PO Box 167     Paddington     New South Wales     2021     Australia

Ph: 61  2  9360.9985     Fax: 61  2  9331.4653

Email:  michaelg@matra.com.au

26th March 2001

The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business

and Education References Committee

Suite S1.61, Parliament House

CANBERRA   ACT   2600

A submission to the Senate inquiry into the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs:

The negative effect of the widespread professional editing of academic writing (that is: assignments, essays and theses) prior to examination.

BACKGROUND

The rise of public universities as a series of corporations with vested market share and market interests, and the commodification of degrees as products that are sold in a marketplace, has been accompanied by a phenomenon unthinkable a generation ago: the widespread professional editing of academic writing (that is: assignments, essays and theses) prior to examination.

Through flyers, posters, emails and web sites, there is a new industry of people actively and aggressively marketing themselves as providers of editorial services to university students. They call themselves editors but, from what I can see, they are obviously not trained in the craft, the ethics, or the conventions of professional editing. Their advertisements, which are prominent on any campus, state that they will proofread, edit, rewrite, and even write assignments, essays and theses for any student who will pay them to do so.

On every level, universities and academics are either encouraging this phenomenon or are simply turning a blind eye to it. Certainly nothing is being done to codify, control or restrict academic editing.

Some of the salient points for the Senate inquiry to consider are that, academic editing:

· can make the editor the hidden author or co-author of an assignment, essay or thesis;

· can influence or determine whether an assignment, essay or thesis passes or fails;

· is widespread and is having an insidious effect on the quality of higher education in Australia;

· is contributing to the perception that many undergraduate and postgraduate qualifications are products that can be bought rather than earned. In this environment, possessing a degree is no longer a sign of academic merit but of consumer power (as well as class privilege);

· has not been officially considered by public universities, perhaps because the issue is too hard—a can of worms, a Pandora’s Box—like the issues of soft marking and deteriorating standards.

What is academic editing?

‘Editing’ is a nebulous term. There are different and discrete levels of editing that universities, academics, students, and people marketing themselves as ‘professional’ editors, are equally unfamiliar with. From both a procedural and ethical standpoint, each level of editing requires a specific brief between author and editor, and also requires the specific approval from the university for that level of editing to be undertaken. Neither of these requirements is currently being met in the current environment of academic editing. Not all levels of editing are appropriate for academic writing, and some are more inappropriate than others (particularly substantive editing, rewriting or writing). My own description of these levels of editing is described in Appendix 1 (Table 1, page 8).

Universities and academic editing

Within universities, academic editing is unrestricted and unregulated, and is actively encouraged by a corporate culture that—perhaps unwittingly—has become more interested in selling degrees than in maintaining academic standards. To the best of my knowledge, no university has formulated or issued guidelines on academic editing at any administrative, faculty, or departmental or school level. Indeed, no university has demonstrated that it even understands the editing profession, the different levels of professional editing, or the ethics involved.

Professional editors and academic editing

Within the profession of editing there is currently no process of accreditation, or standardisation, or a code of practice that governs either non-academic editing in trade publishing or academic editing in universities. Anyone can call themselves an editor. There are societies of editors in each state and territory that combine to represent around 1200 professional editors in Australia, but these societies are not federated, and are only just beginning to consider the related issues of accreditation, standards and ethics in editing. Most practising editors in Australia are not members of a society of editors.
Anyone can market themselves as an editor of academic writing even though they have no knowledge of what being an editor means, or of what competencies professional editors have in a variety of professional or academic contexts. Many of those who engage in academic editing are untrained ‘editors’ who think they know enough about spelling, grammar and composition—or about the subject matter being edited—to market themselves as ‘editors’. However, simply having a degree or assuming knowledge does not qualify one to be an editor, and there is a vast difference between editing that has been done by someone who has been trained in the craft and ethics of editing and someone who has not.

The editing of assignments, essays or theses prior to examination is a contentious issue within the editing profession. Because Australian universities have not produced guidelines or protocols to assist editors, each editor is forced to make a decision without proper guidance. Some editors refuse to edit academic writing prior to examination because they believe it is unethical to do so, while many other editors accept the job as simply another job without reservation. Many editors are not even aware, or do not care, that editing academic writing prior to examination presents ethical dilemmas. Certainly I believe that very few editors are able to negotiate an appropriate or ethical editorial brief for this kind of highly specialised editing.

Students and academic editing
Both universities and ‘professional’ editors are encouraging students to use editorial services without any real understanding of the different levels of editing; without guidelines that provide a procedural or ethical framework for academic editing; and without a way to control or monitor the process of academic editing. Students are therefore presented with ambiguous messages in that they have been told it is appropriate to have their work ‘edited’ but they have not been told what that actually means, and they have not been given any framework or guidelines. Some levels of ‘editing’ that can be done to an assignment, essay or thesis may be appropriate (if they are properly negotiated and if the editing is confined to those levels); but other levels of editing can be inappropriate and have the potential to undermine the integrity of the qualification the student is obtaining.

Framing the context of academic editing
In framing the context of academic editing, some of the questions that need to be asked in each instance of academic editing are:

· What is the assignment, essay or thesis expected to demonstrate to the candidate’s examiners?

· Is this demonstration well served by the assignment, essay or thesis being professionally edited prior to examination?

· Does the candidate, editor and supervisor understand the different levels of editing and the procedural requirements and ethical implications of each level?

· What levels of editing have been requested or is required to an assignment, essay or thesis and are they appropriate?

· Is the academic editing disadvantaging other candidates who have not had their assignments, essays or theses similarly edited?

· Is the academic editing undermining the integrity of the qualification being awarded?

· Is the editor qualified and equipped for the level of academic editing required, or asked for, or is he–she getting involved in a process that is beyond his–her ability or realm of expertise?

· Has the editorial brief for the academic editing been properly negotiated between the student and editor, in consultation with the examining institution (the supervisor, the school or department, the faculty, the PhD committee)?

· Does the institution have a policy on academic editing?

· Has the institution given its approval for the assignment, essay or thesis to be edited?

· Is the institution aware of the discrete level(s) of editing it is approving?
I suspect the answers to these questions will reveal that the widespread practice of academic editing—which is sanctioned but uncodified and unregulated—is having a negative effect on the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs. I believe that, as a matter of urgency, professional editors must be properly accredited to engage in academic editing; and that universities must develop guidelines and established protocols to protect the integrity of the qualifications they are conferring.
Academic editing and the capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs
The following observations speak to the terms of reference of the Senate inquiry:

(b) the effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs, including its effect on:

· the quality and diversity of education;

· the production of sufficient numbers of appropriately qualified graduates to meet industry demand;

· the adequacy of campus infrastructure and resources;

· the maintenance and extension of Australia’s long term capacity in both basic and applied research across the diversity of fields of knowledge;

· the operations and effect of universities’ commercialised research and development structures.
1. Universities are now big businesses that, like banks and airlines, must attract customers–clients–consumers (students) in a highly competitive and market-driven environment.

2. The measures of academic outcomes are, therefore, inevitably going to be adapted to the competitiveness of the marketplace (that is, the number of faculties, departments and schools within different universities competing for a finite number of students).

3. The dynamics of this are not lost on students, who are increasingly encouraged to see themselves as customers–clients–consumers rather than people with a responsible commitment to learning. For example, one of my postgraduate students announced in a first tutorial that he ‘had paid to do this course’ as if that somehow negotiated (as a veiled threat) just how he expected the course to ‘perform’ for him. As it turned out, he did not ‘perform’ very well in the course requirements.

4. When a student, as customer–client–consumer, knows he or she can hire the services of a professional editor to assist him or her get through any course requirement, and knows that the university is unable or unwilling to monitor this process, then just how can the university vouch for the standard of qualification it is awarding to the student?

5. The widespread practice of academic editing is contributing to the perception that academic degrees are becoming less and less an indicator of skill or competency in a particular academic discipline. Clearly both undergraduate and postgraduate degrees are becoming easier to obtain and in the process may well have become devalued.

6. The more the university sector becomes identified as big business, the less it is able to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs. I offer postgraduate courses and am amazed at the number of students with an undergraduate qualification who cannot write connected prose or expository writing that defines or defends a topic or thesis.

7. Academic qualifications are no longer an indicator of competency.

(c) public liability consequences of private, commercial activities of universities.

To frame this as a series of questions:

· Do universities have a duty of care to their students, and to those employers who will eventually employ their graduates?

· Does that duty of care translate into a public liability on the part of the public university or any private or commercial activity that it is associated with?

Put another way:

· Are students who have not had the resources to have their assignments, essays or theses professionally edited eligible to mount class actions against institutions that award degrees to other students who have had their work edited, or who cannot demonstrate a competency in their award?

· Are employers who have noticed that their employees are not capable of the qualifications they have be awarded eligible to mount class actions against institutions that award the degrees.

This line of thinking may sound far-fetched but in terms of accountability I think it is quite reasonable.

(d) the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including:

· the levels of access among social groups under-represented in higher education;

· the growth rates in participation by level of course and field of study relative to comparable nations.
It seems that those who can afford to pay are always going to be advantaged and those who cannot pay will be disadvantaged. It has always been thus: plus ça change, plus ça meme chose.

Before 1973 universities charged tuition fees and entry was on academic merit. However, academic merit has traditionally been influenced or determined by class, and so the privileged classes ‘merited’ a majority representation. Also, because the old Commonwealth Scholarships were awarded on academic or intellectual merit, so again they were awarded overwhelmingly to the privileged classes who ‘merited’ them. However, abolishing fees in 1973 did not solve the problem of equity and access; it only allowed the privileged classes to pay less for education (and keep more money, which further entrenched their privilege).

Opening up the Australian university sector to the market-place—and to full-fee paying students irrespective of what country they come from—has not made this situation any better; and in fact the corporatisation of the tertiary sector has made it worse. The privileged classes—whether in Australia or from overseas—have always used universities to their advantage, and the underprivileged classes (certainly within Australia) have always been disadvantaged in terms of equity and access.

How does academic editing fit into this scenario? Those who can afford to pay to have their work edited (or written) for them will always be advantaged over those who cannot. Academic editing, therefore, reinforces the basic cause of inequity and lack of access, and therefore reduces the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education. Once upon a time the privileged classes merited entry to universities, where they attained further merit; now they can buy their entry as well as their undergraduate and postgraduate degrees.

(e) the factors affecting the ability of Australian public universities to attract and retain staff in the context of competitive local and global markets and the intellectual culture of universities;

On the whole, Australian universities are large bureaucracies that are bad managers of human resources, and bad monitors of academic standards. I believe universities are evolving a corporate mentality without any of the organisational skills of a ‘proper’ corporation.

Academic editing is a prime example of how public universities contribute to the undermining of academic standards and the demoralisation of academic staff. By not having policies or protocols that define and regulate the context of academic editing, and by tacitly encouraging the practice of academic editing, public universities are exerting subtle pressure on academics to participate in a culture of soft marking and deteriorating standards.

When you factor this into other disincentives, such as the low salary; the lack of tenure; the sliding dollar; the dreadful morale; the self-defeating politics of the average university department; and the market imperatives of corporatisation within public universities, why would any sensible, qualified, capable or independent-minded person want to pursue such an academic career?

(g) the regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment, including:

· accreditation regimes and quality assurance;

· eternal mechanisms to undertake ongoing review of the capacity of the sector to meet Australia’s education, training, research, social and economic needs;

· university governance reporting requirements, structure and practices.

The widespread practice of academic editing confronts the accreditation regimes and quality assurance of every public university. For example: if you look at the matter from the top down, how is any PhD committee, or faculty, or department or school going to know that all or most of the theses it allows to go forward for examination are primarily the work of the students involved? or know that some theses are not? And how is the examiner going to know?

The only person who is likely to be close enough to a student’s work to know if it really is the work of the student—or whether it has been appropriately or inappropriately edited—is the tutor or supervisor. But is the tutor or supervisor really in a position to judge, and what are the pressures on him–her to turn a blind eye to practices they may suspect but have no the time, energy, skill or even the sense of integrity to investigate? It is here that the practice of academic editing becomes an extension of the issue of soft marking.

Conclusion

Clearly, two things must happen:

· the editing profession must undergo a process of accreditation and standardisation, and adopt a code of practice that governs general editing in trade publishing and academic editing in universities;

· public universities must develop and implement comprehensive guidelines and protocols on academic editing at the level of every PhD committee, faculty, and department and school.

I am sorry to raise this difficult issue without being able to offer an answer, but I strongly believe that an answer must be found if the idea of a university is not to be undermined by the market imperatives of corporatisation. I am happy to discuss the matter further with the Senate inquiry.

Sincerely yours,

MICHAEL GIFFIN Dr

Attached:

Appendix 1—The ethics of editing a thesis or other academic writing prior to examination [Published in

 InTouch, the monthly newsletter of the Public Health Association of Australia] 
Appendix 2—The ethics of editing a postgraduate thesis prior to examination [Published in

 Blue Pencil, the monthly newsletter of the Society of Editors (NSW)]
AppendiX 1: Originally published in InTouch 2000.
The ethics of editing a thesis or other academic writing prior to examination
2001 © Michael Giffin

A PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

Two years ago I edited a public health thesis, prior to examination, for a doctoral candidate from an overseas university. While negotiating the editorial brief with the candidate I described the discrete levels of editing (Table 1, page 8), and the ethics of editing academic writing prior to examination. I advised the candidate that, after consulting with her supervisor, I would copyedit the thesis on the understanding that it was a final draft that was ready for submission. The candidate said she understood these terms and conditions, and I prepared a simple contract outlining them.

As the copyediting progressed I realised the manuscript was not a final draft ready for submission, but a penultimate draft that would need more work. By the time I finished chapter two the copyediting was becoming difficult. Several sentences did not make enough sense to copyedit, several paragraphs had no sentence-to-sentence logic within them, and often there was no discernible logic linking paragraphs: that is, the candidate was struggling to define and defend her thesis. In explaining to the candidate what was wrong with each sentence, paragraph or section the level of editing shifted and moved beyond copyediting into manuscript assessment: that is, into co-supervision and sub-examination.

Because I am an academic familiar with the candidate’s subject, I advised her of certain problems with her methodology, which is something a non-academic editor would not be able to do. At times I warned that she was introducing new arguments that should have been outlined at the beginning of the thesis, and more than once I suggested that if I were one of her examiners I would have concerns over this or that assertion that could not be supported by the evidence given. When she showed these comments to her supervisor he was pleased because they corroborated what he was already saying to her about her work. He thought she was lucky to have found me as an editor.

It was obvious that neither the candidate nor the supervisor understood the discrete levels of editing as progressional stages in the process of publication. I was copyediting a penultimate draft of a thesis that would—in all probability—be rendered inconsistent by the candidate as she re-worked later drafts, and I knew the final draft would not look as if it had been copyedited. The manuscript was not ready to be copyedited and the copyediting of this penultimate draft was a waste of my time and the candidate’s money. The original brief should have been for more preliminary levels of editing, such as manuscript assessment, providing this was appropriately negotiated and deemed ethical.

So what went wrong? And what went right? I am still not sure, and do not know how the situation could have been avoided, or better handled. The candidate was certainly lucky that I could function on different editorial and academic levels at the same time, because not many editors are able or qualified to supervise or examine academic writing. The one enduring lesson of this experience is that ‘editing’ is a nebulous term that means different things to different people in different situations. If the editing of academic writing prior to examination is to become an accepted part of the university landscape then it is crucial that students, editors, supervisors and institutions become familiar with the discrete levels of editing, and understand the appropriateness of each level as a progressional stage of preparing a manuscript for publishing, or preparing a thesis for examination.

THE CONTEXT OF ACADEMIC EDITING

The editing of theses or other academic writing prior to examination is a contentious issue. Australian universities have not produced guidelines or protocols to assist editors, and there is no established code of practice that covers academic editing, so each editor is forced to make a decision without proper guidance. Some editors refuse to edit academic writing prior to examination because they believe it is unethical to do so, while other editors accept the job as simply another job without reservation. Many editors are not even aware that editing academic writing prior to examination can present ethical dilemmas. The societies of editors in each state, who combine to represent around 1200 editors in Australia, are beginning to consider the ethical issues involved. However, there will need to be major consultation with, and guidance from, universities before a code of practice can be established.

There are certain questions that an editor should ask before he or she becomes involved in editing any thesis or academic writing prior to examination. Some of these are:

· What is a thesis expected to demonstrate to the candidate’s examiners?

· Is this demonstration well served by my editing the thesis prior to examination?

· Does the candidate understand the discrete levels of editing as progressional stages of the publishing process?

· What level of editing has been requested, or is required, and is it appropriate?

· Am I helping the candidate through an academic rite-of-passage, or participating in a fraud that disadvantages other candidates who have not had their theses edited?

· Am I qualified and equipped for this kind of editing, or am I getting involved in a process that is beyond my realm of expertise?

· Should I negotiate with the candidate alone, or should I consult the accrediting institution?

· Has the supervisor been consulted as part of negotiating the editing brief with the candidate?

· Does the institution have a policy on academic editing?

· Has the appropriate PhD committee—or in the case of a Masters degree, the faculty postgraduate committee—given its approval for the thesis to be edited?

· Is the committee aware of the discrete level of editing it is approving?
Each of these questions must be carefully considered because most editors are not academics, and most academics are not editors.

Depending on the level of editing done to a thesis, and the level of expertise of the editor, editing can certainly influence whether or not a thesis is passed. That is precisely why there should be a code of practice to guide editors who are asked to edit academic writing prior to examination. The most important thing an editor should do is involve the institution and its delegates when negotiating a brief to edit a thesis. An editor should never negotiate with the candidate alone, and he or she should always involve the supervisor at least. This is the only way an editor can be indemnified against any possible implication in academic fraud. Also, the agreed brief should be put in writing to both the candidate and the institution (whether that be with the supervisor, the faculty postgraduate committee, or the PhD committee).

There are issues here that need to be addressed, so that editors can become better equipped for the job of academic editing. Editors obviously need a code of practice that covers academic editing, and universities must develop guidelines and established protocols to protect the integrity of both the editor and the academic.

Table 1: 

THE DISCRETE LEVELS OF EDITING

AS PROGRESSIONAL STAGES OF THE PUBLISHING PROCESS

Manuscript assessment

The editor has been given the brief to act as ‘first reader’ of the manuscript. If assessing for a publisher, the editor advises whether or not a manuscript is suitable for publication. If assessing for an author, the editor gives general advice on whether the manuscript is accessible to its intended readership and offers suggestions as to how it might be improved. Manuscript assessment closely resembles the peer-review process in academic publishing. The manuscript assessor does not have a brief for any other level of editing.

(
Substantive (structural) editing

The editor has been given the brief to undertake invasive structural editing if the publisher or author feels a manuscript requires it. This may involve deleting, adding or rewriting text for sense; moving sentences, paragraphs or sections; providing graded headings or re-grading existing headings; and creating or revising tables, figures or other visual aids for the reader. This is the least appropriate level of editing for any academic writing prior to examination because the substantive editor can be regarded as a co-author of the manuscript. The substantive editor does not have a brief for any other level of editing.

(
Copyediting

The editor has been given the brief to impose the ‘house style’ of the publisher or academic institution on a manuscript, and ensure there is a consistency of grammar, usage, spelling, punctuation, referencing, and presentation of tables and figures or any other visual aids. It is expected that any manuscript assessment and substantive editing will be completed before copyediting commences. The copyeditor does not have a brief for any other level of editing.

(
Proofreading

The editor has been given the brief to proofread the final typeset proofs to ensure that the house style of the publisher or academic institution has been consistently imposed, and to check that there are no typographical  or other errors. It is expected that any manuscript assessment, substantive editing or copyediting will be completed before proofreading commences and that changes to the proofs will be minimal. The proofreader does not have a brief for any other level of editing.

Appendix 2:  Originally published in Blue Pencil 2000
The ethics of editing a postgraduate thesis (or any other academic writing) prior to examination
2001 © Michael Giffin

THE CONTEXT

A few months ago I read an article about thesis editing published in the second issue of the experimental national magazine The Australian Editor. It was written by an academic who seemed to know fairly little about the procedures, or the ethics, of professional editing. The article startled me because it was so unreservedly enthusiastic about thesis editing, without ever defining what it meant by ‘editing’ a thesis, and without offering guidelines to establish the all-important context of this kind of highly specialised editing. The author simply cheered on all editors, whatever their level of education, experience or expertise, to go forth and ‘edit’ the work of students prior to examination on the basis that being a student is a difficult business, and being a university is ‘big’ business, so students are apparently entitled to received all the help they can get.

This is a startling and cavalier approach to an important issue that is filled with ethical, practical and legal questions, which need to be carefully considered before an editor gets into the business of editing any academic writing, be it a thesis or essay or whatever, prior to examination.

I begin by asking some of those questions:

· What is a postgraduate candidate expected to demonstrate to examiners in their thesis?

· Is this demonstration well served by an editor editing the thesis prior to examination?

· What do we mean by ‘editing’ a thesis? In the context of academic editing there are several things an editor can do to a thesis: copyediting or proofreading (which can prevent the candidate from demonstrating an understanding of the stylistic conventions of academic writing and referencing); manuscript assessment (which, in this context, can mean extra supervision); or substantive editing (which, like extra supervision, can influence the examination of a thesis).

· At what point are editors benignly helping a candidate through an academic rite-of-passage, or participating in a fraud that disadvantages other candidates who have not had their theses edited?

· Are all editors equipped to engage in this kind of editing? Put another way, are they suitably qualified and accredited to edit postgraduate and doctoral theses? It might not be enough to have an undergraduate degree and/or general editing experience. The editor might need a postgraduate qualification and be an academic himself or herself, given that thesis editing has its own specialised requirements. Being the first reader of a thesis is not the same thing as being the first reader of any other kind of manuscript.

At this point I am going to contentiously assert that if an editor is not comfortable in the role of co-supervisor or sub-examiner, and if they do not fully understand the context of academic editing, then they are not the appropriate person to be editing the thesis.

Having considered the above questions there are others:

· Is the editor only negotiating with the candidate, or has the institution been consulted?

· What is the policy of the institution on thesis editing?

· Has the appropriate PhD committee—or in the case of a Masters degree, the faculty postgraduate committee—given its approval for the thesis to be edited?

· What level of editing is the committee approving?

· Has the supervisor, or supervisors, been consulted as part of negotiating the editing brief with the candidate?

This last point is particularly important because there are many different supervisory styles. Some supervisors are very ‘hands-on’ and will copyedit a candidate’s thesis before examination, while other supervisors take a ‘hands-off’ approach and offer only general structural advice to candidates. There are many different examination styles as well. Some examiners will copyedit and proofread a thesis while they examine it so that, if the thesis is passed, corrections can be taken into the thesis before final post-examination copies are printed, bound and deposited in the university library. Other examiners refrain from copyediting or proofreading a thesis believing, perhaps rightly, that it is not within their brief to do so.

Each of these questions must be asked because the submission of a thesis is a distinctly legal matter. Every doctoral candidate who is researching and writing a thesis is bound, not just by academic conventions, but by a contractual agreement with their university to define and defend a thesis. A thesis must, by definition, demonstrate an ‘original and substantial contribution to knowledge’ to at least three examiners—all expert in the subject of the thesis—from different universities in Australia and overseas. For the candidate, the supervisor, and the examiners, a thesis is a professional exercise that can affect all their careers, not just the candidate’s career. That is why the writing, supervising and examining of theses are governed by a code of practice that should not be circumvented or trivialised. Given the lack of editing protocols, and the obviously cavalier attitude that seems to surround thesis editing, I wonder how many editors are fully aware of this.

So, welcome to the context of thesis editing. Establishing this context does not mean we cannot or should not edit academic theses. It simply means that editors need to have protocols in place, and perhaps have the appropriate qualifications, to assist them. The most important first protocol is to involve the institution and its delegates when negotiating a brief to edit a thesis. An editor should never negotiate with the candidate alone, and they should always involve the supervisor at least, in order to indemnify themselves and reduce the risk of academic fraud. The second protocol should be to put the agreed brief in writing to both the candidate and their institution (that is, with the supervisor, or the faculty postgraduate committee, or the PhD committee).

Clearly, it is not good enough, and it can be quite unethical, to simply encourage anyone and everyone who calls themselves an editor to go forth and ‘edit’ any academic writing without due and proper consideration of the implications and the consequences, including the legal consequences, of this kind of highly specialised editing.

Given that the various societies of editors around Australia are now looking at the related issues of ethics, standards, training and accreditation, I sincerely hope that this important issue of thesis editing, or the editing of any academic work prior to examination, will be put on the agenda. I believe that suitable protocols and guidelines should be developed to help editors negotiate their way through this editing minefield.

PERSONAL EXPERIENCES

I have examined theses, and I have edited other theses prior to examination. I am qualified and accredited to do so because I have written two theses myself, am a well-published author of academic books and peer-reviewed articles, and I lecture and tutor postgraduates.

In 1992, just before submitting my doctoral thesis at the University of Western Australia, I attended a one-week editing workshop given by Robin Appleton as part of her time in Perth as the inaugural Editor-in-Residence. That workshop gave me the basic skills to copyedit my own thesis, and this was a constructive exercise given that my supervisor had a taken a hands-off approach to editing during his supervision.

In 1995 I enrolled in the Macleay College Diploma in Book Editing and Publishing, and the good teaching of Shelley Kenigsberg gave me the knowledge and the confidence to market myself as an editor as well as an academic and author.

For three years I served as secretary on the committee of the Society of Editors (NSW). I have worked for a peer-reviewed academic journal as both editorial assistant and managing editor, and currently I am the production manager–editor of a quasi-academic peer-reviewed government publication. The past nine years have been an interesting learning curve for me, and with each new day there is always something new to learn about the professional craft of editing.

My time as secretary to the society instilled in me a sense of the need for all editors to negotiate a clear and appropriate brief with their authors, because there were quite a few authors who contacted the society looking for an editor to ‘edit’ their work, without a clear sense of what kind of editing they were looking for. Some were clearly disappointed with the editing they had previously contracted from an editor who had simply said: ‘Yes, I will edit your manuscript.’ More than one author felt cheated by getting a different level of editing than they needed: copyediting when they needed manuscript assessment; manuscript assessment when they needed substantive editing; and substantive editing when they only needed proofreading. Much of this could have been avoided, and I am of the impression that many editors need more training in negotiating an ethical brief with their authors. Of course this also applies to our negotiations with students.

Editing is such a nebulous term and we always need to ground it in relation to whatever editing task we are confronted with. I am grateful that on occasion when, as secretary of the society, after having counselled authors on the different levels of editing, and in the publishing process, they would thank me for the counsel and look at their manuscripts from a quite different light, and save themselves a good deal of money in the process. Sometimes, for the sake of professional integrity, editors should not be too opportunistic and should be prepared to negotiate themselves out of job if it seems ethical to do so. This applies to academic editing as much as it applies to any other editing.

About eighteen months ago I edited a thesis prior to examination. It was for a doctoral candidate at an Asian university who found me through the Register of Editorial Services. At the time I thought she was a postgraduate student, so I got a bit of a shock when she emailed me recently to say her thesis had been passed without amendment and I noticed her electronic signature generated the new title of Associate Professor! I had not realised she was on the academic staff of her university, and I suspect that her thesis got her a promotion. What I want to describe here is the way I negotiated the editorial brief; the levels of editing that were ultimately done to the thesis; and to notice that, in spite of the clarity of my brief at the outset, the level of editing negotiated shifted unavoidably during the editing process and became a mixture of copyediting, co-supervision and sub-examination.

The first thing I did was to negotiate a brief with the candidate by describing the different levels of academic editing in an ethical context, and by pointing out that, in consultation with her supervisor, I would only copyedit the thesis on the understanding that it was a final draft that had been cleared by her supervisor and was ready for submission for examination. Having been given this understanding, and having consulted with her supervisor, I prepared a simple contract outlining these terms and conditions, and on receipt of the signed contract I began receiving the thesis as a series of chapters in email attachments.

On copyediting Chapter One, which outlined the candidate’s methodology, I began to suspect that while she had an Anglo-Saxon name and spoke fluent English on the phone, her written English did not match her oral fluency (that is, her writing did not present itself as the writing of a native English writer); or perhaps she was simply a bad writer who could speak well. When I challenged her on this point she became evasive, and to this day I have no idea whether she is an Asian or a European; and perhaps this is of no relevance to the editing of her thesis. Or is it? In the business of thesis editing should we be making concessions for people from non-English speaking backgrounds that are submitting theses for examination in the English language? I don’t know, but I do believe this is a contentious subject.

As copyediting the chapters progressed I realised that this was not, as I had been lead to believe, a final draft ready for submission for examination, but a penultimate draft that would need more work. By the time I finished Chapter Two the copyediting was showing signs of becoming difficult, as several sentences did not make enough sense for me to copyedit them, several paragraphs had no sentence to sentence logic within them, and often there was no discernible logic linking paragraphs (that is, the candidate was struggling to define and defend her thesis). As I made several annotations to the effect that I could not copyedit this particular sentence (or paragraph, or section) because it did not make sense, and would have to be re-written by the candidate, I inevitably had to explain why this was so. It was at this point that I moved from being copyeditor to being co-supervisor and sub-examiner.

Because I am an academic in her discipline I was able to negotiate certain problems with the candidate’s methodology, and the demonstration of her thesis, that I am not convinced a non-academic editor would be able to negotiate. At times I had to warn her she was introducing new arguments in defence of her thesis that should have been outlined in Chapter One; and more than once I warned her that if I was one of her examiners I would have grave concerns over this or that assertion that had not been sufficiently demonstrated. When she showed these textual comments to her supervisor he was most pleased, because they confirmed several things he was already saying to her about her work, and he told me by email that he thought she was lucky to have found me as an editor!

I did not take this as the compliment it was meant to be. Instead I was distressed because I had done a great deal of copyediting (that is, I had imposed a consistency of style, grammar, spelling, punctuation and referencing; and preparing a style sheet) to a penultimate draft of a thesis that would, in all probability, be rendered inconsistent by the candidate when she re-worked later drafts. Authors, even academic authors, are generally not aware of imposed consistencies, or what to do with a style sheet, and so I was convinced that the final draft would not look as if it had been copyedited. So, as far as I was concerned this copyediting of a penultimate draft was a waste of my time and the candidate’s money. It also meant that the candidate and her supervisor (who was English) both misunderstood my original brief even though it was carefully negotiated. In editing this thesis I had gone from being a copyeditor to being a co-supervisor and sub-examiner.

So what went wrong? And what went right? I am still not sure, and do not know how the situation could have been avoided or better handled. Certainly there are several issues here that need to be discussed if editors are to equip themselves for the task of academic editing. Perhaps the one enduring lesson of my experience is that, however well equipped we are and however comprehensive a brief we negotiate, there will often be changes midstream. Perhaps that is in the nature of editing, and perhaps it is the way we handle those changes that challenge us to become better editors.

Oh yes, the final point I want to make is that when negotiating our brief the candidate faxed me a few pages of ‘editing’ that her supervisor had done to one of her earlier chapters. On reading them I noticed that he was much more ‘hands-on’ and invasive about copyediting than I was, to the point of writing the candidate’s voice out of her own writing in the interests of making it good English prose. When he mentioned to me in a later email that my own copyediting style was less invasive than his, I refrained from suggesting that it was the candidate’s thesis, not his.

So perhaps, as the societies of editors consider the ethics and the protocols of thesis editing, we should also consider the ethics of thesis supervision as well. This may be necessary because editing and supervising a thesis will necessarily overlap. This means that not anyone or everyone who calls themselves an editor is automatically qualified or accredited to edited theses (or any other academic writing) prior to examination. Editing has many niches, and thesis editing is one of the more highly specialised of those niches.

The issues I have raised in this paper will provoke many editors to debate, especially those editors (and I have met several) who have a precocious belief that the editor is someone who is a jack of all trades, possessed of an ineffable sense and an intrinsic ethical sensibility. Neither of these is true. Every editor has strengths and weaknesses. We are only human.
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