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WHY THIS CASE STUDY EXISTS

Line editing is one of the most misunderstood services in
publishing. It lives in the space between big-picture
development and detailed copyediting, which means writers
often aren't sure what it truly includes or how differently it can

be approached.

By looking at the same sample through multiple editorial
lenses, writers can see how line editors shape voice,
strengthen clarity, refine rhythm, and heighten emotional
impact, all without changing the heart of the work. You'll
notice where the editors overlap, where they diverge, and
how each decision reflects a philosophy about style,

storytelling, and reader experience.

There is no single “correct” way to line edit. There are

thoughtful choices, trade-offs, and priorities.

Our goal is to give you transparency. When you can see how
editors think on the page, you're better equipped to choose
the right partner for your work and to understand the value of

a service that is often talked about but rarely shown.
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CASE STUDY PARTICIPANTS i

We are the Edit Circle, a small group of editorial
professionals who have banded together to support
and help each other through our careers. Our ranks
range from seasoned veterans to those just starting
out. The following Edit Circle members participated in
this case study.

JEANETTE SMITH ADINA EDELMAN
® Line Editor, Copyeditor, Memoir and Fiction

Self-Editing Instructor Editor

FALLON CLARK STEPHANIE COLLIN

Story Developer, Otters Editing | Line
Writing Coach, Line & Editor, Copyeditor

Copy Editor

MELODY FERR PENNY Le MAISTRE

Writer, Fiction Book Line Editor, Copy

Editor, Artist Editor, Proofreader




EDITOR THOUGHTS

Line editing is so misunderstood that many editors
have completely different definitions for it. To
understand how each of our editors sees line
editing, they were asked the same four questions:

How do you define line editing?

What is the goal or end result of line editing?
What is your process for a line edit?

How do you balance preserving the author’s
voice with improving the prose?

Here are their answers.

H ow do you define line editing?

| define line editing as line-by-line finessing and
refining a piece of writing stylistically. What |
mean is, rather than simply editing for grammar
rules and structure, | am also looking at how the
words flow, what makes the message pop more,
what brings the author’s voice out more
effectively, what word choices might work better
for meaning, simplicity, or clarity.. and so much
more. It is about making the writing work more
with less — making something more compelling

MELODY FERR

while using less or more effective words.



Line editing is a service that primarily looks at
paragraph and sentence-level aspects such as
clarity, rhythm, flow, and emotional and plot
effectiveness. It can sometimes blur into
developmental editing if larger rewrites are
suggested or plot issues are found. Copyediting
should be avoided at this stage because the
author will be revising the text further, which JEANETTE SMITH
could negate aspects of copyediting. (That’s why

you’ll still see typos in the sample edit |

performed.)

Line editing is the process of polishing up
sentences by deleting words that might not be
needed, combining sentences or reorganizing
sentence structure for flow, and suggesting how
sentences could be improved in the comments.
This involves more revising and suggesting than
other kinds of editing, and focuses on clarity for
reader understanding. Sometimes, it involves
moving a sentence to a different paragraph or
adding or deleting sentences as needed for

STEPH COLLIN

clarity.

Line editing focuses on the art and sound of the
sentence: the voice, flow, word choice, and how
the sentence structure fits into the surrounding
lines and best conveys the message. However, |
also see line editing as the bridge between
developmental (big-picture) editing and
copyediting (more technical editing), so elements
such as transitions, dialogue, character ADINA EDELMAN
consistencies, and show vs. tell are often

addressed as well.



Line editing is a thorough analysis and revision of 5
a complete manuscript at the sentence level to
smooth cadence and pace, correct some grammar,
and enhance the writing, including suggestions
for concision of voice and style, character
authenticity, immersion in and meaning of
settings, and more. If a developmental edit looks
to make sure chapters and scenes are in the right

order, a line edit looks to make sure paragraphs,

FALLON CLARK

sentences within paragraphs, and words within
sentences are in the right order for reader
impact.

Once the structure and development of the manuscript
is complete and the author is satisfied with what is
being said or presented, it is time to look at how it is
being said. This next step is line editing.

The line editor looks at the story in detail: sentence
by sentence, paragraph by paragraph. Line editing
involves checking for clarity, coherence and flow, and
language. In the end, it means improving readability,
resulting in a smoother reader experience.

Though line editing will sometimes include
copyediting, it does not focus on the punctuation,
grammar, and spelling aspects of the manuscript. That
can come later. The line editor concentrates on flow
and rhythm. Some of the questions they ask are, Is

there too much repetition of words, sentence

PENNY Le MAISTRE

structures, or rhythmic patterns? Are there
unnecessary words? Does the word choice fit the mood
or tone of the passage? Is there a balance between
dialogue and narration? Is the POV consistent?

As the editor makes suggestions to improve the
writing, they do so with the intention of preserving
the author’s voice. The goal of the line editor is to
help the author improve their voice by challenging
them to dig deeper and ask questions—to polish their
language and perfect their style.
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W hat is the goal or end result of line editing?

The line edit aims to improve readability and add
depth and emotion to the text while sharpening
your unigue author voice. After a line edit,
readers will become more invested in your story,
told in words only you could have written.

The more practical goal of a line edit is to take
the manuscript to a “closed” state, ready for
professional copyediting or formatting if you
self-copyedit. Closed means you are happy with
the way everything is ordered and worded. Other
than polishing the little details, you don’t want to
make any more changes. At the end of a line edit,
you can expect a document with wording changes
tracked and, often, comments on further edits
that could be made if you wish.

JEANETTE SMITH

The goal of a line edit is to ensure a smooth and
voice-appropriate reading experience for the
ideal reader’s full immersion in the work from
beginning to end. Line editing makes sure the
words carrying the greatest impacts are the words
readers carry forward from sentence to paragraph

to scene to chapter. One of my author-clients said
it best: “You made me sound like the smartest,
me-est me possible.” That, my friends, is the
ultimate goal of a line edit.

FALLON CLARK

The goal is to ensure that what’s meant to be said
is being conveyed, and in the best way possible,
true to the author’s style. After a line edit, the
writing should be clear and engaging.

ADINA EDELMAN



The main goal of line editing is to create
engaging/entertaining material. Engaging the
reader, bringing them into the story, is
paramount. As soon as a reader becomes
distracted or has reason to pause, they have left
the story. The line editor is trained to look for
ways to keep the reader invested.

As the author and the editor work together, the
line editor’s goal is to help the author level up
their writing. Suggestions are provided, yes, but
along with those suggestions are explanations of
why they work and how they can improve the

PENNY Le MAISTRE

readers’ experience.

Clear, flowing sentences that readers can

understand and be immersed in. We want readers
to be able to continue reading without stopping
because there’s a sentence that’s hard to parse.

STEPH COLLIN

The goal is to make the story or message come
through more clearly and cleanly. Less clutter,
more shine.

MELODY FERR



W hat is your process for a line edit?

Like copyeditors, line editors benefit from fresh
eyes and vision. Before a line edit, | talk with the
author to understand their vision for the book:
What do they want their story to do for readers?
Vision affects every stage of editing, so
understanding vision is crucial to any edit. After
that vision call, | read a sample of the manuscript
to gain an understanding of the author’s voice
and the power contained therein. Once | begin
line editing, I'm basically in a self-imposed cave
FALLON CLARK from start to finish, staying immersed in the
author’s vision and voice to make sure | carry
both with me as | work through the manuscript to
enhance the writing using margin comments and
Track Changes to communicate with the author
throughout.

| read through a section or chapter first before
beginning editing. | leave little comments or flags
for myself on sentences that | think especially
need revising. These are the sentences that stick
out to me as immediately awkward or hard to
understand and parse as a reader. On a reread,
I’'m fully editing by deleting words, rephrasing or
reorganizing sentences, and leaving comments
explaining why | did so. | also leave comments
suggesting bigger changes that | don’t want to
rewrite myself as that is an overreach of
boundaries. On a final pass, I’'m checking for

STEPH COLLIN

grammar, spelling, and punctuation of these
sentences.



| go through the manuscript, editing on a
paragraph and sentence level. | use Track Changes
and in-text comments to guide the author. At the
end, | write up a 5-8 page editorial letter
summarizing strengths and weaknesses, and
there’s a 60-minute follow-up call to go over
feedback and discuss revisions.

ADINA EDELMAN

| get a sense of the author’s voice and style by reading
part of the manuscript. As | read, | take notes on areas
that can be improved, categorizing them as | go. This
allows me to determine what my focus will be when |
edit. | work in Word, using the Track Changes feature.
As | edit, | concentrate on one sentence before moving
to the next. The suggested edits | make address not
only the identified opportunities for improvement but
also the rhythm of each sentence, the sentences
around it, and their relationship to one another.

Some of my suggestions are made on-manuscript,
whereas others are made in the comments. The on-
manuscript edits give the author an idea of what the
sentence or paragraph might sound like and how it
would flow. These are only suggestions, and |
encourage the author to decide whether they are happy
with my edits or would like to come up with something
else that will have a similar effect. To help with that, |
often explain in the comments how and why a

PENNY Le MAISTRE

suggestion can improve the writing.

After my initial edit, | review my suggestions to ensure
they still make sense and are appropriate. Once
satisfied with the edit, | re-read the manuscript with
no markup to verify that | have not introduced errors
and, most importantly, that the text flows well.

| return the edited version to the author, along with a
memo outlining the big picture of my edit.
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| do a read-through first. This gives me a fuller
perspective and gets around any initial
misunderstandings or surprises | might have when
first encountering aspects of the story. It also
gives me a general sense of where it is going and
what the overall structure of the piece is. Then |
dive into the piece line by line and make changes
and suggestions as | go. | like to point out things |
MELODY FERR think work well too, and not just make corrections
or changes. | do this in a couple of rounds at
least so | can go back through and give my
suggestions another think, or assessment.
Sometimes it takes a bit for a sentence to settle
in my head, and it helps to go over things more
than once. And sometimes my brain needs a break,
and coming back to it fresh makes something click
that didn’t before.

When | perform a line edit, | first read through
the entire manuscript, highlighting spots where |
have thoughts and learning your unique voice
before changing anything. | then write a fairly
detailed email to you, outlining the types of
changes | plan to make and how they will
strengthen the manuscript. If anything | propose
would erase something intentionally done, you
can let me know, and | will not touch that aspect.
From there, | perform a single pass through the
manuscript, making changes (with Track Changes
on, so you can see what’s been done) and AzEaS s
commenting on aspects or moments where |

suggest a change, but the actual rewrite would be

better coming from you. At the end, you have a

marked-up and comment-filled document from

which to start making your own changes.




H ow do you balance preserving the

author’s voice with improving the prose?

The author has entrusted me with a piece of work
they have put their heart and soul into. It is their
masterpiece, told in their voice. The author’s voice
involves word choice, perspective, style choice,
and linguistic choice, and is heavily influenced by
their unique way of looking at the world. My job as
line editor is to improve their work, not make it
something it is not.

As | read to get an idea of the author’s voice, | take
notes on their style choices and the tone, or feel,
of the writing. For instance, if the author does not
write long, flowing sentences, | would avoid
introducing that type of sentence.

As | move through the manuscript, | keep in mind
that just because | would have taken a different
approach to something doesn’t mean the author’s
approach is not effective. The goal is to change
only what is required to improve a sentence or
paragraph.

Anything that distracts from the author’s voice or
affects rhythm and flow gets flagged. If there is
something that might not work for the reader, | will
point that out. For instance, if there is a heavy
reliance on certain words or sentence structures,
can | reduce that repetition? Are there words that
don’t fit their voice or feel forced?

Line editing is a collaboration between author and

editor. | offer guidance, make suggestions, and ask

questions, but at the end of the day, the author has
the final say.

PENNY Le MAISTRE
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| do this by first considering the author’s goals
they’ve given me, and seeing how clear it is to read
as a reader. Then, when editing, | try to take the
same words and reorganize the sentence in a way
that flows or is clearer to parse out. | always
consider both author voice and characterization
before making changes, and sometimes backtrack or
change my mind before submitting. Any bigger
changes that may alter the author’s voice | like to
comment and query on. Usually, | write “Changes
OK?” And then explain why | decided to make those
changes.

STEPH COLLIN

An important note: Not every editor is the right fit
for every project. For example, | can tell from this
sample, | am not the right editor for this project.
While | like fantasy, I’'m not well-versed in noir
style books, and | have less experience and training
in ESL editing. | would not be able to give this
author the best edit. While | can improve the
writing to the best of my ability, | think a different
editor would suit this project more.

| “listen” for an author’s voice as | read their work,
and | do my best to imagine them saying everything
| modify so that it still sounds like them. | also go
back to the client brief when I’'m unsure about
which way to take something stylistically because
there is more than one way to skin a cat (and some
of that has to do with preference or what
personality an author wants coming through the
writing). As a writer, there is another part of me
when editing that wants to do the writing myself,
and when that part of me is left slightly irked, then MELODY FERR
| know I’'m on the right track because this isn’t

about me. This is the author’s work, not mine. And

there are so many ways to write something. There is

no one, right way when talking about stylistic

choices.
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One of the reasons | do a read-through first is that
| can’t better your voice if | don’t know it yet. |
then take time to consider the thoughts | had while
reading. Which changes seem important? Which
patterns seemed intentional? | divorce myself from
my “preferences” and ask objectively whether a

change | want to propose will make the text better
JEANETTE SMITH and how. | then email you with my editing plan, and
we work out together what sounds right to you and
what you don’t want me to touch. | then keep all of
that in mind as | edit.

Author voice is about the way the author describes
something, the words they choose, the cultural
norms upon which they rely, the experiences they
draw from, and more, and these personal
descriptors are shown through the thoughts,
feelings, observations, ideas, and actions of their
characters. | think of each character as a part of
the author’s personality, helping each remain
distinct while adding to the whole of the work, or
person. When the words showcase the author’s
personhood, chopping them up is akin to (and this
is grotesque, fair warning) cutting up a body, which
is never my goal. Instead, | work to understand the
author, their why for writing the story, what their
story means to them, to keep the work whole and
healed.

FALLON CLARK

Comments are very helpful here. Instead of going in
and editing a sentence “my way,” I'll leave a
comment explaining what needs work, and then [’Ll
often leave a suggestion sentence to illustrate my
point. This allows for growth while preserving
voice. | should mention that the more apparent an

author’s voice (i.e., the more experience they
ADINA EDELMAN have), the easier it is for an editor to preserve the
voice rather than replace it.
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CLIENT BRIEF

These are notes directly from the client. Every
editor was supplied with these same notes.

The text is from chapter 22 of a post-war fantasy noir. The POV
character, Jack is a working class woman, Half Rael (Sea faring elves),
who never had much interest in her father’s culture. Jack is hunting
for her brother, who disappeared on a Sundered Isle at the beginning
of the story. English is my second language (I am Danish). My goals
for this edit are:

Rhythm and Flow: | use a lot of sentence fragments and terse
exchanges on purpose. if possible, preserve the staccato noir rhythm;
don't smooth everything into flowing sentences.

Immediacy: I'd like help tightening filter words (I saw, she felt, she
noticed) to bring readers closer to the experience. However, Jack's
observational distance is characterization, not a flaw.

Voice Preservation: The clipped dialogue and dry humor work as
intended. Don't elevate the register or make dialogue "cleaner." | like
that there’s always something that isn’t said.

Atmosphere and Description: Sensory detail is deliberate. The scene
carries cultural weight (commodification of an indigenous culture).
Please don't trim texture for pace.

Second-Language Quirks: 1’d love to know of any phrasing that reads
as non-native English in a way that doesn't enhance the voice.



JEANETTE'S EDIT

What follows is Jeanette’s line edit and commentary. Additions to the text are in blue, and deletions
appear in bubbles to the right. To the far right are any comments in order of their appearance. The text
corresponding to each comment is indicated with gray highlight.

They stepped outside into a dry heat. There was no cool wind here, but a faint sweet P ;
scent assailed Jack's nostrils. She had expected a cooler climate at night, but a constant heat
pressed down on the uncovered parts of her body. Everything was oppressive, constricting -+~~~

and so unlike the dampness of Calley, which always had a coolness to-it. e
There was a din of people chatting and laughing. Faint music played, a tune that

stirred Jack’s memories, sending a tingle into the tips of herears. 01
“Is that a Rael song?”

Caracka sneered. "Yes.” He spat. "It gets worse.”

She remembered it now. A tune her father had often played. But it sounded off,
wrong.

Jack took two steps forward. The light beams that illuminated the sky still moved

back and forth, occasionally glancing off a giant building nestled up a large hill surrounded

................

hummed at the end of a long flight of stairs.

Creagh's Rest.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me." Jack’s jaw almost dropped.

“Welcome to the Grand Hotel and Bar of the Sundered Isles, Creagh's Rest” Duncan
patted Jack on the shoulder as he passed.

An unexpected place to find a crime lord. It certainly wasn't a dry cleaner who
couldn’t actually clean your clothes or a restaurant without regular customers. This was a I
full-blown tourist trap. Jack should have asked about this. e ’ I

A strange part of her felt dirty just by being here, and she now understood why
exactly Caracka and Seryn had said it got worse. e i

Jack shook her head, then hurried to keep up with her companions ahead of her. IS

A Dwarf stood by a light at the gnd of the dock. He was coverad in green markings (]
across his naked chest and arms. He wore a skirt seemingly woven from large green and

purple striped leaves that reached down to his knees. That authentic Rael look. The only (]

thing that broke the illusion was his sensible shoes, albeit they were decorated with painted
seashells,|

“Good evening, sirs and madams.” His voice was articulate and gentle. It screamed

fake, like an act to Jack. “May I take any baggage?” ]
Caracka barreled past him. "Fuck you and no.”

The Dwarf was stunned for a second before regaining his composure. His eyes fell on

Seryn and Jack which made him smile broadly. "Mahendra sisters. Hope pleasant tides
brought you to our shores.”

Caracka stopped in the distance. He turned swiftly before walking back with large,
angry steps.

“Oh boy. Here we go.” Duncan stepped away.

“Caracka...” Seryn said softly.

Caracka ignored her. He stepped closer to the Dwarf, using his full height to glare
down. He pulled his face closer so that his nose almost touched the dwarf's.

Caracka had never seemed like one to lose his temper. But perhaps everyone had a
breaking point. Jack could understand Caracka's.

“What are you wearing?” It was a low growl from Caracka. i

waver.

Jack wondered if Caracka was about to crush the dwarf into a ball and throw him into the i
sea.

“Archie.” Seryn tried again.

“Not| this silly theatrics.” Caracka raised his arms. .

LA Deleted: . Sometimes the light would

Deleted: wasn't sure
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“Well, if you have any complaints, I would advise you take it up with the general
manager at the hotel.” The Dwarf managed a weak smile.
There was a silent moment. Caracka still glaring at the dwarf before he looked down.
Jack's eyes followed,| ]
A thong with an oblong object dangling from it was tied around the dwarf's neck,
almost hidden beneath the massive amounts of chest hair.,
“Is it real?” Caracka picked up the Lakka wood pendant gently in his hands. The
Dwarf almost lost his balance as Caracka pulled it closer to inspect it.

“No-No.” The Dwarf cleared his throat.

“Good.” Caracka let go. He growled once, probably for good measure, before
resuming his angry walk towards the hotel.

“That went better than last time.” Duncan smiled. He corrected his hat, and gave the
Dwarf a little nod as he moved past him.

Jack looked at Seryn. “That was new.”

“Not a lot of things that can anger Caracka.” Seryn flicked her cigarette into the
water.

“What about you then?"

Seryn glared at the Dwarf for a brief moment. “l hope you get.to see Korolukku one
day, Jack. This place is about as Rael as a glass of piss is Grath's" (]

A few weeks back, that would have sent a shiver through Jack. She had tried so hard
to escape the Rael and their culture. She had entrenched herself; actively avoided it, even to

the point of studying anyvthing but at the university. But looking at the Dwarf in a silly get-

hp...bhesuppressedashiver..[-""”””"“" ]
Now, a curiosity about Kgprolukku itself, one that had been locked away deep inside
her, had awakened. It must be better than this.
She wondered how Sam would have reacted to this place. Not unlike gagg.glga, she
supposed. What about Korolukku? The true home of the Rael? The birthplace of their
father? Had he seen that?
Jack continued to walk.
Gaudy statues lined the paved road| paper lamps hanging from low trees. (]
Decorations seemingly made out of everything found at the beach were fastened
everywhere. None of it felt Rael.
Glass of piss indeed.
The road curved ahead, ending in a large staircase under the sharp neon light of red G
and blue. Jack looked up, seeing the building for the first time in detail. It was an impossibly
huge and gnarled tree, almost six stories high. It had multitudes of windows carved into it,

some still emanating light while others were dark. Stone expansions had been added at the

entrance and also over to the side giving the tree a strange look.

No leaves still bloomed on the tree, but plenty of gnarled, bent branches that could
be giant trees in their own right stuck in every direction like bony fingers reaching for the
sky.
Something coursed through her blood, quickening her heartbeat. In the back of her
head, a noise grew louder as she got closer. Screaming. The blue-igh shade of the bark
wasn't visible in the darkness. But she knew what the giant hotel was built out of. T
“That used to be a Lakka Tree.”
“The biggest one ever found.” Seryn was standing two steps ahead of Jack. "God

knows how many pendants it gave our ancestors.” She followed Jack's eyes to the looming

hotel.

“It's like it's screaming.”
Seryn nodded, not seemingly surprised by that revelation. “We're linked to the Isles,
Jack. Whether we want to or not.”
“Please, don’t tell me it gets worse." Jack started walking up the steps, I.I‘}fll'lg to qulet ---------------
the screaming that had burrowed underneath her skin. It probably didn’t matter if it got
worse. They weren’t here for the hotel. They were here to speak to Malcolm Roth.
It got worse. Inside the hotel there was a distinct dichotomy of gaudy Rael
decorations and luxury. Gold pillars with distinct leaf motifs of the elves. Paintings of the
sea and Sundered Isles, of elven cities, or at least an artist’s interpretation hung on the walls
besides gold-trimmed drapes.
Guests in shorts and shirts or evening dresses milled about in their own little world.
The staff were all dressed in the same getup as the dwarf at the pier. Albeit some wore a
fancy red tuxedo under it, and a butterfly made of seashells. Itdid not help the uneasy e

face as they spoke to the guests and nodded and laughed at their jokes.
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