
 

GENERAL EDITING TIPS 

FIVE EASY STEPS TO EDITING 

Excerpts by Anna Goldsmith 

STEP ONE - JUST WALK AWAY: We all know that when we’re too close to things, 

we don’t see them clearly. That’s why you need to get a little distance. So after you 

write a first draft, go get a cup of coffee or take a walk to clear your head.  

STEP TWO - IMAGINE YOU’RE NOT YOU: Instead, imagine you’re the intended 

audience reading your document for the first time. The big questions you want to 

answer here are: 

 Does it make sense? Would the reader understand what you’re trying to say?  

 Does it hold your interest from start to finish?  

 Does it include all the information you need (e.g., important numbers, URL, 

event location)? 

STEP THREE - IS YOUR WRITING PHAT OR FAT? I don’t mean to give your 

writing body image issues, but if it’s not lean and mean, you’ve got some work to do. 

Here are three ways to lose the fat:  

 Trim long sentences: If any are longer than 25 words or so, consider turning 

them into two sentences or removing any unnecessary words. 

 Slim down the words: Replace long words and phrases with short ones. In 

other words, why say “ascertain the location of” when you can just say “find”?  

 Remember that black flatters figures, but white flatters writing: Nothing is 

more daunting to a reader than a dense block of text. Add some breathing 

room with white space between paragraphs, bold subheads and (where 

appropriate) bullet points. 

STEP FOUR - LISTEN TO YOUR HIGH SCHOOL ENGLISH TEACHER — EXCEPT 

WHEN IT’S BEST TO TUNE HER OUT: Marketing writing is not the same as writing 

for your old English teacher. For example, you can in fact start a sentence with “and” 

or “but.” But only if it adds clarity and impact.  

STEP FIVE - NOW CLEAN IT UP AND READ IT AGAIN. OUT LOUD: After you’ve 

made your revisions, print your document (don’t edit onscreen!) and read it again. 

You’ll be amazed at how much you’ll catch.  

YAY, I’M DONE! DOES THAT MEAN IT’S PERFECT? Don’t feel bad, but probably 

not. Editing is a real skill that can take years to perfect. But if you follow these 
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recommendations, you’ll greatly improve whatever you write. You’ll have done your 

best, which is all anyone can really ask. And yes, I’m happy to tell that to your boss.  
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TIPS TO EDIT YOUR OWN WRITING 

Excerpts by Andrew Marx  

STICK TO THE TOPIC: Whether you are writing a news brief, a term paper or a 
myspace.com blog post, you need to keep every paragraph focused on your overall 
point. Diversions from the main topic should be purposeful. Before you begin to edit 

your piece, write down the overarching topic for the entire document. Then as you 
read each paragraph ask yourself, "Does this paragraph have anything to do with my 

topic?" If the answer is 'no' then you better have a good reason for keeping it there. 

USE YOUR REFERENCES: The dictionary and thesaurus are still invaluable tools, as 

well as an encyclopedia. If you doubt spelling, grammar, word choice or facts, you 
need to do the research. Don't be afraid to pick a different word or phrase to say the 

same thing.  

CHECK FOR TENSE CHANGES: You should keep an entire piece in one tense or the 

other. When you write in present tense, you switch to past tense only for events that 
happened in the past. But in most other circumstances, tense changes are a red flag. 

USE SPELL CHECKER: Use spell checker on your document. There is just no excuse. 
It is one thing to make a conscious decision to use a non-standard word, or modify 

the spelling of a word. However, it is quite another thing to not realize you made the 
mistake to begin with. 

ELIMINATE CONTRACTIONS: Remove the contraction and see if the sentence still 
makes sense. If you need to, you can always put the contraction back in after you 

determine it is the right usage. 

READ IT OUT LOUD: When it doubt, read the sentence or paragraph out loud, and 

then make a judgment call on whether it needs fixing. Make sure you read the words 
on the page, and not the words that are supposed to be there. If you have written 

two when it should be too, you might just visually see the correct spelling if you 
skim. Reading it out loud and focusing on each word in the sentence will highlight the 
worst offenses. 
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WHAT POTENTIAL EMPLOYERS SAY ABOUT APPLICATION MATERIALS 

IF YOU WANT TO IMPRESS US: Draft succinct cover letters tailored to the 

employer and the position to which you are applying. 

PLEASE DON’T DISTRESS US WITH: Long wandering cover letters with typos 

(wrong employer or misspelled name of employer or recruit contact). Long wandering 

http://www.copyblogger.com/edit-your-writing-2/
http://ezinearticles.com/?expert=Andrew_Marx
http://ezinearticles.com/?expert=Andrew_Marx


resumes with typos and unexplained gaps. Electronically transmitted documents in 

Word instead of PDF format. 

BUILD YOUR SKILLS: Practice persuasive cover letter and resume writing tailored 

to the potential employer. Also, proofread your materials, have another set of eyes 

proofread your materials, AND submit them to your CSO for review. 


