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Report Writing Column

By Sally F. Cutler

A Few Good Words—Proofreading

Once again, you’ve issued what you 
believed was a well-organized, well-
written audit report only to discover that 
it is tarnished by typographical errors. 
The heading of the report had the wrong 
date in it. The numbering for one of the 
graphics didn’t match its reference in the 
report. “Result sin” incorrectly appeared 
in place of “results in.”  And—perhaps 
worst of all—the CFOs last name, 
“Pacer,” was misspelled as “Placer.” 
How can you make sure that these kinds 
of errors don’t continue to turn up in 
your reports?

This column will distinguish 
proofreading from editing and copy 
editing—two activities that should 
precede proofreading. The column also 
will make the case for proofreading as a 
crucial step in assuring writing quality, 
even in an email- and text-message-
driven culture. Finally, the column will 
provide proven strategies for developing 
proofreading profi ciency and for 
helping writers and those who review 
their writing to ensure polished fi nal 
documents.

What Is Proofreading?

Lots of writers use the word 
“proofreading” to refer to anything that 
they and others do to a document once 
it’s written. However, proofreading has 
a narrower meaning, and understanding 
how it differs from editing and from 
what we call “copy editing” can help you 
ensure fi nal-document quality.

Editing is the activity of revising your •	
or someone else’s writing, including 
changing the organization, content, 
level of detail, sentence structure, 
wording, tone and so forth.

Copy editing is the activity of revising •	
your or someone else’s writing leaving 
the writing essentially intact while 
making it more concise, resolving 
unclear syntax and correcting errors in 
grammar and punctuation.

Proofreading is literally “test •	
reading”: checking the accuracy of 
references external to the document, 
assuring the consistency of format 
and references within the document, 
and correcting typographical errors.

Editing, copy editing and proofreading 
all contribute to writing quality, but 
few writers can perform these tasks 
simultaneously. Rather, they should be 
done in sequence. Even when someone 
else will review your writing, you should 
edit, copy edit and proofread, providing 
the reviewer with the best document that 
you can. Doing so makes the reviewer’s 
task easier and also usually prompts 
fewer changes.

The specifi c areas of concern for 
proofreading are the following:

Accuracy

Of references external to the •	
document, including citations of 
external regulations and internal 
policies as well as references to 
related documents

Of titles and names, including those •	
of organizations, departments, 
systems, locations and people

Of dates, including those for the •	
audit period and the reporting

Consistency

Of format against document •	
standards, including sections and 
their organization

Of format within the document, for •	
example, styles for heading levels, for 
text, and for tables and graphics

Of cross-references within the •	
document, for example, references 
from the text to tables, fi gures, 
graphics and appendices

Correction

Of typographical errors, including •	
word substitutions, transpositions, 
and omissions as well as misspellings

You can see how, with all of these 
proofreading issues to attend to, 
proofreading should be a separate step in 
the writing process: the fi nal step before a 
document is published. 

Who Cares?

Text does not need to be “perfect” to be 
understood. In fact, you may have seen 
examples of how it is possible to read 
words with the “inside” vowels missing:

Ths is an exmple of how we prcss wrds.

In fact, most of the time, proofreading 
errors do not render the text 
incomprehensible. So, since we can read 
defi cient spelling and supply missing 
words, why should we worry about such 
errors? The answer is two-fold: distraction 
and reputation.

Distraction: Errors slow readers •	
down and distract them from the 
messages. For an instant, the reader 
must focus on the writing itself, 
rather than on the message being 
delivered.

Reputation: Proofreading errors •	
can justifi ably cause your reader to 
question the care you took with the 
audit itself, that is, to question your 



32 New Perspectives Association of Healthcare Internal Auditors February 2009

testing and the way you reached your 
conclusions and recommendations. 
Furthermore, audit-report readers 
may already be resistant to or 
skeptical about your messages. Errors 
may give such readers an opening to 
question your work overall.

In the end, the quality of your audit-
report “product” should reflect your 
professionalism. A carefully proofread, 
polished document should be one of your 
goals as an audit professional.

What about less formal documents, like 
email? Realistically, email readers will 
forgive an occasional misused word, 
grammatical or punctuation error, or 
even a misspelling (although there is 
less justification for such an error). Keep 
in mind, however, that our writing 
conventions—standardized spelling, 
complete sentences, punctuation, 
capitalization—evolved to make writing 
easier to read. Thus, the few minutes 
it takes to proof an email will pay off 
in supporting your message as well as 
supporting your professionalism.

How Do You Do It?

We know that some of us are better at 
proofreading than are others. I once had 
a colleague who could look at a page of 
text and instantly pick out a spelling error. 
(She was, in fact, a spelling-bee champ.) 
She literally had an “eye” for words: she 
tested spelling by how the words looked, 
not by how they sounded. Ask yourself 

this question: When you need to look up 
a phone number, do you remember it by 
repeating it to yourself or by seeing it in 
your mind’s eye? If you remember by 
repeating, you are an auditory speller, 
and you likely have a harder time with 
spelling—and with proofreading in 
general—than do those who are visual 
spellers.

Still, anyone can improve his or her 
proficiency as a proofreader by using 
some basic strategies. These include 
attending to timing, the environment, 
your process and your use of automated 
tools.

Timing

One of the best strategies for proficient 
proofreading is to allow time between 
when you finish copy editing and when 
you proofread. Leaving a document over 
to the next day—or better yet several days 
hence—significantly increases your ability 
to catch errors. 

Perhaps you cannot build that time into 
your schedule. If so, even a few minutes’ 
break—time to take your eyes off the 
computer screen, stretch, or do some other 
task—helps to break your connection 
with the text. You are more likely to see an 
error and not to “see” what is not actually 
there.

Another “timing” strategy is to 
know when you are at your best for 
proofreading. Perhaps it’s first thing in 
the morning, when you may feel less 

distracted or hurried and when your 
office environment may be quieter. Or 
maybe you’re sharpest later in the day, 
when the meetings are done and things 
are winding down. Knowing your own 
best times and scheduling your work on 
a report accordingly will improve your 
likelihood of success.

The Environment
Changing the environment of the 
proofreading also can help. Such changes 
include changing the way the text looks 
and relocating yourself.

Changing the way the text looks. •	
Printing the text often makes errors 
easier to see. For example, checking 
for consistency is often easier with 
a paper copy. In addition, some 
proofreaders prefer to hand-mark 
changes and input them later. But if 
you don’t want to use paper in this 
way, you can change the way the text 
looks by adjusting the percentage 
view (the “zoom”) on the screen. 
Doing so often is sufficient to allow 
you to “see” the text differently and 
to proofread more proficiently.

Relocating yourself. You may find •	
that taking your laptop to a different 
place (say, an empty conference 
room) gives you a different “view” of 
the text. Some proofreaders reserve a 
particular location for doing nothing 
but proofreading. The location 
becomes a physical cue for the kind 
of concentration that proofreading 
requires.

An Effective Process
Start off by assuming two things:

Everything that can possibly be •	
wrong with the document probably 
will be wrong with the document. 
This is the “glass half empty” 
pessimism that makes for a good 
proofreader. Assume that the dates 
will be wrong, the names will be 
misspelled, and every sentence will 
be missing a word or contain an 
embarrassing word substitution. 
Optimists, who think they will just 
“give it one more look,” won’t find 
nearly as many of the problems as 
will pessimists.

Every time you touch the document, •	
you will introduce another error. You 
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will put your hands on the keyboard 
to fix a simple error and will 
inadvertently mess up something 
else. It happens all the time.  

Then, use some or all of the following 
strategies to improve your proofreading 
proficiency.

Go slower than your normal reading •	
speed. Drag the cursor under the text, 
line by line. Or use a ruler or blank 
sheet of paper on a paper copy to 
“underline” the text line by line.

Break up the proofreading task, •	
making multiple “passes” through 
the document. For example, check 
the format first; then proofread all 
the headings, followed by the cross-
references for figures and tables and 
lastly the text itself.

When you find an error, look •	
around in the neighborhood of the 
error. Errors often are clustered. 
Furthermore, you need to resist the 
notion that proofreading is a kind of 
treasure hunt, with one error allotted 
per sentence or paragraph or page.

Always check not only the •	
change you just made but the text 
surrounding the change, to ensure 
you have not introduced another 
error.

Make a “hot list.” The list should •	
include the names (departments, 
organizations, systems, job titles) 
and the abbreviations and acronyms 
contained in the document. Be sure 
your “hot list” is accurate—check 
with reliable sources, if need 
be—and then use the “hot list” to 
check for accuracy throughout the 
document. This will help you avoid, 

for example, calling a department 
“Global Vendor Assessment and 
Procurement” in one place and 
“Global Procurement and Vendor 
Assessment” somewhere else. (If 
you find this unlikely, I can testify to 
seeing internal audit functions list 
themselves two or three different 
ways in the same document.)

Be particularly careful about certain •	
parts of the text that are more likely 
to contain errors. Specifically, we tend 
not to read section titles and headings 
carefully, we tend to let out eyes 
glide over numeric information, and 
we often miss errors in numbered 
lists (although word processors are 
getting better at this).

For hand-marked text, consider •	
proofreading with a partner when 
checking the “live” text against the 
“dead” hand-marked text. You are 
working together to check that all 
the hand-marked changes have been 
picked up in the “live” text.

The Use of Automated Tools

Spell check is the most obvious automated 
proofreading tool. It’s worthwhile to 
actively run the spell check before you 
close the document, even if you have the 
spelling-error notation turned on (the red 
squiggly underscore). However, as many 
have found to their chagrin, spell check 
cannot check context, so it cannot reveal 
word substitutions, such as “form” for 
“from” or “then” for “than.”

One way to guard against your most 
common word substitutions is to use the 
“find” function in your word processor. 
Keep a list such substitutions, and 
use the “Find” function to check for 

inappropriate uses. (Do not, however, 
engage the automatic correction for 
word substitutions; you still want to be 
able to use the substitution when it’s 
correct.)

Style check also may seem like a 
worthwhile automated tool. However, 
language is complex, and automated style 
checking makes errors both of omission 
and of commission: it misses many errors 
and it marks errors where none exist. If 
you use it, be sure you understand its 
limitations.

Finally, your word processor’s ability 
to record input from others within the 
document (to “track changes”) is a useful 
tool for collaborative editing, copy editing 
and proofreading. However, input in one 
file from multiple reviewers, editors and 
proofreaders can be overwhelming, so use 
this tool carefully.  

Conclusion

You can ensure that your reports have 
the quality and polish that reflects your 
overall professionalism by making 
proofreading a separate step in the 
writing process and practicing strategies 
to increase your proficiency. The payoff 
is your ability to deliver messages 
without the distraction of avoidable 
errors. NP
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Use what talents you possess: the woods would be very silent if no birds sang there  
except those that sang best. 

~Henry Van Dyke


