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The Stages of Manuscript Editing
> First Draft > The Messy Middle > Published Book

Developmental Edit

Big picture editing to 
work on story flow, 
character arcs, 
showing vs telling, etc.

Line/Heavy Copy Edit

Heavy line revisions to 
heighten the voice, 
impact, clarity, and 
readability.

Proofreading

Usually done after 
layout and is the final 
opportunity to catch 
typos and errors.

Med/Light Copy Edit

Less focused on 
"voice" and more on 
grammar, word 
choice, tense, etc.



When are these tips most useful?
During a Developmental Edit
... so your editor can immerse 
themselves more deeply in the story.

During a Line/Copy Edit
… so your editor can prioritize 
voice/flow in the writing.

During a Light Copy Edit
... so the editing goes more quickly and 
you get more bang for your buck.



Manuscript Preparation Tips

Be Done!

Make sure your 
manuscript is 

finished and ready 
to be read before 

sending!

Doc Type

For full length 
manuscripts, 

MS Word is usually 
the best choice for 

editing.

Spaces/Tabs

Don't use double 
spaces! And don't 

use spaces to make 
a "tab" on the next 

paragraph.

Spell Check

It seems obvious, 
but do a read 

through and use 
spell check to pick 

up easy errors.



Fearless Punctuation

“Punctuation is the music of language. 

As a conductor can influence the experience of the song by 
manipulating its rhythm, so can punctuation influence the 
reading experience, bring out the best (or worst) in a text.” 

― Noah Lukeman, A Dash of Style: The Art and Mastery of 
Punctuation



Fearless Punctuation
Colons: 

> A colon usually introduces something 
that elaborates on the element that 
precedes it, or introduces a series of 
shorter elements.

> Use sparingly in fiction. They can 
interrupt a reader’s immersion and flow.

> The “feel” of a colon is a harder stop 
than a comma.

“She finds she has a lot of imaginary 
arguments, these days: with Simon at work, 
with her mother, with that woman who 
pushed in front of her at the checkout 
yesterday.”

—Jojo Moyes, Someone Else’s Shoes



Fearless Punctuation

Semicolons:

> Semicolons are usually used between 
two independent clauses, or to set off 
complicated elements in a series.

> Used correctly, your reader should sail 
right past them, but do think about their 
impact and don’t use gratuitously.

> The “feel” is a slightly longer pause 
than a comma, less so than a period!

“How odd,” I said. “Mrs. Baird scrubs the 
steps down every morning; I’ve seen her. 
What do you supposed that can be?”

—Diana Gabaldon, Outlander



Fearless Punctuation

Em dashes: 

> Em dashes are often used in place of 
commas to indicate an accented piece of 
information, or to signal a redirection in 
the sentence or dialogue.

> These are used frequently! They’re 
often seen in pairs when used to offset a 
piece of information.

> The “feel” is less of a breaking pause 
and more of an anticipating pause.

“One measure for each cup, and one extra 
for the pot—no more, no less.”

—Fredrik Backman, A Man Called Ove



Fearless Punctuation

Ellipses: 

> Ellipses introduce a trailing off 
element, or will sometimes indicate that 
text has been omitted from a quote.

> These are also used frequently! There 
are two different styles: the computer 
generated version … and a period-spaced 
version that looks like  . . . this.

> The “feel” is a weighted pause.

“Well,  you looked . . . embarrassed back 
there. You still look embarrassed. You’ve 
got to look like you own them.”

—Jojo Moyes, Someone Else’s Shoes





Effortless Dialogue

Basic Rules: 

> Use quotation marks at the beginning 
and end of any speech.

> Punctuation goes INSIDE any quotation 
marks!

> Commas offset tags that precede and 
follow the dialogue.

“No, thank you,” he said as he navigated 
the twirly staircase with care. “I just 
wanted to give something to Charlotte.”

—Sarah Addison Allen, Other Birds



Effortless Dialogue
Mixed Beats: 

> Beats are actions that “punctuate” the 
conversation.

> Usually you see:
dialogue—action—dialogue
action—dialogue—action

> Usually beats are from one person.

> Make sure beats following dialogue 
from are connected to the main dialogue 
thematically.

In the following example: 

> Three sentences of dialogue

> Four “beats”

> No dialogue tags—it’s very clear who is 
talking here!



Effortless Dialogue

“That’s not the damn point!” I aggressively run a hand through my bangs. Reike said I 
should confront him calmly, but that horse is out of the stable and galloping around 
the moors. I’m pretty sure Levi’s neighbors can hear me raise my voice, and I’m fully 
okay with it. “I have the head of NIH wanting progress reports from me, and my boss 
threatening to send in someone else if I don’t get him results soon. I need my 
equipment. I’m not asking you to do this for me—do it for the project!” I must have 
moved closer, or maybe he to me, because all of a sudden I can smell him. Pine and 
soap and clean male skin. “Do you even care about BLINK?”

—Ali Hazelwood, Love on the Brain



Effortless Dialogue

Emphasis: 

> Italics can lose their impact if 
everything is italicized. They’re often 
used to convey internal thoughts, too.

>No underlines! This almost never 
appears in print books.

> Bolding—again, use sparingly and 
consider what impact you’re trying to 
make on your readers.

> All caps—seems like shouting!! 
Consider dialogue tags/description to 
convey emotion.

> Words as words (in quote marks) to 
convey irony/sarcasm. Go lightly here!

> Foreign words (or translations) are 
italicized* on first use, but consider 
the othering effect this can have.



Effortless Dialogue

A nose that had been deemed “ñata” by 
her grandmother, though she’d never 
explained the meaning.

~ ~ ~ 

People thought it was Marí-Mar. María 
of the sea. But her mother had meant 
“mar y mar.” Sea and sea.

—Zoraida Córdova, The Inheritance of 
Oroquída Divina

“Smells so good, Em!” I called out in 
passing. The scents of garlic and herbs de 
provence hit my nose, and my mouth 
watered.

—Lexi Haddock, Four Days in Paris



Epigraphs

Quotes, Sayings, or Lyrics: 

> Used at the start of books/chapters.

>CMOS recommends using an em dash to 
set off the author name/source.

> Song lyrics are tricky!

When everything seems to be going against 
you, remember that the airplane takes off 
against the wind, not with it.

—Henry Ford

(From Driven: A White-Knuckled Ride to 
Heartbreak and Back, by Melissa 
Stephenson)



Block Quotes

Substantial Quoted Material: 

> More often used in nonfiction than in 
fiction, but I still see them!

> They’re long quotes, usually longer 
than 2–3 lines, that are indented.

> They do not need quotation marks 
around them if they’re set off as a block!

The consequences of mispunctuation (and 
re-punctuation) have appealed to both great and 
little minds, and in the age of the fancy-that 
email a popular example is the comparison of 
two sentences: 

A woman, without her man, is nothing.
A woman: without her, man is nothing.

Which, I don’t know, really makes you think, 
doesn’t it?

—Lynn Truss, Eats, Shoots & Leaves





1, 2, 3… Numbers!

Spell out numbers from zero 
through ninety nine, and 
round multiples of those 
numbers:

Three, sixty-five, 
twenty-two hundred

Spell out single digit numbers 
from zero through nine, and 
use numerals for most 
everything else:

Three, nine, 25, 626

CMOS General Rule: CMOS Alternative Rule:



1, 2, 3… Numbers!

In fiction/dialogue, I generally recommend using the general rule, and 
spelling out numerals (especially in dialogue), but there are exceptions:

“He gave me two hundred fifty roses!” she exclaimed.

“She lives at 421 Star Road!” he said to the florist.



1, 2, 3… Numbers!

● Spell out numbers in dialogue 
to follow the general rule;

● Use numerals if it’s a very 
precise number;

● Use o’clock with spelled out 
numbers;

● Use a.m. and p.m. with 
numerals.

● Use numerals at the beginning 
of a sentence;

● Agonize over difficult calls, 
that’s your editor’s job. ;)

DO: DON’T:

Think about how you want your readers to 
experience the number: 

“It’s 6:21 a.m.,” she groaned. 
(vs.) “It’s six twenty-one in the morning!”



Wrapping Up

> Rules are (sort of) made to be broken!

>If you have a strong reason for 
formatting something in a particular 
way, tell your editor up front!

(This saves heartache and frustration 
on both sides!)

> A basic style sheet that records your 
choices is very helpful!

> Don’t be afraid to talk to your editor 
when you’re wondering what to do.



Questions?
Download a free tip sheet that summarizes 

these recommendations at:
dakotanyght.com/manuscript-tip-sheet/

Get in touch at dakota@dakotanyght.com
I’d love to hear from you!

http://dakotanyght.com/manuscript-tip-sheet/
mailto:dakota@dakotanyght.com

