
self editing for fiction writers

self editing for fiction writers is a critical skill that can significantly
enhance the quality and polish of a manuscript before submission or
publication. This process involves evaluating and refining a story’s
narrative, characters, pacing, and language to ensure clarity, coherence, and
emotional impact. Effective self editing allows fiction writers to identify
inconsistencies, redundancies, plot holes, and awkward phrasing that might
distract readers or weaken the story’s overall effectiveness. By mastering
various self editing techniques, authors can improve their storytelling craft
and reduce the need for extensive external revisions. This article explores
essential strategies and practical tips tailored specifically to self editing
for fiction writers, including developmental edits, line edits, and
proofreading. Following an organized approach to self editing can help
transform a rough draft into a compelling and polished novel, novella, or
short story. The following sections provide a comprehensive guide to
navigating the self editing process efficiently and effectively.

Understanding the Importance of Self Editing

Preparing for the Self Editing Process

Key Techniques in Self Editing for Fiction Writers

Common Mistakes to Avoid During Self Editing

Tools and Resources to Aid Self Editing

Understanding the Importance of Self Editing
Self editing for fiction writers is an indispensable part of the writing
journey. It bridges the gap between the initial creative outpouring and the
final polished manuscript. This phase helps writers critically assess their
work and make improvements that enhance readability and narrative flow.
Without effective self editing, even the most imaginative stories may suffer
from unclear plotlines, inconsistent character development, or poor pacing.

Enhancing Story Quality and Coherence
Self editing allows fiction writers to scrutinize their story structure,
ensuring that plot elements are logically connected and that the storyline
unfolds in a compelling manner. It helps identify pacing issues where the
story may drag or rush, balancing tension and resolution appropriately. This
process also involves verifying consistency in character behavior, setting



details, and thematic elements to maintain immersion for readers.

Reducing Dependence on External Editors
While professional editors play a crucial role, a well-edited manuscript
requires less intensive editing, saving time and resources. Writers who
practice diligent self editing produce cleaner drafts that are easier for
editors to work with, potentially lowering editing costs and shortening
turnaround times.

Preparing for the Self Editing Process
Before beginning self editing, fiction writers should establish a structured
approach to maximize efficiency and objectivity. Preparation includes setting
aside time for multiple editing passes, creating a distraction-free
environment, and adopting strategies to view the manuscript with fresh eyes.

Taking a Break Between Writing and Editing
Allowing time between completing the first draft and starting self editing is
vital. This break helps writers detach emotionally, enabling a more objective
evaluation of their work. The duration can vary but ideally ranges from a few
days to several weeks depending on project scope and deadlines.

Setting Clear Editing Goals
Defining specific objectives for each editing phase guides the process and
prevents overwhelm. Goals might include addressing structural issues first,
followed by refining character arcs, then improving sentence-level clarity.
Breaking the task into manageable segments ensures thoroughness without
fatigue.

Key Techniques in Self Editing for Fiction
Writers
Effective self editing involves multiple layers, each focusing on different
aspects of the manuscript. Fiction writers should employ a systematic
approach covering developmental edits, line edits, and proofreading to
achieve comprehensive improvements.



Developmental Editing
Developmental editing addresses the big-picture elements of the story, such
as plot, character development, setting, and pacing. This phase involves
asking critical questions about the story’s structure, ensuring that
conflicts are well-developed, character motivations are clear, and the
narrative arc is satisfying.

Check for plot holes or unresolved subplots

Evaluate character consistency and growth

Assess pacing and tension build-up

Verify setting descriptions and world-building details

Line Editing
Line editing focuses on sentence structure, word choice, and flow. This step
enhances the prose style by eliminating clichés, redundancies, and awkward
phrasing. It also involves tightening dialogue to sound natural and ensuring
that narrative voice remains consistent throughout the manuscript.

Proofreading
Proofreading is the final stage, dedicated to correcting grammatical errors,
typos, punctuation mistakes, and formatting inconsistencies. This meticulous
review ensures that the manuscript meets professional standards and is ready
for submission or publication.

Common Mistakes to Avoid During Self Editing
Even experienced fiction writers can fall into pitfalls during self editing
that undermine the effectiveness of their revisions. Awareness of these
common mistakes helps maintain a productive and objective editing process.

Editing While Writing
Attempting to edit simultaneously with writing can disrupt creative flow and
hinder productivity. Separating the writing and editing phases allows writers
to fully immerse in each task, preserving creativity during drafting and
critical thinking during editing.



Overlooking Structural Issues
Focusing solely on sentence-level corrections without addressing broader
narrative problems can result in a polished yet fundamentally flawed story.
Prioritizing developmental edits ensures that the manuscript’s foundation is
solid before refining language.

Ignoring Feedback
Self editing should not replace external input entirely. Ignoring feedback
from beta readers or professional editors can limit a manuscript’s potential.
Incorporating diverse perspectives helps identify blind spots and improve the
story’s appeal.

Tools and Resources to Aid Self Editing
Various tools and resources are available to support fiction writers during
self editing, making the process more efficient and thorough. These aids can
range from software applications to style guides and checklists.

Editing Software and Apps
Programs such as grammar checkers, readability analyzers, and manuscript
organizers assist in identifying errors and improving clarity. While these
tools do not replace human judgment, they provide valuable assistance in
catching common mistakes.

Style Guides and Checklists
Referencing established style manuals and using editing checklists helps
maintain consistency in grammar, punctuation, and formatting. Checklists
tailored to fiction can prompt writers to evaluate key elements
systematically during self editing.

Beta Readers and Writing Groups
Engaging with beta readers and writing communities offers constructive
critiques that complement self editing efforts. These external perspectives
can reveal issues that the writer may have overlooked and provide motivation
to continue refining the manuscript.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is self-editing in fiction writing?
Self-editing in fiction writing is the process where authors review and
revise their own work to improve clarity, coherence, style, and eliminate
errors before submitting to editors or publishers.

Why is self-editing important for fiction writers?
Self-editing helps fiction writers refine their story, catch plot holes,
improve character development, enhance pacing, and correct grammatical
mistakes, ultimately producing a stronger manuscript.

What are common mistakes to look for during self-
editing?
Common mistakes include inconsistent character traits, plot inconsistencies,
passive voice overuse, weak dialogue, redundant descriptions, pacing issues,
and grammatical or spelling errors.

How can fiction writers effectively self-edit their
work?
Effective self-editing involves taking breaks before editing, reading the
manuscript multiple times focusing on different elements (plot, characters,
language), reading aloud, and using editing tools or checklists.

What tools can help fiction writers with self-
editing?
Tools like Grammarly, ProWritingAid, Hemingway Editor, and Scrivener can
assist writers in identifying grammar errors, improving readability, and
organizing manuscripts during self-editing.

How many rounds of self-editing should a fiction
writer do?
Typically, fiction writers should do multiple rounds—starting with big-
picture edits like plot and structure, followed by character and dialogue
refinement, and finishing with line edits and proofreading.

How can self-editing improve dialogue in fiction?
Self-editing can help writers ensure dialogue sounds natural, reveals
character, advances the plot, avoids info dumping, and varies speech patterns
to reflect different characters authentically.



What are some tips for self-editing pacing in a
fiction manuscript?
To improve pacing, writers can cut unnecessary scenes, shorten long
descriptions, vary sentence length, balance action with reflection, and
ensure each scene drives the story forward.

Should fiction writers edit on a computer or print
out their manuscript?
Both methods have benefits; editing on a computer is efficient for quick
changes, while printing out the manuscript can help writers see their work
from a fresh perspective and catch errors more easily.

When should a fiction writer stop self-editing and
seek professional editing?
A fiction writer should seek professional editing after multiple self-editing
rounds when the manuscript is polished but needs expert feedback on
structure, style, or copyediting before submission or publication.

Additional Resources
1. Self-Editing for Fiction Writers: How to Edit Yourself Into Print by Renni
Browne and Dave King
This classic guide offers practical strategies for writers to improve their
manuscripts independently. It covers essential elements like dialogue,
exposition, point of view, and pacing. The book provides clear examples and
exercises, making it an invaluable resource for honing self-editing skills.

2. Revision and Self-Editing for Publication: Techniques for Transforming
Your First Draft into a Novel That Sells by James Scott Bell
James Scott Bell delivers a comprehensive approach to revising and polishing
fiction manuscripts. The book includes actionable tips on plot, character
development, and language clarity. Writers learn how to identify common
pitfalls and strengthen their stories for publication.

3. The Artful Edit: On the Practice of Editing Yourself by Susan Bell
Susan Bell’s book emphasizes the artistry involved in self-editing,
encouraging writers to view editing as a creative process. It explores how to
refine prose, clarify narrative voice, and tighten structure. The book also
includes insightful advice on balancing creativity with critical evaluation.

4. Line by Line: How to Edit Your Own Writing by Claire Kehrwald Cook
Focused on sentence-level editing, this guide teaches writers to scrutinize
their own work for clarity, rhythm, and style. It breaks down techniques for
improving word choice, sentence construction, and flow. This book is
particularly helpful for authors seeking to enhance the polish of their



prose.

5. Mastering Self-Editing: Techniques for Fiction Writers by Jessica Page
Morrell
Jessica Page Morrell offers a step-by-step method for revising fiction
manuscripts effectively. The book covers structural edits as well as detailed
line edits, helping writers identify weak points and strengthen their
storytelling. It also addresses common challenges like pacing and point of
view consistency.

6. Self-Editing on a Penny: How to Edit Your Own Manuscript Without Spending
a Fortune by Susan L. Klement
This budget-friendly guide provides practical advice for writers who want to
self-edit without hiring professional editors. It includes checklists, tips,
and resources to help authors polish their fiction manuscripts. The book
empowers writers to take control of their editing process cost-effectively.

7. Cut to the Chase: Writing Fiction That Gets to the Point by William Noble
While focusing on conciseness, this book teaches writers how to eliminate
unnecessary content and tighten their narratives. It guides authors in self-
editing for pace and clarity, ensuring every word serves the story. The
principles in this book are invaluable for refining fiction through self-
editing.

8. The First Five Pages: A Writer’s Guide to Staying Out of the Rejection
Pile by Noah Lukeman
Noah Lukeman’s book helps writers self-edit the crucial opening pages of
their novels to capture readers’ attention. It analyzes common mistakes and
offers techniques for improving beginnings, including character introduction
and scene setting. This focused self-editing guide is essential for fiction
writers aiming to make strong first impressions.

9. Rewrite: A Step-by-Step Guide to Strengthen Structure, Characters, and
Drama in Your Screenplay or Novel by Paul Chitlik
Though applicable to both screenplays and novels, this book provides detailed
advice on self-editing narrative structure and character arcs. Paul Chitlik
emphasizes rewriting as a vital part of the creative process. Fiction writers
will find useful tools for revising and enhancing their work at multiple
levels.
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