you are 
writing.  

 
Ø Check your spelling of names, places, titles, and scientific, medical, or military terminology; and be 

consistent. Jane Austen and Austin, TX are not the same spelling.  
v If you have created a title like “King” in a fantasy setting, double check that it’s not only spelled 

correctly every time, but also capitalized.  
v If you are writing military or medical, between the Internet and a live person, make sure you are 

not wrong in your spelling and use of their “toys”.  
v Search and replace is a wonderful tool.  
v Because of the Internet, readers will cremate you and your book if you get things wrong that are 

easily accessible...which is pretty much anything anymore.  
 
Ø Geography - This is important, especially in light of today’s worldwide readership.  

v Spelling, punctuation, and grammar—where you live sets how you write those things, but where 
do you want your books to be read?  

v If you are an American author, intending to rule the world, don’t use U.S. slang for everything, 
and make sure your punctuation is universal. And if your setting is not in the U.S., PLEASE do 
your research on the syntax and vocabulary, there are people all over Facebook, Instagram and 
Twitter who will answer questions.  

v If you are outside the U.S., you have to be just as careful with local slang and American spelling if 
you want to break into the American market. For instance, in the U.S., it we do not have Mums. 
Unless you’re talking about a chrysanthemum. We have Moms, Mommies, Mother, and Mama.  
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v All authors should use enough local vocabulary to make your point of where, or when, the setting 
is—If It Is Relevant To The Plot—but do not overdo it. Too much local dialect and readers outside 
that place will not know what you’re talking about.   

 
Ø Verbs - This one encapsulates a lot, so hang on... 

v First, keep the same tense for the entire story because if you don’t No One will know when you’re 
doing a flashback or using a memory or whether or not your seer is doing her job.  

v Second, flashbacks NEED to be in italics, or offset with **** or something to let readers know 
“This is a flashback”.  

v Third, flashbacks are past tense. By definition, flashbacks are the character seeing that memory 
“flash before his eyes” meaning the person, who is in the present moment, is seeing something 
from the past—past tense.  

v Memories often use that persnickety “had” and “have” before the verb because that person, in the 
present, is taking a stroll down memory lane. That verb tense uses “had” or “have” and sometimes 
even the ever horrible “have had” or “had had”. “...she had had some issues...” does not mean the 
same thing as “she had some issues” and likewise, “...he had taken the pills...” is not the same as 
“he took the pills”. If Written Well, a memory can be written in the same tense as the story, but 
don’t attempt it, unless you’ve put in some serious study time.  

 
Ø POV - This issue kinda goes along with verb usage. There are only four points of view that stories can 

be written in: 1st person, 2nd person, 3rd person limited, 3rd person omniscient (all knowing).  
v 1st person is limited to what “I” or “me” would know. And nothing else. You cannot get into 

anyone else’s head, or know anything beyond the observations of one person.  
v 3rd person limited is similar to first person, but allows for a bit more outside observations. It uses 

she/he but is limited to what one main characters can see. It cannot get inside the heads and 
thoughts of anyone else. But a little more general outside observation can be used.  

v 1st and 3rd limited are what dueling POV stories typically use.  
v 3rd person omniscient is what most fiction traditionally used—a literal or figurative narrator 

telling the story. Indies have tweaked it so it no longer is what it used to be; there is no longer an 
outside narrator. The narrator is closer to the action, like with 3rd person limited, but still can 
know everything about everybody.  
§ This POV is outside everything, can also explain everything about everyone and get inside 

everyone’s thoughts. Doing 3rd person omniscient wrong is called head hopping, something 
that bothers readers profusely.  

v Second person uses “you” for everything (like what I wrote this book in), putting assumptions 
about your knowledge into the story. It is almost never used in fiction because not many readers 
find it comfortable to read, but “you” is how teachers teach.   

 
Ø The reason I put POV and verbs together is because what your POV is determines your verb usage. 

However, English is not a static language, and much is changing, not always for the better.  
v Some books I’ve read have dueling first person POV—some well written, some crap. I’ve read 

dueling third person limited—once again, some were very good, and some weren’t. This is where 
content is King. 
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v In the first person POV, present tense can be used, and is becoming more common but isn’t often 
done well. I would caution against it unless you have put solid time into learning grammar. 
Fiction writing is past tense for a reason.  

v I’ve also read books with a dueling first person, third person POV. Just don’t. There is no reason 
for it other than to “be different”. First or third. Not both. It reads ridiculous. No book I’ve read 
with 1st/3rd  POV mash up has been anything I’d mention to anyone.  

v I’ve also had the displeasure of reading a tiny (thank goodness) handful of stories in 3rd person 
limited, present tense. It was painful. Reading is hardwired into our brains. 3rd person limited, 
present tense may be how we talk, but writing doesn’t follow speaking patterns. It is going to drive 
the reader crazy.  

v By all means, experiment, but do so with knowledge and tact. Just because you can, doesn’t mean 
you should.  

 
Ø When beta readers hand you corrections for spelling and grammar, please do double check with your 

editor first. Not all beta readers are good line editors.  
v However, once you find that amazing beta reader/line editor combo, if that person suggests a 

change, do it without question. But if they are suggesting more, like a paragraph or scene re-write, 
take your time and check carefully. Ask your content editor.  

v I have done things in scenes, knowing what is coming up, that do not make sense to my beta 
readers. I leave that in, because I am aware of my story’s arc.  

 
Ø Breaking Rules - Breaking grammar rules should be done with intent, on purpose, and not too often 

or you lose the effect. Remember I said that breaking rules is all about making a point. Know what 
point you are trying to make, and then break that rule well. Not halfway or sloppily.  
v I use fragments in my writing, especially as their own paragraphs, to make a point about what a 

character is feeling. But I don’t use it for every time any character feels something.  
v Likewise... “What?” he yelled. Notice that I didn’t use a capital “h”? I do that in my writing on 

purpose. Not to make a point, I do it after every question mark or exclamation point in my 
dialogue. Why? Honestly, I think putting a capital letter after a “?”or “!” just looks ridiculous, and 
always has...it’s the same sentence, not a new one, so why am I using a capital? So, yes, I’m 
breaking a rule, but I know which one, and why.  

 
Ø Keep track of what you mess up and/or have questions about and make your own grammar book and 

writing resource guide.  
v Don’t keep making the same mistakes—learn from them!  

 
Ø Even if you use your spell checker, that only tells you, “This is a real word” but it doesn’t tell you if it’s 

the Right real word...can we say desert and dessert? Easy to mistype, and your spell check will NOT 
have any problems with either. Rotten little things like these are why you MUST read out loud, even 
for line editing, or have it read to you.  

 
Ø Read backward–seriously–right to left. But only for spelling. Taking the grammar out of the equation 

clears your brain out for seeing easy spelling errors that are often missed.  
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Ø Earlier you were told to make a list of your “bad” words, whether they are overused ones, or always 

misspelled ones. This is where you do a search and destroy mission on them.  
v If it’s “just” or “that” or “very” even “and” or the form versus from, plug that into Search, read 

each sentence it’s in, and delete if it’s not needed.  
v For me, it’s loose vs. lose. I always type the wrong ones, even though my brain knows which one I 

mean.  
v And what you mess up when handwriting is not going to be the same words you goof in typing.  

 
Ø Please know the exact meaning, indeed ALL meanings, of a word before you use it.  

v There’s built in Thesaurus for a reason, click on the word and go to “synonyms” and you might be 
surprised at what you wrote.  

v And if it shows nothing, Merriam-Webster.com has a thesaurus tab. 
 
Ø Things, thing, stuff, very, really...these are lazy words. Find a better way to make your point using 

more specific wording.  
v However, like adverbs and "said" the intent behind the scene matters here, too.  

 
Ø Do not overuse the – dash or the ... or (  ). These are pulling the reader out of the story. If used 

correctly within dialogue, it can work, but too often and readers will begin to question why, and do 
you know what you are doing.  

 
Ø Don’t use jargon. Think about how politicians speak and the words they tend to make up, or those 

“true” academics no one understands.  
v If you are always using the dictionary or thesaurus to “sound smarter”, it will be noticeable to 

your readers. Do not write your vocabulary higher than you are capable of handling with syntax.  
v Large, college level vocabulary sounds very odd in short simple sentences. Real people, who 

would use such words, would not speak or think in simple sentences but have very complex ones, 
full of phrases and twisted grammar, which in the end, may sound or look impressive but in all 
reality, actually, rarely works for the typical reader. 

 
 


