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We all need help sometimes, especially while facing a copy editing conundrum on deadline. 
Here are some reviews of books that delve into all your copy editing queries...

Eats, Shoots & Leaves
By Lynne Truss
Gotham, 2004

         Lynne Truss’ Eats, Shoots & 
Leaves is a very funny and insight-
ful guide to punctuation in today’s 
world. It’s the kind of book that will 
make you second-guess yourself the 
next time you are putting an apos-
trophe in “its.”
         Truss, a self-proclaimed 
“stickler,” gives plenty of hilarious 
real-life examples of sentences that 
can be misconstrued entirely with 
incorrect punctuation. Truss has a 

great sense of humor and a dry British wit that is laugh out loud 
funny. 
         Not only does Truss’ book teach about the correct and 
incorrect usage of the apostrophe and other punctuation marks, 
but it gives a detailed history of them as well.There are no 
punctuation stones left unturned. Every awkward punctuation 
question you can imagine is covered in the book.
         While the book is in English, it’s unchanged from its origi-
nal British translation. This can be a little confusing for a bit, 
as periods are referred to as “full stops” among other cultural 
differences, but for the most part it does not cause too many dif-
ficulties. Punctuation is really the only language issue discussed 
here; you will not find the answer to whether to use “lay” or 
“lie” here. So do not buy the book expecting a full guide to 
grammar.
         Grammar sticklers are not the only ones who will appreci-
ate the book. Anyone who wants to improve their punctuation 
skills should check out Eats, Shoots & Leaves. It’s entertaining 
and fun, which is more than you can say about most guides to 
punctuation.
          
              
              --Devin Fuller

The Elements of Style
By William Strunk Jr. and 
E.B. White
Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 
1959 (Original Publication)

        I have found the text to be 
extremely valuable in refreshing 
or reaffirming basic grammar rules 
that we learn in the early stages of 
our education but sometimes forget. 
I have used the book to check to 
make sure that I’ve used an apostro-
phe appropriately or whether I have 
correctly used a semicolon, a colon 
or a dash. Referencing this book in 

that way has made it easier to check 
my work and improve my overall use of punctuation in my writ-
ing. My favorite section of the book is the chapter on compo-
sition because it essentially provides a blueprint for effective 
writing by explaining design, the importance of the active voice 
and the value of brevity. 
         What is also handy with this book is its structure and 
layout. It is broken up into easy-to-understand chapters, and 
the main topics or subjects of each chapter is bolded with an 
explanation below it. This style makes it easy to find the topic 
you need, and the text is very clear in explaining the grammar 
rules at play in each topic. What is also helpful is the inclusion 
of a glossary and index. Although this may seem trivial, it’s 
extremely helpful to be able to look up a certain subject matter 
such as “among vs. between” and immediately find its explana-
tion. 
         I think the book would benefit from an added section on 
writing for the Web. Perhaps in a newer edition it can include 
more style guidelines for writing and editing Web content be-
cause web writing is an area that is increasingly expanding.  
    
          
                     --Sarah McLellan
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“She was a copy editor, pos-
sessed of the rare capacity to sit 
all day in a small cubicle, like 

a monk in a cell, and read with 
an almost penitential rigor.”

--Daniel Leavitt
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A good copy editor can 
be a true saint...

“A Writer’s Resource”
By Elaine P. Maimon, Janice H. 
Peritz and Kathleen Blake Yancey
McGraw-Hill, 2007

         When I am unsure of some-
thing, this is my go-to book. Each 
section is clearly marked with a 
tab, making it incredibly easy to 
flip through and find something in a 
hurry.
         As far as editing goes, this 
book has it all. It has sections 
for: editing for clarity, editing for 
grammar conventions, editing for 

correctness along with a basic grammar review. These are all 
extremely helpful, as editing can certainly go beyond spelling 
and grammar. In fact, concept editing is just as important and 
harder to recognize. That’s why the section on editing for clarity 
is helpful.
         The major weakness of this book is when I am trying to 
find how to cite a source (e.g. a book, newspaper, Web site, 
magazine, etc)., I often have difficulty finding the citation format 
for the particular source I used. It typically will have a citation 
similar to what I had, however, so it has never become a real 
problem.
         Of course, another important facet of journalism, for edit-
ing or writing, is research. Thorough background research is key 
to any good story, and this book has a good section on how to 
conduct research. It’s very thorough on how to begin research-
ing, why it’s necessary and breaks the whole process down in 
an easy-to-understand format. Since researching can be a long, 
tedious and overwhelming part of journalism, this section defi-
nitely helps quite a bit.

                 --Jessica Lutjemeyer

“Contemporary Editing”
By Cecilia Friend, Don  
Challenger and Katherine C. 
McAdams
McGraw-Hill Publishing, 2005

         Contemporary Editing was a 
required text for the basic editing 
class (JMC 313). It is split into three 
parts: Approaching the Story, Inside 
the Story and Beyond the Story.     
         Part one opens with basic 
concepts: What are the roles of edi-
tors in the newsroom? How can one 
prepare to be a successful editor? 

How has the role of editor changed 
with changing technology? The text then proceeds to examine 
the editor’s role in ethical decisions as well as the organization, 
accuracy and impact of a story. Part one was helpful in discover-
ing the ins and outs of the traditional newspaper editing position 
and what a traditional newspaper editor actually does, but was 
a little outdated when it came to describing the updated version 
of an editor. Of course it is helpful to know how the position 
started and what it entailed, but the most recent references came 
from 2002, when blogs were just emerging and the concept of an 
editor that was responsible for both printed content and online 
multimedia was cutting edge, if not foreign. 
         Part two focuses on editing different kinds of stories. It 
begins with a focus on audience and how defining one’s audience 
is an important part of an editors job when it comes to then de-
termining how a piece will affect whoever is reading. The second 
also covers how to edit news from wire stories, how to cut down 
longer stories for brevity and clarity, how to edit features, how 
to edit stories based on statistics and polls and how to consider 
legal and ethical issues in terms of all of these stories. This sec-
tion was helpful in recognizing the different types of print stories 
and how editing differs in each, yet it fell short in considering 
the online story, in addressing alternative forms of stories (video, 
soundslide, audio content) and is reasonably outdated in the legal 
and ethical cases it presented. 
         Part three is a hodge podge of everything outside of the 
print content: photos, info graphics, page design and conver-
gence. The editing photos chapter was very helpful, as it provid-
ed insight into how photos can change the message of a story in 
terms of their shapes, sizes, angles and cutlines. The page design 
section was obviously outdated, as it failed to address online de-
sign or magazine design and focused on the use of software only 
related to newspaper. 
         Overall, the book is a good introduction to the role of an 
editor in the different aspects of news. At times, the book shows 
its age and fails to describe how much changing technology has 
absolutely changed the role of an editor. Ultimately, I would rec-
ommend the book to a beginning journalism student, but would 
not use it as a timeless reference (as many do with Elements of 
Style). 

           --Claire Lawton


