How to Proofread

	Introduction
	
	For many students, the process of writing a paper is dreaded and painful.  The dread and pain have been implanted firmly by the failure of prior education to provide the student with effective writing tools.  Furthermore, these feelings have been subsequently reinforced by the poor grades assigned by more demanding instructors.  In many cases, the poor grades were the result of hasty errors in the final draft. There exist techniques that are effective in reducing the number of hasty errors; these techniques are collected under the heading of proofreading.

The material presented in this handout provides specific suggestions to execute effectively step 9 of “The Basic Law of Good Writing.” John Clark Pratt presented this writing technique in Writing From Scratch: The Essay.  Note that this handout does not provide strategies for revising the overall structure and order of your paper.  The handout will concentrate on the process of improving your paper, by examining the paper at the sentence level.  

	
	
	

	Attitude
	
	Most students would agree that proofreading is not enjoyable. It can be mind-numbing, especially if the process is viewed as one of revealing and fixing errors in the previous steps of the writing process.  Unfortunately, the effectiveness of your proofreading is a reflection of the attitude you bring to the activity. 

Begin by understanding that proofreading is an activity that is entirely within your control.  Adopt the attitude that you want to produce a paper that communicates clearly and effectively with an unseen reader.  One way to accomplish this is to try to read the paper from the reader’s perspective.

 Additionally, proofreading is hard work.  While it is difficult enough to proofread the work of others, it is at least twice as hard to find errors in your own work.  To be an effective proofreader, especially of your own work, you must strive to be methodically skeptical. One final hint, you can increase your effectiveness by proofreading only when you are alert.  



	
	
	

	Environment
	
	Before beginning to proofread your paper, you should find or create an environment that will enhance your effectiveness.  Move to a location different from that where you wrote paper.  A desirable location will be one with a minimum of distractions: no TV, no music, telephones unplugged or turned off, and no background chatter or conversations.  Such a location that can be isolated further by closing a door is ideal.  Consider putting a sign on the door similar in message to one that I used in industry: “Intruders will be shot; survivors will be clubbed.”

	
	
	


	General Techniques
	
	Before providing detailed instructions for proofreading, there are several general techniques that have proven helpful.  First, always allow some time to elapse between producing the final draft and beginning the proofreading process.  A minimum of 24 hours helps to provide “distance” between the writing and proofreading.  This distance will allow you to forget exactly what you thought you wrote, thereby helping you to read what you wrote rather than what you intended to write.

Second, you should develop and maintain a list of errors that you commonly make.  Order the list first by the criticality of the error and then by frequency of commission.  It is important that your list also contain the corrections for the errors as well as the errors.  If you have not developed such a list, consult the “SWAPS” guide as a starting point for your list.  The “SWAPS” guide may be found at:


http://www.tnellen.com/cybereng/rubric/ccproof.htm
Third, print a hardcopy of the paper.  Although you can detect many errors on a computer screen and the errors detected are easy to correct, most people are able to detect more errors when proofreading a hardcopy.  Part of the reason is that people have a tendency to shift into a skimming mode when reading a screen.  Additionally, you will be seeing the paper, as your reader will see the paper. Finally, it is difficult to use a blinder on a computer screen.  A blinder is an aid to force you to read slowly, by revealing a single line at a time.  A ruler or sheet of paper makes an effective blinder.

Fourth, you must divide the proofreading process into multiple passes; the number of items to check is too large and the useful detection methods are too varied to execute them in a single pass.  Professional proofreaders make as many as ten passes through a document.  Do not be alarmed or dismayed to discover that you may need to make more than ten passes; a professional proofreader is trained to check several types of errors on a single pass.  

Finally, consider the following miscellaneous hints.  During some of the passes, you can be more effective by 

· Reading the document aloud, 

This is effective because you involve a second sense – hearing.  Some students find the use of the Microsoft Word Reader helpful.  This utility is available for download at: 

http://www.microsoft.com/reader/downloads/pc.asp
· Reading the paper in reverse order by sentence for some passes and in reverse order by word for other passes,

· Specifically marking errors, and 

It is not sufficient to circle the error; you must provide a specific notation, using a color that stands out.  Do not use a pencil or black pen.

· Recruiting a buddy to make one pass.

As noted above, it is twice as difficult to find an error in your own work as in the work of others.  Make it clear that you want your buddy to mark hasty errors, sentences that are unclear or were difficult to understand, and any excessive wordiness.



	The Method
	
	The detailed method, offered here, has seventeen passes.  The number of passes presented here is a result of the most common errors I have observed in previous student papers.  While I agree this may seem overwhelming, not every pass is a detailed read. As you will see, many of the passes are either skimming reads, or identification of specific elements such as commas.  In fact, you may find it necessary to increase the number of passes to detect the errors you commonly make, but you should not decrease the number of passes until you have used the method several times.  Also, you should take a break between passes, even if the break is just a short one.

Pass 1 - Meaning

Read the paper from beginning to end. Do not look for specific errors, but rather examine the paper for general readability.  During this reading, do not try to correct issues, only mark them.  Instead, look for sentences or phrases that cause you to stop and reread.  Also identify paragraphs that abandon you in mid-thought.  After you have finished reading the paper, return to those passages that you have marked and rework them.

Pass 2 - Continuity

Read the paper through, aloud.  It is not necessary to have an audience.  Concentrate on the words that you speak.  Listen for a variety in sentence structure, needless repetition, wordiness, and wandering from the main thought.  As with pass 1, mark troublesome passages, but do not try to fix problems until you have completed the reading of the paper. 

Pass 3 - Spelling Check without a Word Processing Spellchecker

Read the paper in reverse order, word by word.  Reading in this order isolates the words from their context, and helps keep you from lapsing into skimming or speed-reading mode.

Pass 4 - Spelling Check Following the Use of a Word Processing Spellchecker
Spell checkers are unable to detect two categories of spelling errors.  The first category is using a word that differs from the desired word by an omitted or added letter, or by the substitution of a letter that results in another valid word.  Examples of errors in this category include if / of, no / not, and you / your.  The second category of errors is homophones – words that sound similar, but have a different meaning and spelling.  Example of homophones are too / to / two,
there / their / they’re, know / no, and boor / bore / boar.

To detect errors missed by the spell checker, read the document in a forward direction pointing to each word with a pencil.  Look for wrong words and homophones, which you have confused previously.

Pass 5 - Checking Apostrophe use
Skim the paper in the forward direction, looking for words that end in s. Check to see if an apostrophe is required.  One common error is the use of it’s when its is correct. It’s means it is; its means belonging to it.  

Pass 6 - Checking for Commas in Compound Sentences
Skim the paper in the forward direction looking for only the following bridge words: and, but, or, for, so, nor, yet.  Cover each occurrence as you find it, and check if the phrases on both sides are complete sentences.  If so, make sure a comma precedes the bridge word.

Pass 7 - Checking for Fragments

Examine each sentence, and mark the verb(s).  Having identified the verb, mark the subject of the verb.  If you find “sentences” without a verb or a subject, you have identified a fragment.  Either make a complete sentence by adding the missing element, or consider joining the fragment with the sentence that precedes or follows the fragment, with an appropriate bridge word.

Pass 8 - Checking for Splice Commas

Skim the paper in the forward direction, looking for commas.  If a complete sentence is on both sides, you can add a bridge word, replace the comma with a semicolon, or break the sentence into two sentences. 

Pass 9 - Checking for Introductory Phrase Comma

Skim the first few words of each sentence to see if an introductory phrase is being established. If so, make sure that a comma follows the introductory phrase.

Pass 10 - Checking Pronoun Reference and Agreement

Skim the paper in the forward direction, identifying pronouns.  For each pronoun, look back and find the noun that the pronoun is replacing.  Make sure the noun and pronoun agree in number (singular or plural).  Further ensure that the noun that is being replaced is obvious and correct.

Pass 11 - Checking for Missing Words
Read the paper in the reverse direction, by sentence.  Read each sentence slowly, using a pencil to point to each word as you read it.  This technique can help prevent lapsing into speed-reading mode, during which your mind thoughtfully supplies any missing words.

Pass 12 - Checking Tables and Figures
Skim the paper in the forward direction, stopping at each figure and table.  Check that the references in the text match the tables and figures.  Be particularly careful if figures or tables were added or deleted during a rewrite.  Frequently, errors in figure and table numbers and their references in the text are injected as changes are made.   Check each figure or table for correctness.  If the table or figure represents data from another source, verify that the values are correct.  Check the table and figure captions for accuracy and correctness.

Pass 13 - Checking the Format of Headers

Skim the paper in the forward direction, checking each chapter, section, and subsection title for the correct formatting and consistent indentation.  If you are unfamiliar with the styles feature of Microsoft Word, learn to use styles today.  Styles enforce consistency, thereby eliminating this class of errors.  Furthermore, you can change the format of all headers of a particular type by making the change to a single style.

Pass 14 - Checking List Formats

Skim the paper in the forward direction, stopping at each bulleted or numbered list.  Make sure that the bulleting (or numbering) style, extending to the lowest level, is consistent, both within the current set and over all sets in the paper.  Check that the indentation is consistent, both within the current set and over all sets in the paper.

Pass 15 - Checking Citations

Check each citation in the text for a matching entry in the List of References.  Check each entry in the List of References for accuracy.

Pass 16 - Checking the Table of Contents and List of Figures
Check each entry in the Table of Contents for spelling errors, consistency with the text used in the corresponding heading, and that the page number in the Table of Contents is actually the page that contains the heading.  Perform the same check for the List of Figures.

Pass 17- Checking for Consistency with the General Requirement for the Paper

Check that you have satisfied any general requirements for the paper, such as paper length, margins, font type and size, spacing, and all other requirements.
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