
Developmental Editing: How 
to make good pieces great.



The role of the editor

● We are the first to misunderstand.
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Copy Edit
The clean up edit

Grammar
Spelling

punctuation



Developmental 
Edit

The renovation edit
Idea

Structure
Flow



It’s a deep dive
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?
Let’s do a poll. 



A belief in the power of 
revision is at the heart 
of developmental 
editing.



“Revision brings us and our work to life. 
Isn’t this why we initially fell in love with 
writing? Writing moved us, and what we 
wrote moved others. Writing revised our 

world.”- Elizabeth Jarrett Andrew in Living Revision: A 
Writer’s Craft as Spiritual Practice



Of all the editors in all 
the world, we should 
believe the most in 
developmental 
editing. 



Our why impacts 
our how

How are we with our writers?



“Will you trust me?”



?
Let’s do a poll. 



In his book The Rise of 
Christianity: How the 
Obscure, Marginal Jesus 
Movement Became the 
Dominant Religious Force in 
the Western World in a Few 
Centuries, sociologist 
Rodney Stark set out to learn 
how the early church went 
from a rag-tag group of 
disciples to the religion of the 
empire in just three 
centuries.
 
One of the reasons, he 
concluded, was how the 
early Christians cared for 
each other.
 



 That’s what is happening at 
Community Bible Church, a 
non-denominational 
congregation in Ilderton, Ont. 
That’s where Kathy Nelham, 
67, a registered nurse who 
retired a few years ago from 
directing a personal care home 
for people with dementia, 
serves as a parish nurse.
 
She came up with the idea 
when the pandemic struck in 
2020, suggesting to her pastor, 
Andrew Hall, that maybe the 
church could use her skills to 
help people cope with the 
health emergency. 
 
“I told him it might be helpful 
for a nurse to help the church 
think through the health 
protocols and rules to help 
keep people safe,” she said. “I 
could help develop policies so 
we could safely meet when 
that was allowed.”
 





The new start



The questions of 
developmental 
editing

Is the argument clear?

Is the logical logical?

Does the structure make sense?

Could transitions be better?

Is there enough research, or too much evident?

Are the sources solid, too many or too few?

Is the style too formal, or too casual? 

Has the writer skimmed the surface or have the gone appropriately 
deep?

Does it open well? Close well? Is the lede buried?

Is the writer being brave?



The big question.

How can this good piece 
become a great piece?



The mechanics of 
developmental 
editing

Print it out

Leave it alone for a few days, if you can

Revisit it

Consult and collaborate

Track changes

Comments

Samples

Offer support

Listen to the writer’s ideas, thoughts and feelings. 

Clear direction and encouragement

Thank you for trusting me. 



How to get better 
at developmental 
editing

Read well and widely.

Do article autopsies.

Ask writers what works for them best in the editing process.

Practice makes better. 



Revision is 
Reseeing

We work with our writers to 
share a vision for how their 
work can be even better. 


