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       English 101

                Naval Safety Center, 2003


Lesson #1: Why Articles Get Edited
In the world of printed words, there are two types of material: edited and unedited.

The former is clear, correct, consistent, reliable and readable. Unedited copy usually lacks these attributes. It tends to contain grammatical bloopers and errors of usage. It is usually wordy, vague, disorganized and repetitive. Amateur writers--people who don't write for a living--are prone to a host of errors that professional editors soon learn to recognize and correct. Editors also learn that what someone intended to write, even what someone is convinced that he or she did write, is often not exactly what is on the page.

At the Naval Safety Center, and many other semi-technical publishers, articles pass through two types of editing. The content of the articles is chopped by subject-matter experts to ensure technical accuracy. The articles are also edited by professional editors for style and meaning. Many articles are edited quite heavily. In every case, the editor should be able to cite either the rules of grammar and syntax, professional references on literary style, or a well-defined publication philosophy, to support changes. “Sounds better” isn’t enough.

Often, people who have not worked with professional editors don't understand the purpose of editorial changes. They think everything is simply an arbitrary, happy-to-glad change, and that the result is a free-for-all of personal preference. Or they are so familiar with the pedantic, bureaucratic language of manuals, messages and instructions that the conversational, colorful language of magazine journalism strikes them as odd.

Some novice writers take offense when their copy gets edited. But even the most accomplished writers get edited, and most of them learn to enjoy the fact that their editors help them look better. Just as professional athletes learn from coaches and appreciate their help, writers are aided by editors.

All written material falls along a spectrum that starts at illiterate and incomprehensible: graffiti, for example. It rises to the exquisite literary craftsmanship of a generation’s finest writers (which may not necessarily be the most popular writers). Every editor faces decisions about how far along this spectrum they want to move the stuff they edit. There are limits: you can’t make a cherry Chippendale chair out of a pine deck chair using a hammer, for instance. But a careful and energetic editor can always improve copy.

Sometimes editors fix things that are wrong: verbs that don’t agree with subjects, for example. But more often editors are taking pieces of copy that are OK and making them better. That is where the true challenge of editing lies.
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