What is the difference between a substantive edit and a copy edit?

Let’s get a quick overview of the book publishing process: Many books start out with a substantive edit. In this stage, an editor works with an author, telling him what needs to be rewritten, deleted, or moved around to make a book better. Sometimes the editor does a lot of the work; sometimes it’s better if the author does it. But the “big stuff,” rewriting, adding, deleting, and moving large sections of material, is a substantive edit. A book with a lot of repetition, or that is written unclearly, needs a substantive edit. 

The next stage, or the first stage of editing if you’ve turned in a manuscript that doesn’t have a lot of big problems, is a copy edit. Copy-editing is looking for errors: grammar, spelling, inconsistencies, minor repetitiveness, etc. A copy editor might check some quotations and facts to be sure they’re accurate, if something looks like it might be wrong. He might suggest that a chapter needs to be split into two, or that a new opening illustration might work better, but he’s not going to rewrite the whole book (or at least he shouldn’t). 

After the book is typeset, it goes to proofs. At this stage in a book’s publication, an author gets to look at the edited book and find any small errors. The book is also sent to two or three proofreaders, who are also looking for errors. Errors at this stage should be small: an occasional typo, missing commas or quotation marks, things like that. Unless the text is clearly wrong or a sentence is unclear, proofreaders do not suggest changes that affect more than a word or two, nor should the author make major changes at this stage.

 

