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Editing and Proofreading
Introduction
Editing and proofreading are distinct stages in the process of developing your writing. To better understand how to distinguish between editing and proofreading, select the tabs below to read about the differences in the work of professional editors and proof readers. 
Newspaper Editor
To curate each edition of a newspaper, an editor must have in-depth knowledge of the newspaper production process, timescales, the newspaper's style and political leanings, as well as a thorough understanding of current affairs. The editor's job might involve planning ideas for new articles, making sure these are relevant and engaging for the audience, assigning them to reporters, and commenting on drafts. Editing therefore requires expertise in a particular field or topic.
Similarly, to edit your essay or assignment you will need an in-depth understanding of your topic of study and argument. This expertise will inform any changes you make to the structure of your assignment, the evidence you use, or the points that support your argument. A friend studying a different course could not effectively edit your essay for you.
As a result, editing your work will take significantly longer than proofreading, and you should allocate adequate time for the editing process.
The amount of time you allocate will depend on the length of your assignment and your personal style of working. When undertaking a large piece of writing like a dissertation, editing will likely be an iterative process. You might draft one chapter before moving onto the next, then return to edit your first chapter after you have developed your ideas and understanding through the writing process.
Professional Proofreader
By contrast, a professional proof reader will often work freelance on jobs from many different fields. Their job is to check the final draft of a document to ensure elements such as spelling, grammar, and formatting are correct. Proofreading requires accuracy.
Similarly, when you proofread your own work, you don’t draw on your knowledge of the topic of study but on your understanding of the language in which you are writing and the formatting guidelines given by your course tutors. A friend studying a different course should be able to effectively proofread your work for you, without needing to know anything about the topic of study.
Proofreading your work will take less time than editing, as long as you have edited effectively. If you start proofreading your work and notice issues with the structure or content of your argument, then this indicates that you need to return to the editing stage.
Again, the amount of time you allocate for proofreading will depend on the length/size of your work and your personal work style. For a short essay you might allocate a day for proofreading or an afternoon. For a longer piece of work like a dissertation you might need multiple rounds of proofreading and to create a plan or strategy.
Preparing to edit or proofread
Before you begin editing and proofreading, make sure you understand the style guidance you are expected to follow.
If you are working on an academic assignment, check your student handbook, assignment brief, and marking criteria. For journal submissions, consult the journal’s style guide. You may be required to follow specific conventions, such as:
· referencing style
· word count
· margins
· document properties
· page templates
It is also important to review feedback from previous work so you can address recurring issues and show improvement in this piece.
Proofreading takes time, especially for longer pieces of work. You may find it best to approach it in stages rather than attempting everything in one sitting, as sustained focus on detail is difficult to maintain. Plan to proofread in blocks and repeat the process more than once: you are likely to spot different issues each time.  
Treat proofreading as part of your overall writing process, not an afterthought.
Perspectives on when to proofread
Professor Hannah Cobb, Archaeology 
“I proofread at lots of different stages – if I’m typing a few sentences and then notice a glaring typo I will correct it then and there, but I also like to sit back at the end of a paragraph or a section of my writing and proofread that. I will also proofread when I complete the document too, often reading it a few times before I am satisfied. 
“I think, for me, [proofreading is] inseparable from the writing process so ultimately it takes as long as it takes. I do recognise that my method makes me take a little longer in writing than others.”
Dr Charles Walkden, Mathematics
“I proofread and edit as I go along, like a production line.  As I’m writing about one topic/section, I’m editing the previous one, and proof-reading the one before that.  I find this gives me very helpful self-feedback, makes sure that I’ve not missed out any prerequisites or assumptions, and helps me maintain a consistent voice through the document.”
Dr Alison Fisher, Psychology
“I have to resist the urge to keep fiddling with wording as I go — it gets in the way of the overall message I’m trying to communicate and stalls meaningful progress. I’ve found it’s far more effective to let a piece of writing get a bit ‘cold’ and come back to it with fresh eyes, so I’m not just reading what I think I wrote. 
“How much time I spend depends on the importance of the piece, but I try to build in at least one proper pass.”
Dr James Brooks, Engineering
“I don't really leave specific time for proofreading - but I don't often write long documents.
“I normally proofread at the end once I have my ideas written down. But there is a lot of iteration once I feel I have a first draft.
“For any of my writing or editing, I need a time free from distractions, that means a quiet space without emails, without instant messages, or people distracting me.”
Introducing editing
Academic work relies on a narrative for your audience to understand your argument. Editing happens throughout the writing process to cut, re-order, and help you and your audience make sense of what you are saying. Part of your working process may have been producing lots of ideas, notes, and writing. In the editing stage, you return to what you've written to amend and improve it.
Now that you have a draft, you have something to work with! You might incorporate new points from your notes where you identify a gap in your structure or move ideas around so that the argument flows better. Remember, editing is at the core of good writing. It's about making that draft the strongest it can be.
When editing your work, there are a few areas for you to focus on to create a narrative:
· Flow: How steady and interlinked are your points alongside one another?
· Clarity: Is it obvious what you are trying to say?
· Concise: Are you getting straight to the point with what you want to say?
· Connection: How do your points work and join together?  
· Structure: Does the organisation of your work make sense for the story you are telling?
Essentially, editing helps you to look at whether or not you're answering what you set out to do at the start of your work, checking that you communicate a consistent narrative to your audience.  
Editing and evidence
When you're making points in your work, you'll be providing evidence such as quotations from key sources, primary data you've collected, or references to secondary data such as relevant research literature. During the editing process, check that you have enough evidence to back up your points, and that the evidence you've selected really does support the argument you're making.
This may be an area of uncertainty. It's often hard to tell how much evidence is enough and every piece of work is different. Remember that you know best for your argument.
As a baseline, here are a few questions to get you thinking:  
· Do your course handbook and the assessment rubric indicate how much or what kinds of evidence are required?
· Have your lecturers or tutors told you that a specific number of references is required in an assessment?
· Is there anywhere you haven't checked for relevant sources yet? Could you develop your search to check for additional relevant literature? 
· Looking at similar kinds of work in your field such as book chapters, journal articles, reports, poster presentations, or online research lectures, how many references do they give? Is there a wide range? What kinds of research do they refer to and how do they do it?
· How recent are the references you've used? In your subject area, are there any expectations about how recently published texts you reference should be?
· Does your evidence accurately demonstrate the points you are trying to make?  
Strategies for editing
Reverse outlining
When you have a draft, or even when you’re partway through a draft, reverse outlining can help you check the structure and flow of your argument through your writing or presentation. Reverse outlining is like writing a plan after you’ve started working on the project: it helps you visualise the work as a whole. This helps you understand the direction your argument is going in, so you can identify any sections that need changing.
Using a model like PEET (Point, Evidence, Evaluation, Transition) or “It says, I say, and so”, you can go through your work and pull out the key points you make in each paragraph. It might help to print out your work and use highlighters and sticky notes to label the key point you make in each paragraph – usually this will be the first sentence. Alternatively, you might find it helpful to use the highlighter function and comments in Word.
You write out the key points as a bullet point list, so you can easily see the flow of your argument as it develops across your paragraphs. If the points you're making don’t logically follow on from one another, or a point seems out of place, you can easily move around, change, add, or remove key points from this reverse outline.
If you use reverse outlining partway through creating your work, this exercise might help you think about where your argument needs to go next, which points you still need to make, and what order they need to be in.
Reviewing your draft
Be careful not to move onto proofreading too soon in the writing process or you can feel overwhelmed. If you're not sure what edits you need to make, it can be tempting to skip to just looking for spelling and grammar edits. The more you edit your work, the higher the quality it will be, but this means concentrating your efforts on making the changes with the most impact in the time you have available.  
You might be more comfortable making edits as you go, but be wary of spending too long fiddling with a sentence, only to delete the whole paragraph later because you determine it doesn't fit the overall structure of your piece.
Before you move onto proofreading, think about more substantial changes you might need to make, thinking at the level of overall structure, sections, and paragraphs, before moving onto the level of sentences and individual words.
Of course, you may only notice a more significant change you need to make to your work when you start proofreading. Sometimes the editing process is just like that! Be brave and prioritise making the edits the work needs to be at its strongest.
Below is a checklist to help you identify whether you're ready to move onto the proofreading stage.
· Are you at or near the word count or time limit? If you're massively over or under, then you still have some editing (or writing) to do.
· Check any guidance for the assignment to make sure you've met these requirements. This might mean checking you have answered the essay question or that you've followed the correct format of the assessment: have you been asked to write a literature review, a report, an essay or something else?
· Does the overall structure make sense? Does each section follow logically from the last?
· Does the work have a clear introduction and conclusion? Could either (or both) be stronger, more specific, or more engaging?
· Is your overall argument convincing? Is the key point you're trying to get across adequately supported by the evidence you've given? 
· Taking at look at the marking rubric for the work, if you had to submit or present the work right away, what grade do you think it would get? 
· Does the work achieve what you set out to do? How does your writing make you feel?
Why proofread?
Proofreading is an important part of creating your work. Proofreading is about finalising your work, making it ready to share with others. You don't want an error to get in the way of the message you're trying to convey.
For assignments, taking care with the details and the final finishing touches of your work helps you get the best mark possible. Often the person reviewing or marking your work will be working under time constraints, so you want to give them the best possible first impression.
Most important, however, is making sure the work is of a quality that you can feel proud of. You want to give it your best shot, to showcase your thinking and technical abilities at their strongest.
Take a moment to reflect on your goals with your work. By setting your intentions for what you want to achieve, you can think about how proofreading contributes to this, including how you might want to prioritise proofreading alongside other commitments, assignments, and demands on your time.
Spelling and grammar tools
In the age of spelling and grammar checkers, you might think you don't need to do much proofreading yourself.
Usually spellcheckers can detect errors where the mistake makes a string of letters that isn't actually a word.
For example, if you accidentally write "bok" instead of "book", your spellchecker should show you've made an error (usually with a red squiggly underline).
However, the spellchecker might miss errors where the spelling mistake is still an actual word, such as writing "thank" instead of "think".
Sometimes spellcheckers won't suggest the word you meant to write, especially if you've accidentally typed the wrong letter at the start of the word.
Spelling and grammar checkers are getting better at identifying when a spelling error means the sentence doesn't make sense. But if the word you accidentally write is the same type of word as the word you intended, these tools might not identify that there's a problem. Here are some examples:
Fragrant and flagrant: These are both adjectives, but they mean different things! The correct phrase would be "a flagrant disregard for the rules", not "a fragrant disregard for the rules".
Likely and lively: These words are both adverbs, but writing "a likely story" instead of a "lively story" could make an important difference in meaning.
Not and now: Accidentally substituting "the work is not complete" for "the work is now complete" conveys the complete opposite meaning!
Can you think of any more examples? 
For these kinds of errors, you'll need to proofread the work yourself.
It's worth bearing in mind as well that no spellchecking tool can help you fix errors where you haven't conveyed the meaning you actually wanted to get across, or where the spelling and grammar are fine, but the meaning is incorrect:
· Have you misunderstood the point an author is making?
· Have you said something illogical?
· Does that word mean what you think it means?
Only a human will know if your argument is too vague, if you've accidentally contradicted yourself, if it's not clear what you're referring back to, or if the example you've given doesn't successfully illustrate your point.
This means you can't rely on spellchecking tools to do all the work. You can use spellchecking and grammar tools like the in-built spellchecker in MS Office to help you identify some of the errors. However, for more thorough proofreading, you need to develop your own strategies. We discuss some suggestions in the next section.
Strategies for proofreading
The human brain is a powerful tool, and one of the skills it's very good at is working out meaning, even when a word is not spelled correctly or when a sentence isn't grammatically correct.
When we proofread our own work, we often read what we think we meant to write, rather than what we actually wrote. It's a really common experience to read through something we've written (an email, a message, an essay) and feel confident we've caught all the mistakes. A day later we re-read it and find a glaring error in the first line!
Proofreading is a different skill to reading. But it's a skill you can work on and over time get better at.
Likewise, your audience doesn't have all the same information about what you mean to say as you. They're not mindreaders: they can only work out your meaning from what you actually write.
Helpfully, there are researchers who have investigated effective proofreading. Below are some of the key strategies you can implement to catch more errors and improve your proofreading skills. Remember, however, that perfectionism can be your enemy! You've probably noticed the odd typo in published books or articles before. The occasional error is normal and no one is asking for 100% accuracy. 
You won't fail the assignment over a single misspelled word, so don't let proofreading get in the way of your ideas. Check the assignment rubric or your course handbook to check how much spelling and grammar are weighted.
Perspectives on proofreading strategies
Dr Alison Fisher, Psychology
“When I return to my work, I make a conscious effort to read from the perspective of a possible reader — someone who doesn’t already know what I’m trying to say. I try to focus on whether the reader will understand and be persuaded, rather than whether the writing sounds impressive — the former is far more important. Reading aloud helps me make this switch, and I’ve even recorded myself and listened back when I’ve needed a bit more distance.”
Dr Charles Walkden, Mathematics
“I have to make sure that I’m reading what I actually wrote, not what I think I wrote. Proofreading the document in a different format to how I created it works well for this. If I’m writing mathematics in LaTeX this is easy: the pdf looks very different to raw .tex input. If I’m writing in Word, then I will (temporarily) change the font or switch to dark mode to make it look different to how I typed it in.”
Professor Hannah Cobb, Archaeology
“Proofreading lots has allowed me to build my skills! I have found I am much better at editing and proofreading other people’s work than I am my own (I am better at spotting errors, and asking them to be more concise/clear), so sometimes I try and pretend my work is someone else’s.”
Dr James Brooks, Engineering
“My first read is to check I have all the information I want to include (checking the submission guidelines and considering the audience). My second read is to ensure the paragraphs flow; I read the first sentence of each paragraph to see if they connect without repetition. I then read each paragraph in turn, trying to cut redundant words. Finally, I use Word's "Read Aloud" function to catch typos; I tend to skim-read and re-reading my own work doesn't help me spot mistakes.”
Effective proofreading strategies
Create distance
Try to leave a period of time between editing a draft and proofreading.
For longer pieces of work like dissertations or theses, this might mean a week or two. For shorter pieces of work, try to leave at least 24 hours.
By taking time away from the work, you're able to defamiliarise the wording you've used. This means you're more likely to spot errors. You may also find it easier to make more significant changes, because you're less attached to particular words or sentences. It can be hard to cut or change a sentence when you've only just written it!
Remove distraction
Make proofreading comfortable so that you're able to concentrate and keep proofreading for the entire time that you set out to. 
It will help to find someplace quiet, where you won't be interrupted. Minimise any background noise: you can try earplugs if you can't control, for example, street sounds or music from another room. Close other windows on your device so you're only focussing on the document at hand.  
Leaving your phone in another room means you won't be distracted by anticipating a message or wanting to look something up: it can wait until you've finished the proofreading you set out to do.
Break up the work
Try to proofread a section at a time.
It can help to focus on proofreading just a chunk and taking breaks, rather than trying to proofread the whole piece of work in one go. You can use view only a section of the text you're proofreading at a time by using zoom, scrolling, and the draft and immersive reader views in Word.
You can also separate out the work of spotting errors and correcting them. You can use highlighter tools (or print out your work and use actual highlighters) to flag words you think might be misspelled, taking special care with names, places, discipline-specific terminology, or acronyms. You can read through and mark up the mistakes first, and then go through the work a second time to correct the errors. 
Try to proofread at a steady pace to reduce the temptation to skim-read. If possible, try to proofread more than once to catch errors you may have accidentally introduced the first time round.
Use proofreading-friendly formatting
Line spacing, font size, and text alignment all affect how easy it is to notice errors in your work.
Usually, the specifications for how you need to format your assignment (found in your course handbook or in the journal or publisher's style guide) will also help you proofread your work more effectively. These formatting requirements are meant to make marking your assignments easier for the people marking or reviewing your work, and they work for proofreading too.
If you haven't been given specific guidance about formatting, or you're proofreading something that only you will be reading (such as a presentation script), here are some formatting suggestions:
· At least 1.5 cm line spacing: single line spacing makes it harder to spot errors because the text you're focussing on is crowded.
· Left-aligned text: justified text means you have hyphenations and irregular-length spaces between words.
· Single-column text: it's harder to read text in columns because because the other text around the text you're reading is distracting - trying to ignore words around the words you're reading is more work for your brain.
· Sans-serif font: it can help to choose a different, but still easy-to-read, sans serif font than the one you have been writing in, like switching from Calibri to Arial.
· Increase your font size: going up a font size can reduce eye strain, making reading easier.
· Use normal-width margins: narrow- or wide-width margins can make your work harder to proofread, because your eye has to either move further to follow the line of text or move more quickly between lines of text.
Prioritise your proofreading
Focus on more serious errors first:
· Check the opening of your piece carefully to ensure you make a good impression.
· Improving the meaning of what you've written when you proofread your work will have more impact than correcting spelling errors.
· Look out for ways to be more precise, more accurate, or more nuanced in order to express more exactly what you mean. Giving specific detail rather than a vague or general sense will demonstrate your knowledge. For example, can you give a date range rather than more general terms like "recently" or "in the past"?
Remember to keep proofreading in perspective: if you have multiple assignments to work on, you may need to limit the amount of time you spend proofreading so you can make progress on other assignments.
Read your work out loud
Reading your work out loud enables you to focus better on what you have actually written.
Because when you read out loud, you read more slowly, you take more time over each word - this make it easier to spot errors. Reading out loud as you would to another person rather than just mumbling under your breath is even better, because actually hearing the words helps you process their meaning and identify mistakes.
If you're not comfortable reading your work out loud yourself, you can use the text-to-speech function in Word.
Through reading out loud, you improve your understanding of what you've written, making it easier to notice logical errors or contradictions in your work. Reading out loud helps you notice patterns and rhythm. You might notice you have a favourite word or phrase that you've used a little too often and could do with replacing with a synonym. Perhaps you start several sentences off in the same way and it reads a bit repetitive. Varying sentence structure and lengths can help keep your reader engaged.
You can also notice if your sentences are too long: are you running out of breath before you finish the sentence or struggling to keep track of where the sentence is going? If so, you probably need to break the sentence up into smaller separate sentences. Your audience will really appreciate it.
Reading out loud is especially important if your work is a presentation, because you need to check that you can fit what you have to say in the time you've been given. In many exam settings it might not be possible to read your work out loud, but you can still consciously try to go over your work more slowly, such as by subvocalising the words (saying the words in your mind).
Take your time
When planning your time for an assignment, set yourself ample time before the deadline for proofreading and overestimate how much time you'll need. Try to proofread too quickly and you'll miss important errors.
Improving your spelling and grammar 
Working to improve your spelling and grammar means you'll pick up on more errors in your work. If you don't know the mistakes are there, you can't correct them. And if you don't know what the correct spelling or grammar should be, you are less likely to actually fix the error. You might end up creating new errors when you try to fix the ones you find.
Improving your spelling and grammar won't just mean you're more able to correct errors when you proofread, but you'll also make fewer errors in the first place. Widening your vocabulary so that you have a diversity of words to use when you write can actually help you make fewer spelling errors: common words are more likely to be glossed over, meaning you can miss errors. Avoid using a word if you don't know what it means though, and don't go overboard: too many unusual words and your work will sound unnatural or pretentious.
To work on your spelling and grammar, try to read as much as you can and as widely as you can. You can also do practice exercises and keep a spelling journal to keep track of words you commonly misspell. Learning about how language works will help you improve your proofreading skills. This includes learning:
· the different types of word (noun, verb, adjective, adverb etc.),
· what makes a grammatically correct sentence,
· how to use punctuation correctly.
Tools to help you proofread
If you're typing your work, your marker or reviewer will likely expect you to have made use of Word's spellchecking and grammar tools.
To make sure these are working for you, check that you have selected the correct language for your document and that you have spelling and grammar check turned on.
You can also use the find and replace function (Ctrl + H, or Cmd + H for Mac computers) to replace errors throughout the document, such as accidental double spaces or where you've misspelled someone's name multiple times. Just be careful not to introduce new errors!
Proofreading Tools
Editor
Microsoft's Editor tool can help you improve your academic writing. Editor has Microsoft Word's usual spellchecking and grammar functions, but it takes this further by offering tips and guidance to improve clarity, conciseness, and formality in your writing.
Editor offers explanations that can help you understand why a particular change might improve your work, rather than simply correcting it for you. This will help you learn how to improve your writing through feedback as you go, unlike other tools that remove this learning step.
Other functions in Word
Microsoft Word offers other tools that can help you proofread. Immersive reader helps you focus on your writing through a range of functions. Read Aloud speaks your writing for you, helping you to identify problems with incorrect words and sentence flow. Line Focus can help you go through your writing line by line to spot errors with detail and punctuation. You can also view your writing with a background colour to reduce eye strain.
Referencing software
Using reference management software can help you save a lot of time when writing and researching. Referencing software gathers all your reference details into a database and allows you to easily add citations and a reference list to your assignment in your required style.
If you use referencing software, you should still check your citations and bibliographies for errors, however. Sometimes referencing styles change and if there are mistakes in the citation entered into the reference manager, these will be reproduced in the citation in the document too.
At Manchester we support EndNote reference management software and have a range of workshops and online guides to help you learn how to get started. You can also find detailed style guidance on our referencing subject guide. Using Endnote will not only save you time, it can also reduce the number of errors in your references, ensuring you don't lose marks.
Create your own proofreading checklist
We each have our own pitfalls when it comes to spotting errors. It can help to go back through the feedback you've received on previous assignments to check for the mistakes you tend to make. You can create a log of the kinds of errors you've made in the past and turn this into a personal proofreading checklist.
Here are some checklist suggestions, adapted from Barbara R DuBois's proofreading tips:
· homophones and near-homophones:
· spoonerisms and eggcorns (meaning confused)
· apostrophes and contractions
· words with missing, added, transposed, or changed letters
· sentences with double, omitted or additional words  
· overused words
Frustratingly, it's easy to introduce new errors when you make edits or corrections, so make sure to check your work carefully after you make changes.
If the mistakes you tend to make are related to language fluency, check out the University Centre Academic English to get more support in improving your language ability.
Summary and further support
This document has explored the difference between editing and proofreading, offering you strategies and tools to get to grips with both these activities. We've examined the differences between editing and proofreading: editing is about making more substantial changes to your work to improve its structure and argument, whereas proofreading relates to more fine-grained inspection of your work to get it ready to submit or share with others.
Understanding the different roles these two tasks play in the process of creating or developing your work, you can plan your time more effectively. Balancing presentation against other expectations and requirements, you can direct your energies where they're really needed while devoting enough time to making your work the best it can be.
Where can I get support
To get additional support with editing and proofreading, we recommend:
· booking onto one of our My Learning Essentials workshops,
· speaking to your lecturers or tutors so you can understand what's expected of you,
· booking a 1-2-1 meeting with the Library's Royal Literary Fund Fellow, for personalised advice on your writing,
· visiting the University Centre for Academic English for support tailored to students who don't have English as their first language,
· speaking with the Disability Advisory and Support Service (DASS), if you think you have challenges with editing or proofreading related to a learning difficulty or other disability.
Third-party proofreading
We strongly recommend that you focus on improving your own editing and proofreading skills rather than relying on external help or tools. Proofreading your own work will always be the most effective strategy, because only you know what you are meaning to convey through your work. Editing and proofreading are critical skills that will serve you for life: you get better at them by practicing them, not by outsourcing them.
Editing and proofreading give you the opportunity to refine your ideas and to understand the process of producing quality work. Putting your thoughts into the optimum structure and getting up close to the details will allow you to put into practice what you've learnt.
As discussed, proofreading tools and services can inadvertently introduce new errors into your work. Importantly, you can also run into trouble with maintaining academic integrity. Getting a friend to proofread your work could land you in trouble with collusion, while using generative AI tools to change your wording or produce ideas for you might go against the policy on AI use for your course or programme. Finally, please be aware of the issues around contract cheating - when you pay someone directly to create a piece of work on your behalf. 
The University of Manchester does not provide proofreading, nor does it endorse or recommend any particular proofreading services. Make sure to read the relevant guidance or policies on third-party proofreading from your programme or course, so that you're certain you understand what aspects of proofreading are permitted. Contact your course lead or programme director if you are unsure.
2
2
image1.tif
MANCHESTER




