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Why This Topic?

The topic | settled on — freelance copyeding — is one | did initial “research” on over a year ago. I'd
been having a particularly difficult month at work, and a friend suggested | go into business for
myself. When | considered what “self-employable” skills | have, editing was the main one that
came to mind. I'd enjoyed an editing class in undergrad and editing projects on previous jobs, but
I've also been known to edit voluntarily and buy books about grammar for fun! | eventually settled
on other solutions to my current job, but the thought of freelance editing never quite went away.
Although I've decided to pursue a career in school library media (and am very happy with that
decision!), | am still curious whether freelance copyediting could fit into my life — perhaps
providing me with work during the summer, for extra income, or while working from home with
children.

After webbing and background reading, | formed this essential question and subquestions:

= Essential Question: How could part-time copyediting benefit my life?
How could | make part-time copyediting compatible with being a new LMS?
What routine/copyediting strategies would work best for me?
Do | have the networking skills and personal connections to obtain good contracts?
When might | expect the break-even point between time expended (and extra expenses)
and work coming in to be able to make money editing?

The Story of My Search

The first pre-notetaking sheet helped me clarify my thoughts (versus having those ideas
floating around in my head) by organizing them into “What | Know,” “What | Don’t Know,” and
“What | Want to Know.” It helped me immensely to look at examples from my classmates. From
Karen Garner’s journal, | learned that the third column was good for higher-order questions; Terri
Byers’ distinction between the middle column for “facts” and the third column for “what |
personally want to know” helped me decide what to put where.

While filling out the pre-notetaking sheet, | found it helpful to move laterally across the rows, an
idea | also picked up from looking at classmates’ work. Generally, if | had difficulty finding an idea
for the “What | Don’t Know” column, | went back to the “What | Know” column, or vice versa. |
think this could be a strategy that a teacher could use to help a student struggling to fill out this
sheet.

Reading without notetaking was a step I'd never taken deliberately before, but | think it is my
favorite part of the entire process. In previous research projects, I've felt pressured to take
detailed notes every time | found material that might be useful. | think | created this pressure
myself in an attempt to save time, but now | know that my previous habit wasn’t nearly as efficient
as | thought. Although | unconsciously read without notetaking in the past, | looked at it mainly as
a way to gather and evaluate resources that fit my topic. Because | didn’t record my reflections on
resources at the pre-notetaking stage, | would find myself skimming them again and again to
remember why | selected them in the first place. For this I-Search, | didn’t use all of the resources
| read at this stage, but it helped me focus and gather enough background information to form
higher-order questions.

| also see the benefit of returning to the second pre-notetaking sheet after this step. | decided
to stick with most of my original questions, but | did move some basic factual information to the
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“What | Know” column. This clears the way for higher-order questions to develop in the other two
columns.

As with the reading without notetaking step, | found that the double-entry drafts were an
invaluable way to capture the internal “processing” of information that | do during research. |
eventually decided to borrow a three-column format from Maile Steimer because | liked it better
than the two-column version. (My double-entry drafts form the basis of the “What | Found” section
that follows.) | did discover that a large part of the process of doing double-entry drafts was spent
just evaluating sources, even though some of this took place during the reading without
notetaking stage as well. | probably discarded far more resources than | kept because they didn’t
answer the essential question or subquestions.

As | finished the double-entry drafts, | began to wonder about how many sources and double-
entry drafts were enough. As | commented in a earlier reflection, | do believe it takes “enough” to
answer the questions. However, | also realize that some people make decisions based on
relatively less information, while others delay until they’ve examined all the information they can
obtain. (Of course, answers raise even more questions, so the truest I-Search keeps going and
going...) | suspect that sometimes children may need to be assigned a goal of a minimum
number of sources, but | also hope the motivating nature of the I-Search will solve that problem.

Now that | am working on the final product, | agree that it really does take shape from the earlier
pieces of the process. The initial webbing exercise becomes the “Why This Topic?” section, the
reflections on each stage become “The Story of My Search,” and the double-entry drafts and
other pieces become “What | Found” and “What | Plan to Do.”

What | Found

Many of the benefits that freelance copyeditors are writing about are the same ones | was hoping
to find. Gove (1993) mentions independence, freedom from office politics, no interruptions,
control, casual clothing, and no commute. Office politics are a main reason | started considering
freelancing in the first place; I've also learned that | value independence and autonomy very
highly as part of my work. | can’t abide pantyhose or high heels, and | have a healthy fear of
commuting in Atlanta traffic. Hoak (2005) implies pride in what she does on more than one
occasion and mentions that she’s proud of her reputation for good work, and | relate to those as
well — although those characteristics can be found in many fields.

| also looked for the challenges freelancers face that might dampen or even outweigh the
benefits, from my point of view. The Bureau of Labor Statistics (2006) cites juggling projects,
deadlines, “long, erratic work hours,” “use of computers for extended periods,” the “continual

need to find new work”, and the challenge of earning enough money to make it full-time as
potential sources of stress for freelancers. I’'m accustomed to the first four, although | do need to
exercise more to make up for too much time at the computer. The last two worry me more,
because | don'’t like feeling financially insecure. Hoak (2005) adds, “Publishing does not pay
particularly well... I'm a full-time freelancer, but we aren’t very common: It's pretty difficult to make
a living this way.” At this point in the I-Search, | decided on an idea | had been leaning towards for
some time: if | do this, it won'’t be full time. For financial reasons at the very least, | intend to keep
a full-time job | will also enjoy (like SLM) and do part-time copyediting only as a supplement.

Once | made this part-time-only decision, other concerns fell into place. Gove (1993) describes
solitude as something a mixed blessing for freelancers — if it fits your temperament, you will do
well; otherwise, you will have problems freelancing. I've learned enough about my personal work
style to know that | do need solitude... but not all the time. Part of what | like about my current job
is that it has a balance. In the future, | think | will get the social aspect of work that | need from a
full-time LMS job (if I'm doing it right!), and part-time freelancing could be a good complement,
providing the solitude my introverted side needs.
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Related to the topic of solitude, Hanger (n.d.) opines, “A man or woman at home alone with a
child or children doesn't stand a chance at 8 or 10 hours of uninterrupted, concentrated work.”
Since the future possibility of taking time off from SLM and working from home with young
children has been in the back of my mind, | was a bit discouraged by this, but | suppose there is
truth to it.

| also learned a bit about the reality of balancing part-time editing with a full-time job from
Penney’s (1996) concrete example. She describes what it takes to freelance on a 12-hour-a-week
project (three weeknights for four hours each, or two weekend days for six hours each) or on a
20-hour-a-week project (three weeknights for three hours each, PLUS two weekend days for four
hours each). When | came across this during the reading without notetaking stage, | realized just
how much of a time commitment even part-time copyediting could be. | am not ready to add that
kind of workload onto my current full-time job and SLM studies, so it will have to wait until | am
finished with this degree and (preferably) established in a media center.

Since many of the sources | read were from current freelancers, | also gathered many practical
tips. A common theme was the importance of setting and sticking to a work schedule in order to
meet deadlines. The Bureau of Labor Statistics (2006) emphasizes how this keeps business
going: “Building a reputation and establishing a track record for meeting deadlines also makes it
easier to get future assignments, as does instituting long-term freelance relationships with the
same publications.” Noone (2006) describes setting yourself apart and justifying the rates you
charge through product differentiation, or why what you do is worth X (quality, specific genre, etc.)
| had been considering whether | should focus on editing in a specific field or just being open to
any kind of editing projects; with Noone’s suggestion, | began to lean towards the former.

Understandably, one of my main questions had been about how to get started as a freelance
copyeditor. Hanger (n.d.) throws cold water on the idea of fiction editing, saying “If you haven't
worked in-house for a publisher” [as an editorial assistant in a big publishing city] “chances are
you won't be able to get started as a freelance copyeditor or proofreader.” | might have
considered that if | were just graduating from undergrad, but I'm not looking for that drastic of a
change at this point in my life. Hoak (2005) also started off working for a publishing house (HBJ
College Publishers) before cold-calling the publishers of her favorite novels to pursue freelancing,
but she admits that “The critical factor... | mentioned | was in charge of hiring freelancers.”

I don’t have that kind of selling point, but it brings up an intriguing idea of whether / could cold-call
education publishers or nearby university presses if | were to focus on the education field.

In regards to managing a part-time schedule, Penney (1996) gives this advice, but it seems
reasonable for starting freelancing, too: “In pursuit of those smaller jobs, cultivate local contacts
rather than big publishing operations.” Some suggestions given for cultivating these contacts are
handing out business cards and joining the local Chamber of Commerce (and having a Web site,
of course).

What I Plan to Do

As a result of my I-Search topic, | feel excited and more comfortable with this idea of doing part-
time freelance editing, not right away but at some point in the future. I've gathered that it would
probably be best to focus on the education field, since my degrees, experience, and (limited)
connections are here. I've already participated in one volunteer copyediting project at UGA and
could probably do more to gain experience. It could also serve a dual purpose, since I'd be
learning more about my main SLM job while doing the copyediting thing on the side. One day,
perhaps, | might get (or create!) an opportunity to copyedit something that’s just plain fun — like
fiction — but according to my readings, it isn’t realistic for me to start there.
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Before | start cold-calling potential clients, though, my plan for the present is to gain more
experience and add to my résumé by volunteering on editing projects. Some possibilities for this
are through UGA faculty and grad students, an online project (such as open-source Mozilla
documentation, for instance), or a professional organization’s publications (since they don’t
always have money to pay editors.) In return, | could ask for testimonials and permission to post
parts of the projects on my Web site. This type of volunteering could also help me estimate time
needed for certain size projects. | will try to start in the fall, since | am taking three SLM courses
this summer.

As a result of the |-Search process, | am convinced of the benefits of many of the I-Search
strategies and will try to use them whenever possible in future research projects. Since | am
starting research for my applied project this summer, | hope to be able to use the webbing
exercise and pre-notetaking sheet as | select a topic. | will definitely repeat the reading-without-
notetaking steps to record my impressions as | examine potential sources — rather than trying to
rely on my memory later! And, although | never would have guessed it at the beginning of this
project, | am going to attempt to keep a journal or learning log of the entire process; this I-Search
paper didn’t quite “write itself,” but the reflections | wrote along the way have definitely helped.
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