
Editing Your Novel 

Notes from a 3/10/2016 workshop with Morgan Chilson 

 

 Morgan -- Background in journalism, but has been working with editing 

books for many years - http://www.exactlywrite.net/ 

 Editing is crucial to quality work—self-published authors have to do this on 

their own or hire an editor 

4 types of editing 

1. Structural editing 

2. Line editing—tightening up writing; stylistic 

3. Copy editing 

4. Proofreading 

 

 Structural editing 

o If you have a book that’s good but there are parts that don’t work, you 

may need structural editing; going through looking at the plot point by 

point 

 

 Stylistic Line editing 

o Mark Twain—I didn’t have time to write a short letter, so I wrote a 

long letter instead 

o Cutting is hard; one practice is to give yourself a certain  

o Do I have a chapter that doesn’t move my story forward? Maybe I can 

cut it in half, and see what happens. Tighten it up. 

o Write tight! Taking out “that” and “the” (“the month of May” vs “in 

May,” for example) 

o When you work with critique partners you’ll start picking up on what 

your specific weaknesses are. Are there particular words that you 

overuse? Do you tend to switch tense? 

o When you ask someone to read for you, give them instruction. Tell 

them what you’re looking for so that they know where to take notes or 

what to address. 

o Think about a mix of sentence structures. Some short, some longer. 

o “Flow” is a difficult concept to define. When a story flows together, it 

keeps the reader captivated and pulls them forward without letting 

them go. Is your work choppy? How are the transitions from one 

chapter to another? One paragraph to another?  

 



 Save The Cat! The Last Book on Screenwriting You'll Ever Need author 

Blake Snyder has screenwriter advice that transfers into novel for what 

should be happening throughout your book  Read more here: 

http://www.savethecat.com/category/beat-sheet 

 

 As you edit, you want to be able to recognize what is or isn’t happening in 

your book 

 

 One of the very first steps with editing is to step back from your writing; give 

it some time to rest so you can see with an objective eye 

 

 In the meantime, you can be reading work in your genre. Read what’s 

popular, what’s selling well. You need to be able to market your book if 

anyone’s going to read it, and if you write genre fiction, the genre niche is 

part of the marketing. 

 

 You can also work on your jacket copy and elevator pitch. You need to be able 

to summarize what your book is about into a couple of lines. It helps you see 

the overarching story, which is why it’s an important part of the editing 

process. We need to be able to see how the whole story works 

 

 Next thing, read your entire book without stopping to edit. Make a few notes 

if there are awkward places, but try to read like a reader and see where you 

get pulled out of the story 

 

 The editing process is the real work; the writing gets the bones down, but it 

won’t become a book without the rewriting and cleaning up 

 

 Look at your characters 

 

o Have they changed/developed? They need to be impacted by what 

happens in the book 

o Look at the persona of your character. Are the actions/dialogue 

consistent with the character? Is it believable? Readers have to buy in 

and believe what happens 

o Character sheet for each character. As you read and edit you can make 

notes on what happens with that character and how it fits into the 

character arc 

o The experiences of the characters, their backstory, affects how they 

react in the situation of the story 

 



 Plotting 

o It’s fairly common to have a strong beginning and end, with a sagging 

middle 

o Working with a writing critique group or support group can help with 

this. What are their ideas?  

 Read your book out loud. It’s important for finding bad dialogue, stiff 

passages, run-ons, grammatical errors. 

 

 Ask someone else to read out loud, too. You may hear that you didn’t give 

enough cues to draw out the emotion or mood of a section 

 

 Find “that”—it’s often overused 

 

 Watch your adverbs—sometimes when you’re using an adverb, you just need 

a different, stronger verb 

 

 Trim the fat—tighten the work. Sometimes we think that when we write it 

long and push it, we’ll make more of an impact, but the opposite is true. 

Distill, make each word count. 

 

 Typically, publishers don’t want to publish above 80,000 words. 

 

 Compare your book against others in the genre and see what they have that 

you don’t.  

 

 We shouldn’t necessarily write the way we speak. Make it direct. 

 

 Passive voice. Action first, get rid of the passive constructions such as 

“mistakes were made.” We want active and involved. “She was scratched by 

the cat” becomes “The cat scratched her.” 

 

 Specificity always makes your work better. It wasn’t a candy bar, it was a 

Snickers. She wasn’t drinking her favorite pop, it was a Dr. Pepper.  

 

 Look for clichés and eliminate them. “Fluffy clouds” “brilliant blue eyes.” Max 

Yoho is a great writer who gives good twist to things, makes readers see 

things in another way. 

 

 

 



 When you read something that’s been very popular, even if you don’t like it, 

try to analyze what makes it such a big hit. If something is a number one 

bestseller, why is it there? Ask if you might need to add or remove certain 

elements. 

 

 Simplify. Get rid of convoluted, awkward sentences. 

 It’s so valuable to get the perspective of other readers, too, because there will 

be things in your own writing that you can’t see. 

 Cut 50 pages or more from the beginning. Many writers, especially new 

writers, start in the wrong place. It’s background. You may not keep your 

readers’ interest if you don’t start with the action. 

 When you’re working with other writers, let them know what you need. It is 

important to find readers who enjoy your sort of work. It’s always possible to 

line edit and tighten writing, but if they don’t know that genre, they may not 

be able to take the perspective of your target audience.  

 Remember that it’s still your work. You don’t have to take the changes that 

someone suggests, but you should consider, and try to think through from 

their perspective. Think about how maybe you could address their 

perspective, and you might find changes that you could make. 

 

 How do I find a good editor?  

o There are some great websites, such as Reedsy.com 

o Editor/writer relationship is important. Look for an editor who will 

give you a trial. That’s a good way to see if your personalities are a 

good fit, if the editor will be of help to you.  

o You can expect to pay $2-3 per page. You might be able to start with a 

couple of chapters, to find out what your weaknesses are. 

o Beware of English majors who advertise themselves as book editors 

but may not really have that experience with elements of writing 

beyond grammar. Ask for a sample from another client, or a trial.  
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