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I continue to learn as much about writing from editing other people’s work as I do from writing my own. 

It is a slow revelation. Because editing is about discovering what works for the manuscript in front of you 

– not manipulating it into what you want but letting it breathe, unrestricted; whether those restrictions 

are clunky word choices, awkward phrasings, or a plot lacking logical or rhythmic flow. Often you, the 

author, can’t see it yourself, you’re too close, your vision is blurry; which is why I think it’s a good idea, 

paid or unpaid, to get someone to bring fresh eyes and emotional distance to a thorough review of it 

before sending it out into the world. This applies whether you’re self-publishing or seeking a publisher.  

When editing, Erykah Badu’s line at the start of the live performance of ‘Tyrone’ always comes to mind. 

“Keep in mind that I’m an artiste, and I’m sensitive about my sh*t”.  I understand this sentiment 

instinctively as a writer, but it’s useful to me as an editor as well; a reminder to take care.  

That said, it doesn’t help the writer to pretend that what doesn’t work, does, and so I do have to be 

honest; I’ve found the ones who are serious about their writing appreciate that and that sometimes 

you’re really just reinforcing what they already know. 

“I went directly to the passages that I felt were weak, I was unsure of, and you highlighted them also,” 

emailed one client, who’s since informed me that he’s making good progress with his review thanks to 

my “suggestions, ideas, advice.” What I appreciate about his choice of words is that he clearly didn’t feel 

like I was twisting his arm, yet he saw what I was saying.   

The best editors I’ve worked with during edits of my books never made me feel like they were telling me 

so much as guiding me. I’ve modeled a similar approach, and felt reassured when my first ever editing 

client, ever, in her performance review wrote, “Joanne handled my writing with respect not only to 

personal style but that the voice be authentic.” She described me as “meticulous”, another said she 

appreciated my “honesty” but I like that they both felt that their work was respected. It’s a delicate 

dance, and I’m still learning the steps. 

For the record, it’s a two-step.  

When choosing an editor, clarity of purpose and trust are important. Honestly, because I’m all about the 

work not the personalities, I didn’t consider the importance of chemistry until a prospective client 

insisted on Skyping with me. So, we Skyped. It wasn’t an interview; it was a chat - about the book yes 

but in many ways a very informal chat that deepened our understanding of each other and my 

understanding of her goals with respect to the book. Though she’d assured me that the job was mine 

after our chat, the sample chapter she’d sent still felt like an audition; like I could blow it. In the end, I 

did what I always do. I approached the work with the openness and curiosity of a reader and the careful, 

detail-oriented attention with which I approached every assignment.  I made suggestions and 

corrections, explored what worked, what didn’t. And  all the while, I found that because of our chat, she 

was there with me the whole time. 



When I sent it, she had a follow up question related to one of my notes and this comment, “The other 

notes were spot on and much appreciated.” 

Because of the level of details in my edits, I sometimes worry that it might overwhelm or discourage the 

author. “You did a great job with the content editing and I'm sure author was surprised to see the 

number of comments,” one publishing executive wrote to me, and I found myself hoping and wishing 

that surprised wouldn’t translate to overwhelmed.  As a writer, I know what it is to receive or to try to 

process what seems like mountains of notes. In each instance it’s helped me make the work better but 

my initial reaction is something like whoa. What works for me is to put down for a while then to come 

back to it and take it in bits and pieces, as much honest assessment as you can take in one sitting and no 

more. I hope the authors I work with have similar strategies for coping…the ones I have direct contact 

with, i.e. the ones who hire me directly without a middle person from a publishing house, give me hope 

in this regard. One contacted me at least a year on from her edit, to say “Recently, I picked up (story 

name) and followed through with your edits. Just sending you a re-worked story as your edits really 

helped in making me open up the story in some places and see some of the stories and characters in a 

new light.” 

Even better for me, when I read the revised story, not only was the manuscript much improved, I 

couldn’t feel my grubby finger prints all over it; it was like it had evolved all on its own. Though I had 

helped shape it, it was still very much her story. And it should feel like that at the end, I think, like it’s 

still the story that you set out to tell…only better. 


