Guidelines for Editing Software Documentation
Know Your User

Like all activities associated with tailoring technology to users, editing begins with a clear idea of the needs of the people who will put the manual to productive work.  Editors should make decisions as to level of detail, sentence structure, and language by reviewing information about the software user.  Editing encompasses more than finding mistakes.  The good editor should see his or her job as molding all the details of document design, from pages and binding down to punctuation and mechanics.

Take a Constructive Attitude

Editors have to deal with other people, often in a relationship fraught with problems from the start.  Tell someone you work as an editor and see how long it takes them to make a joke about watching their languages.  Like it or not, people often see editors as grammar police.  See yourself not as an adversary, but as a partner sharing the goals of good communication with the writer.  This can take you a long way toward having a satisfying experience as an editor.

Don’t Edit Your Own on Your Own

We all have blind spots.  Because we created a document, we tend to feel protective of it, or we want it completed without extra effort, or we want it to reflect our view of the user.  For these reasons, seasoned writers know that you can’t edit your own work.  Remember the saying about layers:  “A lawyer who defends himself as a fool for a client.”


Edit with a partner


Ask another member of your documentation team to help with editing.


Shorten editing sessions


Don’t try to do a whole document at once.  Pace yourself

Edit Strategically

Edit only one document at a time.  All documents require several levels of edit, albeit by different groups of people.


Writer and Editor’s role combined


In this situation, you would perform all the edits yourself.


Writer submitting to an Editor


In this situation you would specify the kind of editing you want done on your manuscript.


Editor of the work of another writer


In this situation, you edit another writer’s work.

The Managerial Edit

Managerial editing concerns itself with coordination, policy, integrity, and screening.  This kind of editing doesn’t relate specifically to the language of the document, but more to how the document gets produced.  To do this edit, you track and coordinate all the production processes and the relationships with other documents.

The Copy Edit

The copy edit concerns itself with editing such as format and mechanical style.  In this level you pay attention to all the surface-level elements of the words, sentences, paragraphs, pages and books.  The copy edit can range from very light to very heavy.  When you copy edit, you ensure conformity with style guides for usage, list and table format, footnote formatting and placement, page layout, and other visible elements of the document.

The Substantive Edit

Substantive editing concerns itself with editing language and information.  To do this type of editing, you address the clarity of ideas.  Sometimes writers call this level a developmental edit because you do it early in the development process and use it as a pass to get all the information elements together and in effective order.

