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H I !  I ' M

KATE

Hello! 

 

My name is Kate Motaung, 

and I'm so glad you found this 

list of 13 Self-Editing Techniques 

to help you improve your craft.

 

I've been writing and editing 

professionally since 2010, and 

I love helping and supporting 

other writers.

 

I'm the host of Five Minute Friday, an online community that 

encourages and equips Christian writers, and owner of Refine 

Services, a company that offers writing and editing services.

 

Hope these tips are helpful to you! Feel free to contact me at 

kate@refineservices if you need further assistance.

 

Without further ado, here are 13 Self-Editing Techniques . . .

 

http://www.refineservices.com/
http://www.refineservices.com/


The #1 self-editing tip I hear 

from published authors is to 

read your work aloud. It sounds 

like a simple and perhaps 

unnecessary step, but it really 

does make a big difference.

 

Reading your work out loud will 

help you catch sentences that 

sound awkward so you can 

smooth out the rough edges.

 

Go ahead and give it a try! 

READ  

YOUR  

WORK  

ALOUD

 



OPEN  WITH  A

HOOK

You only have a short time to grasp your 

reader’s attention and entice them to 

keep reading.

 

Experiment with a variety of opening 

sentences to see which option is most 

gripping or intriguing. Give your reader a 

good reason to turn the page!



 

 

You might also consider asking a friend, fellow writer, or editor to 

scan through your work to check for repeated words or phrases, 

since it can be quite difficult for writers to notice unintentional 

repetition in their own work.

 

If you’re editing your own work, start by checking the beginning 

words of each paragraph. For example, in one manuscript I 

edited, on one page, four out of five consecutive paragraphs 

started with, “The boy looked,” “The boy jumped,” “The boy stood,” 

“The boy turned.” In such an instance, rework the beginning 

words to add more variety.

 

AVO ID  

REPET IT ION
Unless you’re using 

intentional repetition for 

effect, avoid repeated 

phrases as much as 

possible.

 

Some programs such as 

Scrivener offer tools to 

show you the most 

frequently used words in 

your document.

https://www.fiveminutefriday.com/scrivener


CHECK  FOR

Go through your work several 

times to check for consistency 

with specific aspects of your work.

 

For example, if you’re writing 

about God, you need to decide 

whether you’re going to capitalize 

the pronouns related to God (e.g. 

him, his, etc.). Whatever you 

decide, be consistent. Don’t write 

“his word” in one paragraph and 

“His Word” on the next page.

 

Another example could be 

regarding initials. If you add 

periods after initials one time, 

then continue to use the same 

format throughout the work (e.g. 

MD vs. M.D.).

INCONSISTENCIES



This tip was one of my biggest 

struggles while writing my first 

book. Apparently I naturally gravitate 

to passive voice unless I make a 

conscious effort otherwise!

 

What’s the difference?

 

With active voice, the subject of the 

sentence DOES the action.

With passive voice, the subject of the 

sentence RECEIVES the action.

 

Example:

 

Passive: My hand was bitten by a dog.

Active: A dog bit my hand.

 

Scan through your work and change as 

many passive sentences into active voice.

USE  

ACT I VE  

VO I CE



Read through your work and check your verb choices. Can you 

make any of them stronger, more interesting, or more unique?

 

Pay special attention to any variations of “to be” verbs, such as 

am, are, is, was, were, etc. When possible, swap them out for 

more colorful verb choices.

 

Example:

 

Instead of: It was sunny.

 

Try something like: 

I squinted from the bright sun and endless blue sky.

CHOOSE

STRONG  VERBS



DON ' T  TE L L

SHOW

If you’ve been writing for a while, you’ve 

probably heard this advice many times 

before.

 

Along the same lines as the verb choice 

tip above, imagine that your reader is right 

there with you in the scene you’re writing. 

Don’t just tell them what happened. Take 

them there with you. Don’t just tell them 

about a character; give details that will 

allow them to make conclusions on their 

own.

 

For example: Instead of writing, “The day 

was very cold,” try something like, “I 

couldn’t stop shivering.” Instead of, “The 

man was very tall,” you could try, “He had 

to duck every time he passed through a 

doorway.”



It may not feel natural or easy at 

first, but start playing around 

with metaphors. Try personifying 

objects that aren’t usually given 

lifelike characteristics.

 

Here’s an example from Alia Joy:

 

“[The words] oozed out and 

dripped down my fingers, my 

keyboard devouring them 

greedily, the page filling with 

story, a receptacle for my 

language of hope.” 

EXPER IMENT  WITH  

METAPHOR  AND  

PERSON I F I CAT ION

 



When writing, it’s most common and natural to appeal to the 

reader’s sense of sight. How might you also incorporate 

descriptions of sounds, textures, tastes, and smells?

 

Think about other writers who do this well. Re-read their work 

for inspiration.

 

Here’s an example from Emily Wierenga (that also includes 

personification, as described earlier):

 

“And even as our house slumbers, it’s alive—with peanut butter 

kisses on the windows and red wine stains on the carpet.

Home is Uncle John’s Bathroom Reader beside the toilet, the 

smell of a strawberry rhubarb candle a lady from church 

brought me when I miscarried. I light it every time I have a 

shower. It smells like mercy.”

APPEAL  TO  THE

SENSES



The best example I can give for this tip comes from a 

quote by Gary Provost:

 

“This sentence has five words. Here are five more words. 

Five-word sentences are fine. But several together 

become monotonous. Listen to what is happening. The 

writing is getting boring. The sound of it drones. It’s like 

a stuck record. The ear demands some variety.

 

Now listen. I vary the sentence length, and I create 

music. Music. The writing sings. It has a pleasant 

rhythm, a lilt, a harmony. I use short sentences. And I 

use sentences of medium length.

 

And sometimes, when I am certain the reader is rested, 

I will engage him with a sentence of considerable 

length, a sentence that burns with energy and builds 

with all the impetus of a crescendo, the roll of the 

drums, the crash of the cymbals–sounds that say listen 

to this, it is important.” 

 

Vary your sentence length. Make music.

VARY  YOUR  

SENTENCE  L ENGTH



MAKE  EVERY

WORD

The best advice I received from 

my author friend, Lisa-Jo Baker, 

was to “make every word count.” 

 

Read through your work and ask 

yourself, “Has that word earned its 

right to be here? Is it pulling its 

weight? Is it serving a purpose?” 

If not, re-work it or cut it out 

completely.

 

By offering your reader tight, 

concise, clear writing, you will 

keep them engaged, interested, 

and ready to keep reading.

COUNT



This can be a painful step in the 

editing process—whether you’re 

doing it to yourself, or another 

editor is recommending it.

 

When possible, take some time 

away from your work, even if it’s 

just a few hours (but preferably at 

least 24 hours). Come back to it 

with fresh eyes and read it 

critically. Does that sentence 

matter? Does that paragraph 

need to be there? Is that scene 

contributing anything substantial 

to the greater work? 

 

If it doesn’t serve a purpose, 

cut it out. 

 

Your finished product will be 

better for it.

CUT ,

CUT ,  

CUT



Leave your readers with a strong, memorable conclusion. 

 

Give them a reason to keep thinking about your writing long 

after they finish. If you’re writing a longer work such as a full 

book manuscript, you can apply this principle to every chapter. 

End each chapter well to make them turn the page. 

 

Make them ask for the next book as soon as they finish the first.

CONCLUDE

MEMORABLY
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Looking for more editing help? 

 

I'd be happy to chat with you about the 

various phases of editing, and which 

steps you might consider taking next. 

 

Feel free to email me at 

kate@refineservices.com for a 

consultation or visit refineservices.com 

to read reviews from past clients. 

 

NEED  MORE  

HELP ?

Kate Motaung is the author of  A Place to Land: A Story of 

Longing and Belonging, A Start-Up Guide for Online Christian 

Writers, and Letters to Grief, and co-author of Influence: 

Building a Platform that Elevates Jesus (Not Me). 

 

She is the host of Five Minute Friday, an online community that 

encourages and equips Christian writers, and owner of Refine 

Services, a company that offers writing and editing services.

 

http://www.refineservices.com/
http://www.refineservices.com/

