
Copyediting
Queries

As the field of journalism continuously faces new challenges and obstacles in the Inter-
net age, the jobs of copy editors across the country are changing drastically. With eight 

years of copy editing experience, Emily King has had a Dow Jones internship at The 
Spokesman-Review in Spokane, Wash. and has copy edited at the East Valley Tribune 
in Mesa, Ariz., The Free Press in Mankato, Minn., and The Pioneer Press in St. Paul, 

Minn. Here she discusses her background in the newsroom and how she thinks the field 
of copyediting will change in the near future. Photo courtesy of Emily King

By Megan Pantak

Q: What brought you 
to copyediting? Did 
you always know you 
wanted to be a copy 
editor?

A: “I realized in college 
a little bit later that 
copyediting was more 
of what I wanted to do. 
I thought I wanted to be 
a reporter at first. I did 
a couple assignments at 
my college paper. Dur-
ing my senior year after 
doing a lot more copy-
editing, I didn’t have as 
much of a drive to be a 
reporter. Looking back, 
it makes sense. I really 
liked reading friends pa-
pers in high school and 
offering them advice 
for revisions. I like the 
layout part of it, too. A 
lot of the smaller papers 
need people to do layout 
stuff as well as editing. 
I got to do both sides of 
that.”

Q: What was your 
major in college? Where 
did you go?

A: “I went to Gonzaga 
University in Spokane, 
Wash. I majored in 
math! I was actually 
a journalism minor. I 
was intending to go for 
math and get a teaching 
degree, but I decided 

that, here’s our style.’”
Q: Do you ever have 
trouble with any 
particular grammatical 
rules?

A: “There are certain 
things I look up every 
time. My colleagues and 
I were actually talking 
about this the other day. 
I often forget how I’m 
supposed to use ‘com-
pare to’ and ‘compare 
with.’ Also, ‘comprises,’ 
‘composes’ and ‘made 
up of’—I look those up 
in the stylebook every 
time.”

Q: How do you think 
the changing field of 
journalism will change 
the way copy editors do 
their work?

A: “I am hopeful that 
copy editors will con-
tinue to have jobs. But 
I’m seeing a trend in 
the copyediting world 
where papers are cutting 
copy editors first rather 
than cutting reporters. 
The people who are left 
basically have to lower 
their standards. They 
have to focus on mov-
ing copy as fast as they 
can while not getting 
the paper in trouble. But 
instead of copyediting 
being an art and a craft, 
instead of taking the 
time to make a story 

past deadlines pretty 
late, that kind of stuff. 
A lot of the stuff that 
I remember being big 
issues, it wasn’t a copy 
editor issue but the copy 
editors had to deal with 
it. The copy desk gets 
dumped with the bad 
stuff because we’re the 
only ones around late at 
night. There have been 
complicated advertis-
ing issues that we copy 
editors, having no idea 
what we were doing, 
had to deal with. Also, 
having a story that 
really isn’t that good, 
or that is hard to write 
headlines for is always 
an issue. We had crises 
with headlines every 
couple nights.” 

Q: Do you have a ‘copy 
editors’ bible’ or any 
kind of guide/book you 
live by?

A: “I love the [Bill] 
Walsh Books. I love 
‘Lapsing Into A 
Comma’ and 
‘The Elephants of 
Style.’ I’ve hung out 
with [Bill Walsh] a few 
times, actually. He’s not 
all that funny in person, 
but he’s a very funny 
writer. Knowing the 
style wherever you are 
is the most important 
thing. A paper may just 
say, ‘We don’t follow 

around my junior year 
that I wanted to add my 
journalism minor in.” 

Q: What was your first 
copy editing experience 
like? Where did you 
work? What did you 
learn?

A: “My Dow Jones 
internship at The 
Spokesman-Review 
was my first real job. 
Other copy editors and 
reporters at the paper 
would kind of look over 
my shoulder and tell 
me, ‘Make sure you fix 
that, this is our style.’ 
That was really helpful. 
With copyediting even 
more so than writ-
ing, you have to learn 
the ins and outs of the 
[publication] you’re at. 
Everyone has a little bit 
different of a style—the 
way they like headlines 
to sound, the way they 
present cities. You can’t 
really learn that stuff 
at school. Every time I 
moved [publications] 
there would be a whole 
new learning curve—
what this paper and this 
audience expected.” 

Q: What has been your 
worst copyediting night-
mare? 

A: “I’ve had situations 
where we were flying 

really good, to make 
stories read better, they 
focus on the time limits. 
Time is a luxury people 
won’t have anymore. 
It’s a matter of trying 
to figure out the bare 
minimum of what you 
need to continue to 
survive. Copy editors 
will need an idea of 
what people want on 
the Web, too. They’ll 
have to adapt copies to 
the Web and be aware 
of what draws the most 
clicks. Copy editors are 
going to have to do a 
lot of different jobs that 
they didn’t necessarily 
have to do before.” 

Q: What advice would 
you give to up-and-
coming copy editors? 

A: “Try and learn as 
much as you can about 
the Web and how to do 
things online. Know 
how to do a little cod-
ing, and how search 
engine optimization 
works. A lot of me-
dia organizations are 
looking for that. They 
told me when I was 
in school, too, that I 
wouldn’t have a job 
but I found one. If you 
really want to be in the 
field, it’s key to find 
other selling points you 
can use for people, to 
increase your skill set.” 


