
4 Habits from The Subversive Copy Editor to Cultivate in 

Working Through Grey Areas in Copyediting 

 

Have you ever stared at a page of a manuscript, trying to pick apart what’s wrong? Do you blank 

out and worry about what you should edit? These are great examples of grey areas in 

copyediting. These can seem intimidating at first, especially as you try to gauge the best 

approaches. However, it’s essential to use your best judgment. Having a good reputation as a 

copyeditor will always serve you well later down the line. Especially if you want more clients, 

achieve higher ratings, and more. 

 

Carol Fisher Saller’s The Subversive Copy Editor is a great resource for copyeditors and in 

achieving these goals. Saller’s a longtime manuscript editor with her book becoming the go-to 

resource for anybody dealing with stylistic conundrums. Carol is not only a copyeditor, but also a 

writer of children’s literature. She is the author of several fiction books, and has over three 

decades of editorial experience, winning multiple awards for her publications. The Subversive 

Copy Editor includes several ways to approach the trickiest grey areas in copyediting, especially 

for beginners. 

 

1. How careful should I be? 

“And if you are new to editing, remember your mantra: ‘First do no harm.’” - Saller (37). 

 

According to Saller, being careful when editing is worthless if you don’t know what you’re 

doing. Carefulness applies towards your applications of knowledge and editorial choices. If you 



don’t know the issues, trends, and stylistic rules of copyediting, you won’t be aware of all the 

little things that may or may not need attention. 

 

It’s essential to have your style manual right by your side, and to make it a habit of consistently 

referring to it, according to Saller. When you’re editing with your style manual, pay close 

attention to the writer. You want to make sure to explain why you’re making the changes you’re 

copyediting through demonstrating care, attention, and being brief in your editorial choices and 

queries. Be sure not to overedit to the point of creating more errors, as this can cause writer’s to 

create queries for you. 

 

Be sure your queries aren’t overwhelming the writer as well. Saller discourages having so much 

queries in one manuscript, as authors may rightly feel harassed and uncomfortable. You want to 

demonstrate your knowledge through your own understanding of style, grammar, and to be 

conscientious of the writer’s knowledge of the topic and audience at hand. 

 

2. What about transparency in a document? 

 

“We let the writer know ahead of time what we’re going to do, and we ask questions before we 

meddle in murky areas” - Saller (40). 

 

In Saller’s words, marking corrections and queries as you copyedit your way through a document 

is essential. For a few examples, using the tracking feature of word processors such as Microsoft 

Word, having written explanations of possible controversial editing decisions, and explaining 

why you’re making this suggestion within their document. These examples will set you up for 

success as a copyeditor and make your editorial judgments more transparent. 

 

Transparency is the process that happens before, during, and after, inviting the writer to the 

conversation, in Saller’s words. Being careful, transparent, and flexible as you copyedit your way 

through a document can translate to better reception from the writer in your corrections.  

 

Saller directly states that it’s about what you will be ready to do if called upon. You must know 

why you’re marking a correction on a manuscript. Every time you challenge a writer’s grammar, 



usage, and/or facts, you must look it up in some capacity to prove your capability and reliability 

as a copyeditor. 

 

3. I have too many mindless tasks in a manuscript! 

 

“If you are an intern or an assistant or a hungry grad student–well, we thank you. Hang in there; 

your day will come.” - Saller (84). 

 

When Saller discusses mindless tasks, she discusses the fact that there may be too much to 

concern yourself over when it comes to copyediting a manuscript. Writers deploy the same types 

of materials found in sophisticated word-processing tools that copyeditors also use. In a perfect 

world, copyeditors would never have to be presented with mindless tasks, like embedding 

footnotes electronically through another file the author provided. 

 

Even a mindless task such as that may come off as redundant to a copyeditor. Although such 

chores are faced by copyeditors, there are three strategies by Saller that you can use to compete 

against these mindless tasks. For example, if the task cannot be automated by a word-processing 

shortcut in any way, try to get out of it by delegating it back upstairs. 

 

If you’re a freelancer, consider asking for help from your employer or supervising editor. If all 

else fails, reevaluate if the task even needs done anyways, as it may just be out of a misguided 

drive to perfect what doesn’t need to be perfected. Saller emphasizes the fact that you aren’t 

striving for perfectionism when copyediting, though you want to use your best judgment in 

navigating through mindless tasks. However, if a task needs to be done, accept your fate. 

 

4. I goofed up, now what? 

“A terrible truth is that copyeditors make mistakes. And as a copyeditor, I can tell you that when 

mistakes happen, it’s not easy for us. We are the correctors. We don’t handle it well when we 

mess up. We’re better at denying and rationalizing and finger-pointing.” - Saller (90). 

 

Mistakes will happen along your copyediting journey. How should you accept that truth? Though 

we believe in perfection and not making mistakes, there’s no point in hoping nobody will notice 



your own mistakes. “There should be no crying in copyediting.” (Saller 86). Before you begin a 

time-consuming task, think about if it really matters.  

 

As you hand over the document you’re copyediting, mention any relevant matters when you 

hand over the work for review. If there are major issues with the document, forefront the 

conversation with that in mind. The author can get to the smaller issues in their own time, but 

you want to make sure the document is generally ready to go. Saller emphasizes on the fact that 

the major issues take precedence over the smaller ones. More importantly, don’t make an issue 

out of such small matters and embody self-awareness. 

 

At the end of the day, no matter how hard you try, there’ll be editing errors that may slip past 

your hands. Other people may see things that you would’ve never considered in the first place. 

When you goof up, take the time to correct the mistakes and do your best. 

 


