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A MONTHLY FORUM FOR

EAC/ACR MEMBERS IN BRITISH 

COLUMBIA TO EXCHANGE IDEAS, 

DEVELOP SKILLS, AND

SHARE NEWS ABOUT EDITING

I’d heard so many good things about this workshop, I was braced for 
disappointment—how could it possibly live up to expectations? I’m 

delighted to say it not only lived up to them, it exceeded them. 
Jim Taylor admits to having been an editor since “1960-something,” 

so he has a wealth of skill and experience to draw on. He also has a 
natural talent for teaching that he’s polished to perfection over the years. 
Jim packed an astonishing amount of information into six hours without 
exhausting or overwhelming us and gave us a comprehensive handout 
to keep our memories fresh. 

We’ve all been confronted with text so bad (or occasionally so good) 
we have no idea what to do with it and no hope we’ll ever get past the 
deer-in-the-headlights paralysis it induces. Once you know Jim’s eight 
steps, you can overcome the panic, diagnose the problems, and fix at 
least the worst of them. And you can do it without destroying the author’s 
voice or missing your deadline.  

The first few steps are about making sentences and words shorter and 
making text less confusing by removing the clutter and the negatives. As 
a writer (of 15 books and hundreds of articles), Jim regrets the passing of 
the long sentence: “It’s where we develop skill and bring in elegance.” 
As an editor, he acknowledges that the long sentences most of us are 
presented with lack not only elegance but also coherence. Jim led us 
through exercises showing how to “take out the trash,” the meaningless 
words and phrases that creep in when the author isn’t looking, and shorten 
the long words without losing the author’s vocabulary. Getting rid of the 
negatives makes life easier for readers, too. 

Unlike the readers of Chaucer’s time who had the leisure to work their 
way through sentences of 80 or more words, today’s readers have far too 
little time and far too much information to struggle through. They battle 
interruptions in cubicle land to get through the latest report, or try to 
escape the workaday world by reading a novel on the SkyTrain or bus. 
You can’t fit many words in between emails or stops.   

If we’re going to keep these readers awake and interested, we have 
to make sure the text they’re reading has energy. The energy level goes 
down with every use of the passive and forms of the verb “to be.” Both 
have their uses, and you can’t—and shouldn’t—eliminate them all, but 
be aware that the more you have, the more likely the reader is to doze 
off or lose interest. 

Modern readers “channel surf in print: they flip the page,” which is 
why paragraphs now have only beginnings and middles; few people have 
the time or the patience to get all the way to the end before looking for 
the next idea. Topic sentences have to carry readers through the text so 
they can follow the thread of the argument or the plot, even if they read 
nothing but those sentences.  

Eight Step Editing
Professional Development Workshop with Jim Taylor 
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The long discursive paragraph, 
like the long elegant sentence, is 
a thing of the past. The standard 
paragraph now “is about the depth 
of a Big Mac,” Jim told us. “It 
says to the reader, ‘here’s a group 
of sentences you can take in one 
mouthful.’ ” 

Editing, too, can be broken down 
into manageable pieces that are no 
more intimidating to the terrified 
editor than the resulting short clear 
sentences are to the harried reader. 
Take the workshop next time it’s 
offered and see for yourself. ◄

Jane Fairbanks, EAC-BC Secretary

Nunavut’s capital city was called 
“Iqualuit” instead of “Iqaluit.”  The 
unfortunate result: the meaning 
was changed from “place of many 
fish” to “dirty bum.”

Ramona took us through a 
selection of exercises, the first 
of which was to generate a 
sentence with all the parts of 
speech: nouns, pronouns, verbs, 
adjectives, adverbs, prepositions, 
coordinating or subordinate 
conjunctions, and interjections. 
How about “Holy Finnegan’s 
Rainbow” for an interjection?  
Next, she asked us to decide if the 
sentence was simple, compound, 
complex, or compound-complex.  
Because it shows cause and effect, 
the complex sentence is the one 
most favoured in Western culture. 
Ramona handed out a useful 
guide that explained the different 
grammatical types, defined by the 
number and type of clauses, along 
with examples of each. 

 We then looked at stylistic 
types, determining if the sentence 
was loose or periodic, determined 
by the subject’s placement.  If the 
subject is placed at the beginning, 
it is considered loose.  From a 
stylistic point of view, Ramona 
cautioned against using too many 
loose sentences, which tend to 
make the writing dull.  Where 

the subject has been delayed by 
a word or phrase, the sentence 
is periodic: “Surprisingly, the 
leadership candidate refused to 
debate her opponents.”  A third 
type of sentence, balanced, uses 
deliberate repetition to make a 
point: “To be or not to be, that is 
the question.”  

Ramona also explained verbal 
phrases, which look like verbs but 
act like nouns or adjectives. The 
gerund phrase acts like a noun, 
and can be replaced with the word 
“that.”  “Waving her credit card 
is something Ramona shouldn’t 
do.” The present participle phrase 
“speeding down the highway” acts 
as an adjective. 

Canadians tend to be guilty of 
using dangling modifiers: perhaps 
we are so modest that we often 
leave ourselves out of the sentence. 
Here’s a juicy example seen in the 
window of a restaurant: “Fresh and 
delicious, your children will love 
our recipes.” Yum!

Another important grammatical 
concept is the active versus the 
passive voice.  English teachers 
spend days on this subject. In 
most cases, the active voice 
works better, emphasizing who 
does what. The passive voice can 
work in some situations, however, 
such as technical writing. Ramona 
advised us to think about the 
audience and what is important to 
them. She also suggested avoiding 
the phrases “it is” and “there is,” 
called weak expletives, because 
they’re generally unnecessary. And 
she suggests that writers “basically 
avoid really very unnecessary 
adjectives and adverbs.”

In one of the books Ramona 
recommended, Eats, Shoots 
& Leaves, the author, Lynne 

Chipping Away at the 
Blarney Stone: 
Editing for Style

Ramona Montagnes was 
dressed appropriately in green 

when she led a lively discussion 
on the finer points of grammar 
at our St. Patrick’s Day meeting.  
Ramona has headed up the UBC 
Writing Centre for the past 12 
years and is soon to be named its 
director. She gave a workshop for 
EAC-BC in the fall of 2003 and it 
was a pleasure to have her back.

The focus of the evening was 
style at the sentence level. Ramona 
began with an excellent example 
of why editors are needed, citing 
a piece she had recently seen 
in the National Post about a 
simple spelling error on several 
hundred government envelopes: 

Eight Step Editing (continued)

▲▲▲▲▲

http://www.editors.ca/bc/
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Editing for Style (continued)

Greg Felton’s column 
will return in June.

▲▲▲▲▲

Truss, takes a militia-like 
attitude regarding grammar, and 
punctuation in particular, holding 
up signs at movie theatres to point 
out that the title should be Two 
Weeks’ Notice.

Language evolves, as do some 
grammatical rules. The Oxford 
University Press now sanctions 
split infinitives, and media is 
defined in the singular.  The Modern 
Language Association (MLA) has 
a great deal of influence, and was 
responsible for the use of a single 
space after a period. In an attempt 
to avoid sexist language, the MLA 
recently proposed the word “thon” 
to replace “he/she.” This could 
take a while to catch on! 

Books on grammar and style 
that Ramona recommends include: 
Style, by Joseph Williams, which 
will come out as a Canadian 
version in its eighth edition; 
Rhetorical Grammar, by Martha 
Kolln; and for some racier 
examples, look up Sin and Syntax 
by Constance Hale.

Ramona is also co-author of the 
newly revised Canadian Writer’s 
Handbook with Judy Brown, due 
to be published this fall by Oxford 
University Press.

At the end of her talk, Ramona 
mentioned that she enjoys 
speaking to editors, because she 
always feels like she’s “among my 
own.”  The feeling is mutual.

You can find Ramona’s 
Grammar Tips and Tricks on our 
website. Go to <www.editors.ca/
b c / p d f / g r a m m a r _ t i p s _
nov2003.pdf>.◄

Rosemary Gretton,
Newsletter Co-chair

Membership by Numbers

EAC-BC membership continues to grow. Did you ever wonder 
where our members live? 

Lower Mainland EAC-BC members currently make up 76 per cent 
of the total EAC-BC 
membership. That’s 
the key finding of 
an analysis of the 
province’s  membership 
as of April 1, 2004.

Out of the provincial 
total of 226 EAC-BC 
members, 172 lived in 
the Lower Mainland 
(GVRD). More than 
56 per cent of Lower 
Mainland EAC-BC 
members lived in 
Vancouver.

The highest con-
centration of members 
outside the Lower 
Mainland was on 
Vancouver Island 
(25 members). The 
Gulf Islands and the 
Thompson Okanagan 
were home to seven 
members each.

EAC-BC had 159 
associate members and 
67 voting members as 
of April 1, 2004.◄

Michael Laycock, 
Membership Chair

EAC-BC Membership
April 1, 2004

Region Members
Cariboo Chilcotin 1
Fraser Valley 1
Gulf Islands 7
Kootenay Rockies 4
Lower Mainland (GVRD) 172
Northern BC 2
Sunshine Coast 3
Thompson Okanagan 7
Vancouver Island 25
USA 2
Other countries 2

Total EAC-BC 
Membership

226

Lower Mainland Membership  
April 1, 2004

Community Members
Burnaby 12

Coquitlam 4
Delta 3
Langley 6
Maple Ridge 3
New Westminster 12
North Vancouver 20
Port Moody 1
Richmond 5
Surrey 6
Vancouver 97

West Vancouver 1
White Rock 2

Total Lower Mainland 
Membership

172

http://www.editors.ca/bc/pdf/grammar_tips_nov2003.pdf
http://www.editors.ca/bc/pdf/grammar_tips_nov2003.pdf
http://www.editors.ca/bc/pdf/grammar_tips_nov2003.pdf
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Next Meeting
May 19, 2004 @ 7:30 pm

YWCA  Health and Wellness 
Centre, 

Welch Room, 4th floor,
 535 Hornby Street,

Vancouver

May is the last meeting before our 
summer break. Please join us to 
hear  guest speaker Leon Phillips, 
<www.leonphillips.ca>, book 
designer and visual artist.

EAC-BC Executive Elections 
for 2004–2005 will also be held. 

Everyone is welcome. EAC/
ACR members attend meetings 
at no charge. Non-members 
pay $5. Light refreshments are 
available. For more details, go to  
<www.editors.ca/bc/meetings.htm> 
or call 604-681-7184.

We look forward to seeing 
you there.

▲▲▲▲▲

W H AT ’ S  O N

       BC Book Prizes 2004 
BC Book Prizes were awarded 
in Victoria on May 1. This year 
marked the 20th anniversary and 
featured the inaugural presentation 
of the Lieutenant Governor’s 
Award for Literary Excellence.  

Look for the names of the 
winners on the website at 
<www.bcbookprizes.ca>.

Thursday, May 20
Editors based in the Fraser Valley 
are invited to an informal social 
evening at Wendel’s Bookstore 
and Café in Fort Langley. For more 
details, contact Lesley Cameron at 
<lesley@4camerons.com>.

Conference 2004: 
Gateway to New Heights 

Calgary, June  4–6

For 25 years, EAC/ACR has 
promoted excellence in the art 
of managing words and ideas. 

This year, the association 
breaks new ground with 
its annual conference by 
convening for the first time 
in the unique surroundings of 
Calgary, Alberta. Calgary is 
the gateway to the Rockies, 
and this conference can be 
your gateway to new skills and 
a fresh focus. 

Join us at the Southern 
Alberta Institute of Technology 
(SAIT) for a chance to share 
information, renew old 
acquaintances, and make 
new friends and contacts. 
For more information, 
go to <www.editors.ca/
conference2004/index.html>.

EAC-BC Executive News
Thank you to everyone who 
responded to our call for 
volunteers for the 2004–2005 
EAC-BC executive. 

EAC/ACR is looking 
for members to serve on 
the national board and 
committees. For information 
on specific committees,  visit 
<www.editors.ca/transition/
index.htm> or contact Lynn 
Smith at <bc@editors.ca> to find 
out more.

Please note:  the EAC-BC 
workshop Onscreen Editing 
with Microsoft Word with Derek 
Miller on May 15 is now full.

▲▲▲▲▲
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