
Editing and Proofreading
What this handout is about

This handout provides some tips and strategies for revising your writing. To give
you a chance to practice proofreading, we have left seven errors (three spelling
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Does each paragraph have a clear topic sentence? Does each paragraph stick to one
main idea? Are there any extraneous or missing sentences in any of your
paragraphs? (See our handout on paragraph development.)

Clarity

Have you defined any important terms that might be unclear to your reader? Is the
meaning of each sentence clear? (One way to answer this question is to read your
paper one sentence at a time, starting at the end and working backwards so that
you will not unconsciously fill in content from previous sentences.) Is it clear what
each pronoun (he, she, it, they, which, who, this, etc.) refers to? Have you chosen the
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content and wording of your paper. Keep an eye out for patterns of error; knowing
what kinds of problems you tend to have will be helpful, especially if you are
editing a large document like a thesis or dissertation. Once you have identified a
pattern, you can develop techniques for spotting and correcting future instances of
that pattern. For example, if you notice that you often discuss several distinct topics
in each paragraph, you can go through your paper and underline the key words in
each paragraph, then break the paragraphs up so that each one focuses on just one
main idea.

Proofreading

Proofreading is the final stage of the editing process, focusing on surface errors
such as misspellings and mistakes in grammar and punctuation. You should
proofread only after you have finished all of your other editing revisions.

Why proofread? It’s the content that really matters, right?

Content is important. But like it or not, the way a paper looks affects the way others
judge it. When you’ve worked hard to develop and present your ideas, you don’t
want careless errors distracting your reader from what you have to say. It’s worth
paying attention to the details that help you to make a good impression.



an early draft, you don’t want to be bothered with thinking about punctuation,
grammar, and spelling. If your worrying about the spelling of a word or the
placement of a comma, you’re not focusing on the more important task of
developing and connecting ideas.

The proofreading process

You probably already use some of the strategies discussed below. Experiment with
different tactics until you find a system that works well for you. The important
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practice a systematic strategy. You’ll learn to identify the specific areas of
your own writing that need careful attention, and knowing that you have a
sound method for finding errors will help you to focus more on developing
your ideas while you are drafting the paper.

Think you’ve got it?

Then give it a try, if you haven’t already! This handout contains seven errors our
proofreader should have caught: three spelling errors, two punctuation errors, and
two grammatical errors. Try to find them, and then check a version of this page
with the errors marked in red to see if you’re a proofreading star.

Works consulted

We consulted these works while writing this handout. This is not a comprehensive
list of resources on the handout’s topic, and we encourage you to do your own
research to find the latest publications on this topic. Please do not use this list as a
model for the format of your own reference list, as it may not match the citation
style you are using. For guidance on formatting citations, please see the UNC
Libraries citation tutorial.
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Communications. 3rd ed. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011.
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