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LINE EDITING TIPS 
Eliminate as many words as possible which end in –ing. You’ll be surprised how your prose speeds 
up. (This advice comes from my mentor, James Wilcox, who worked as an editor at Random House 
and has written nine books.) 
 
Reduce the number of words which end in –ly. Again, your prose will speed up.  
 
Limit these four words—just, really, very, much. Unless you really just have a very good reason to 
use them much. 
 
Watch for similar words repeated too close together. For example, if “run” and “ran” appear within 
a section of 300-500 words, rewrite the sentences. Sometimes, repetition can’t be avoided or is used 
on purpose. However, it’s a good idea to vary your diction. The same rule applies to words which 
have similar sounds—such as a block of paragraphs which contain “kick,” “stick,” and “quick.” 
 
Look for words or phrases used too often in the manuscript. This reveals writer and/or character 
tics. For example, your manuscript might have “latter” and “up a creek” used 17 times each in a 300 
page manuscript. This can be fixed with a math trick. Search your document for the offending 
word/phrase and write down every page number where it appears. Then, starting with the first 
usage, look for ways you can change the word/phrase and how many pages could separate each 
repetition. You might be able to reduce the repetition of “latter” to nine instances, with about 30 
pages between each usage. (I use this trick all the time.)  
 
Take a close look at dialogue tags. “Said” and “asked” are, in most cases, the only ones you need. 
When crafted with care, a character’s words and a scene’s tone should convey emotions. Be sparse 
with tags such as “exclaimed,” “shouted,” “blurted,” and “whispered.” 
 
 
TRICKS 
Read every word of your manuscript aloud. Your ears will catch problems which your eyes overlook. 
 
If you edit on your computer, change the font and margins. If you use Times New Roman, try 
something like Garamond. If your margins are 1 inch wide, try 1.25 instead. Because you’re looking 
at the words in a different format, you’ll notice things in the text you didn’t before. 
 
If you edit on paper, try the same thing—change the font and margins before you print. For another 
shift in perspective, edit the manuscript with two pages per sheet. Here’s how you do it. Set the 
margins to 0.50 inches on the top, bottom, and left side and 1.50 or 2.00 inches on the right. Change 
the font size to 14 or 16 point—it depends on the font—and the line spacing to 1.15 or 1.50. When 
you go to print, in Settings, choose the “2 Page Per Sheet” option. You can cut the pages in half to 
work with little sheets or write your notes in the margins. 


