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Anglosphere universities are a site of growing concern about students’ use of 
professional English language editing and proofreading services for the correc-
tion of academic writing. Students’ use of such services raises issues of ethics and 
academic integrity as well as fundamental questions about how value is allo  ed to 
the labour involved in producing wri  en texts and providing writing instruction. 
In addition, the term proofreading is ambiguous, obscuring the extent to which 
proofreaders intervene in students’ wri  en texts. Although much a  ention has 
been focused on graduate students’ use of proofreading services, there is growing 
recognition that some undergraduates receive proofreading as well. In response 
to these issues, Editors Canada (2018) has recently released new guidelines for 
ethical editing of student texts that, for the fi rst time, delineate standards for 
professional editing of both undergraduate and graduate students’ writing. These 
guidelines are eff ective in clarifying acceptable practices for editors, students, and 
university instructors, yet they apply only to students who seek proofreading 
from an Editors Canada affi  liate. This essay summarizes key considerations in 
the proofreading debate with the aim of encouraging the development of clearer 
institutional and classroom policies on proofreading that will complement the 
Editors Canada guidelines and apply to all students.

Les universités de l’anglosphère s’inquiètent de plus en plus de l’utilisation que 
font les étudiants et étudiantes de services professionnels de révision et de correc-
tion pour leurs textes académiques de langue anglaise. Le recours à de tels services 
de la part des étudiants soulève des questions d’éthique et d’intégrité académique 
en plus de questionnements fondamentaux sur l’a  ribution de la valeur accordée 
au travail exigé pour la production de textes écrits et l’enseignement de l’écri-
ture. Qui plus est, le terme de correction est ambigu puisqu’il ne permet pas 
de déterminer dans quelle mesure les correcteurs interviennent dans les textes 
écrits des étudiants. Si on accorde une a  ention grandissante au recours des étu-
diants de cycle supérieur aux services de correction, on reconnaît de plus en plus 
que certains étudiants de premier cycle y font appel eux aussi. En réponse à ces 
questions, Réviseurs Canada (2018) a récemment publié de nouvelles directives 
pour la révision éthique de textes rédigés par des étudiants qui délimitent pour la 
première fois les normes applicables à la révision professionnelle de textes d’étu-
diants de premier cycle et de cycle supérieur. Ces normes défi nissent clairement 
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les pratiques acceptables chez les réviseurs, les étudiants, et les enseignants uni-
versitaires, mais elles s’appliquent uniquement aux étudiants qui recourent à des 
services de correction de texte affi  liés à Réviseurs Canada. Le présent essai résume 
les principales considérations du débat sur la correction de texte dans le but de 
perme  re d’off rir aux établissements et aux salles de classe des politiques de cor-
rection plus claires susceptibles de compléter les directives de Réviseurs Canada 
et de s’appliquer à l’ensemble de la population étudiante.

: editing, proofreading, academic writing, academic integrity

As for-profi t English language proofreading services have become readily 
available via the Internet, there has been growing concern within Anglo-
sphere universities about postsecondary students’ use of such services for 
academic writing. The past two decades have witnessed the emergence of 
a “discourse of moral panic” (Harwood, 2018, p. 475) around proofreading 
that foregrounds issues of ethics and academic integrity. The proofreading 
debate is complex, exposing multiple tensions among students, instructors, 
and administrators. On the one hand, students may resort to proofreading 
to compensate for struggles with English and/or academic writing, and there 
is rising concern that this practice may hinder their development of writing 
and/or communication skills. On the other hand, the instructional context 
should be taken into account, as students’ engagement in proofreading prac-
tices may refl ect their adoption of or resistance to the dominant ideologies 
and power dynamics circulating within their institutions (e.g., Barton & Ham-
ilton, 2000; Blommaert, Street, Turner, & Sco  , 2007; Clark & Ivanič, 1997). 
The debate surrounding students’ use of proofreading therefore presents an 
opportunity for universities to examine the ways in which institutional fac-
tors, such as admissions standards, course instructional objectives, provision 
of on-campus writing support services, and academic integrity policies, may 
shape students’ writing practices and the types of support they come to rely 
on. The time is ripe for such introspection, as Editors Canada (2018b) has re-
cently released new guidelines for ethical editing of student texts that, for the 
fi rst time, delineate standards for professional editing of both undergraduate 
and graduate student texts, refl ecting a need for complementary institutional 
policies that apply to all students. 

The aim of this Perspectives piece is to provoke a comprehensive and equi-
table institutional response to the issue of third-party proofreading in higher 
education. Toward this end, I draw on research and scholarship on proof-
reading and academic writing instruction as well as my personal experience 
of 5 years’ employment as a senior editor for an online proofreading fi rm. In 
that role, I edited more than 7,000 documents submi  ed by clients from all 
over the world, ranging from e-mails a few sentences in length to dissertation 
manuscripts of hundreds of pages. Although most clients were anonymous to 
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me, the types of texts they submi  ed for editing and the personal information 
they shared in those texts gave some indication of their demographics if not 
their identities: Most were postsecondary students writing in English as an 
additional language. Over time, I developed an interest in the sociopolitical 
forces that would compel such students to purchase proofreading services for 
their academic work, and I decided to pursue research on these issues. In the 
following pages, I summarize key considerations in the proofreading debate 
and then present further recommendations for universities and instructors 
on addressing students’ use of proofreading in light of Editors Canada’s new 
guidelines. 

The Problem of Terminology

A signifi cant issue underlying the proofreading debate is the ambiguity of 
the term proofreading itself. In the publishing industry, proofreading refers to a 
quality check on an already edited manuscript (Editors Canada, n.d.; Mata-
rese, 2016); in other words, it is the fi nal step before a work goes to print. 
In academic contexts, however, instructors who suggest that students fi nd 
a proofreader and students who approach academic support centres with 
requests for proofreading seem to have something else in mind (e.g., Ander-
son, 2017; Okuda & Anderson, 2018; Starfi eld, 2016). In higher education, 
proofreading may also encompass language or stylistic editing, which involves 
“clarifying meaning, eliminating jargon, smoothing language and other non-
mechanical line-by-line editing” (Editors Canada, n.d.), sometimes with the 
aim of “eliminating foreign infl uence” (Matarese, 2016, p. 38). Students or 
their instructors may even desire a substantive or structural edit, which in-
cludes suggestions or changes to organization and content as well (Editors 
Canada, n.d.). Here, I use the terms edit and proofread interchangeably in ref-
erence to third-party corrective interventions in student writing (following 
Harwood, Austin, & Macaulay, 2009) and occasionally refer to specifi c forms 
of editing.

Inconsistent terminology contributes to much confusion among students, 
instructors, and even proofreaders over what constitutes an ethical and insti-
tutionally acceptable level of intervention in student writing (Harwood, 2019; 
Kim & LaBianca, 2018; McNally & Kooyman, 2017). Examining proofreaders’ 
practices in the U.K. context, for example, Harwood (2018) found great varia-
tion in the extent to which 14 proofreaders intervened when given the same 
master’s-level essay. Depths of intervention ranged from individuals who 
preferred to make comments and refrained from direct corrections to oth-
ers who eff ectively rewrote sections of the text—and sometimes introduced 
errors. In an extension of that study, Harwood (2019) considered the same 
proofreaders’ views on ethical proofreading policies and described a range of 
perspectives. Some proofreaders adopted a moral stance, arguing that com-
prehensive proofreading might allow students to submit texts that misrepre-
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sented their actual writing ability. A related concern was that students might 
not think it necessary to work to develop their writing skills, and they might 
plateau in their writing ability while becoming dependent on their editors. At 
the other extreme, some of Harwood’s (2018, 2019) participants were willing 
to make more substantial changes, such as to off er suggestions on content 
and ideas or even to restructure parts of a text, though some expressed doubt 
over whether these practices were ethical. Given such variation in practices, it 
is not surprising that proofreading has proven diffi  cult to regulate.

In Pursuit of Wri  enness

To understand students’ reasons for using proofreading services, it is neces-
sary to examine the ways in which value is allo  ed to certain qualities of 
academic writing. To this end, Turner (2018) has characterized proofreading 
as a euphemism for the process of a  aining wri  enness, defi ned as “the writ-
ten nature of the text, the culture of evaluation surrounding the quality of the 
writing, and the wider socio-symbolic eff ects that this issue has in academic 
culture” (p. 205). Wri  enness thus encompasses both the textual end product 
and the recognizable labor that has gone into producing it. In academic writ-
ing, the presence of wri  enness is expected and generally goes unmarked, 
whereas its absence is likely to be noticed and can be interpreted in any num-
ber of ways: as a show of disrespect for one’s reader; as resistance to improv-
ing one’s writing ability or one’s English in general; as a poor refl ection on 
one’s instructor, supervisor, or institution; or—perhaps most concerningly—
as an indication of intellectual inferiority (Turner, 2015b, 2018). These con-
cerns are particularly acute at the postgraduate level, where the reputations 
of research supervisors as well as institutions are linked to students’ ability 
to publish and dissertate (Turner, 2015b). It is thus understandable that the 
pressure to succeed under such high stakes might compel students to pursue 
proofreading on their own or when prompted by supervisors. 

Such requests do not appear to be limited to graduate students, however. 
Among 145 students surveyed as part of my recent mixed methods study at a 
Canadian university, roughly half of whom were undergraduates, about one 
in fi ve reported that an instructor or supervisor had asked them to have their 
writing edited, at similar rates among undergraduates as among graduate 
students (Conrad, 2018). These fi ndings expose an additional tension in the 
proofreading debate: some instructors’ resistance to taking responsibility for 
helping students to improve their wri  en English. Multiple studies have ob-
served a discursive separation of writing from disciplinary meaning-making 
in higher education (Starke-Meyerring, Paré, Sun, & El-Bezre, 2014; Turner, 
2012; Woodward-Kron, 2007), which results in the marginalization of “writ-
ing work”—that is, the teaching, correction, and assessment of writing (Tuck, 
2016). At the undergraduate level, writing work may be aff orded relatively 
low value, unevenly distributed to those of lower status (such as graduate 
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students), and therefore resented by instructors or even considered risky to 
take on in lieu of more highly rewarded (and pleasurable) tasks (Séror, 2009; 
Tuck, 2016). At the graduate level, research supervisors may take more per-
sonal responsibility for their students’ writing in recognition that the writing 
refl ects on them as supervisors (Turner, 2015b), yet they may also reach a 
point of not wanting to correct recurrent errors (Conrad, 2018; Turner, 2015b). 
At both levels, instructors may lack training on how to teach writing or feel 
insecure doing so, especially if they have struggled with English or standard 
wri  en English in their own careers. Even those who recognize the impor-
tance of writing—or wri  enness—in their disciplines may not want to devote 
time to writing instruction and feedback (Tuck, 2016). University instructors 
may view the enforcement of standard wri  en English in particular to be 
outside their purview, and researchers have documented numerous cases 
of instructors and supervisors who resisted reading or evaluating students’ 
texts until they had been proofread by a third party (Conrad, 2018; Ke  le, 
2017; Starfi eld, 2016). In such cases, the withholding of writing correction 
may serve to position students as weak writers and/or defi cient English 
speakers who must depend on others to fulfi ll the writing objectives of their 
courses or programs. 

Scaff old or Crutch?

Students’ use of proofreading raises additional questions regarding the de-
gree to which students take responsibility for their own learning. In 2003, a 
professor at Simon Fraser University (SFU) ignited a local debate by issuing 
failing grades to two students who had hired the same tutor to edit their 
papers for a course in teaching English as a second language (Edgar, 2003; 
McMartin, 2003; O’Brian, 2003). The tutor had mistakenly returned the same 
fi le to both students, who then unwi  ingly submi  ed identical papers to the 
professor. The original author of the paper contested the grade, and a disci-
plinary panel ruled that the assignment must be regraded. Yet the professor 
refused to review the paper on moral grounds, arguing that the student de-
served an F for hiring someone to rewrite her assignment. 

The incident at SFU gave rise to several arguments that remain relevant 
today. There is growing concern that by engaging the services of a proof-
reader, students may evade the responsibility to develop their own writing 
or language skills (e.g., Scurr, 2006). An additional cause for consternation, 
especially among those who conceive of writing practices as an aspect of 
students’ academic identity formation, is that students who submit texts for 
proofreading may relinquish authorial ownership to the proofreader (Myers, 
2003). It has also been argued that if a proofreader intervenes directly in a 
text, then students may not understand why certain changes have been made, 
they may accept changes without refl ection, or they may benefi t from the 
proofreader’s own thought process and vocabulary (Harwood et al., 2009; 
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Kruger & Bevan-Dye, 2010; Scurr, 2006). As the owner of an online editing 
company based in Australia, Lines (2016) observed that some student clients 
did not even realize that their writing had been edited if the revised version 
was mistakenly returned to them without tracked changes, a situation I also 
witnessed several times as an editor. These observations suggest that some 
students may not be able to spot the nonstandard features in their own writ-
ing and, upon receiving a proofread text, may not recognize which features 
have been edited or the extent of alteration. As a result, they may not realize 
the amount of work that has gone into proofreading their texts, and they may 
be disinclined or unable to learn from the proofreader’s edits. 

The proofreader’s degree of familiarity with the student’s discipline is 
an additional consideration. A proofreader familiar with the student’s fi eld 
may intervene too much by providing content-related suggestions or cor-
rections that would be more appropriate from an instructor or supervisor 
(see, for example, Harwood, 2019), yet a proofreader unfamiliar with the 
student’s fi eld may make injudicious edits that could interfere with the ac-
curate expression of meaning (Harwood, 2018; Turner, 2018). Finally, some 
academics have complained that students can receive credit for proofreaders’ 
work (Scurr, 2006), which often goes unacknowledged. If there is potential for 
proofreading to aff ect students’ grades or other academic outcomes, then the 
ethical dilemma is apparent, and this issue is further complicated if students 
have paid for such services. Above all, the SFU incident revealed that use of 
proofreading services occupies a gray area in institutional academic integrity 
policies, a situation that at some institutions persists more than 15 years later 
(Conrad, 2018). A curious detail in this case is that the off ending students’ 
use of proofreading was detected only because of the tutor’s mistake, which 
raises the question of how often instructors are unaware of their students’ use 
of third-party proofreading. 

Proofreading and International Students

It is likely no coincidence that a  ention to proofreading in research and the 
media has grown alongside a dramatic increase in international student 
enrolment in Canada and globally since the year 2000 (Anderson, 2015) and, 
in turn, that the use of professional proofreading by international students 
in particular has been a point of focus in the proofreading debate (Corcoran, 
Gagné, & McIntosh, 2018; Harwood et al., 2009; Shaw, 2014; Turner, 2015a). 
As the higher education system has become increasingly governed by global 
market forces (Starfi eld, 2016), public universities in Canada and elsewhere 
have grown reliant on international students’ higher tuition fees as one source 
to off set decreases in state funding (Anderson, 2015). Within this neoliberal 
university system, international students are positioned as consumers of edu-
cation in a global marketplace, subject to discourses of personal responsibility 
and market-based values in every aspect of their lives (Starfi eld, 2016). When 
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these discourses converge with the marketing of English as a “universal 
‘basic skill’” (Phillipson, 2017, n.p.) and the valorization of standard wri  en 
English in higher education (Heng Hartse & Kubota, 2014), it is unsurprising 
that some students view an off er to standardize and improve their writing as 
a worthwhile investment. 

Indeed, many in the proofreading industry, including the tutor whose 
mistake initiated the SFU controversy, have argued that universities have cre-
ated the very problem of proofreading they now contend with, as declining 
admissions standards in response to competition for international students 
have led to off ers of admission being extended to students whose writing 
skills do not yet meet the demands of university-level study (Harwood, Aus-
tin, & Macaulay, 2010; Lines, 2016; see also Starfi eld, 2016). From this per-
spective, when universities admit students knowing that they may struggle 
with academic English upon arrival, they should not then penalize those stu-
dents for seeking assistance (see also Corcoran et al., 2018). It is worth noting 
that use of proofreading is not limited to international students; in fact, the 
majority of participants in my recent study of proofreading at a Canadian 
university were domestic students who identifi ed as native or near-native 
English speakers (Conrad, 2018). Nevertheless, international student partici-
pants were more likely than their domestic counterparts to fi nd a proofreader 
online and to pay for proofreading services, indicating that policies on profes-
sional editing services may disproportionately aff ect international students.

The Sticky Subject of Payment

Further complicating the proofreading debate is the issue of profi t. An oft-
repeated concern is that students who can aff ord commercial proofreading 
services have an unfair advantage over those who cannot (Scurr, 2006). Stu-
dents’ personal fi nances indeed determine the types of services available to 
them, as the cost of proofreading is assessed in diff erent ways and varies 
widely. Many online proofreading fi rms charge by a combination of word 
count and deadline, off ering turnarounds from just a few hours to a few days 
or a week. Some also off er multiple service tiers, with the option to receive a 
more substantive edit at a premium. Others charge by the hour or off er a fl at 
rate for certain types of documents. At rates of a few cents per word, editing 
services for multiple term papers or an entire thesis manuscript could end 
up costing a student thousands of dollars (see, for example, Corcoran et al., 
2018; Lines, 2016).

My professional experience showed that some clients also get a be  er 
return on their investment than others. When price is based on word or page 
count, proofreading to catch minor typos costs the same as a more substan-
tive edit. And if proofreaders are compensated on commission rather than 
hourly, they may speed through documents to raise the bo  om line. At the 
fi rm where I worked, employees were encouraged to aim for 20,000 words 
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per day, which required a rapid pace and discouraged thoughtful editing. 
Some editors complained profusely about being slowed down by error-fi lled 
texts, and unfortunately, some passed nasty judgements on such texts’ au-
thors. These examples illustrate that in some cases, proofreaders do not re-
spect student clients or their academic goals—an unfortunate downside to 
the use of online platforms where client and proofreader are anonymous to 
each other and pay is not directly linked to the quality of proofreading. 

Toward a Defi nitive Approach to Ethical Editing

Editors Canada’s new guidelines for ethical editing of student texts seek to 
address the multitude of issues surrounding proofreading in the interest of 
professional editors and their clients. In December 2018, these guidelines re-
placed the 2006 Guidelines for Editing Theses, which pertained only to doctoral 
theses. In recognition that use of professional proofreading is not limited to 
doctoral students, Editors Canada has now produced separate guidelines for 
undergraduate and graduate student texts, both of which place a renewed 
emphasis on ethical editing. The aim of both guidelines is to aid students, 
their instructors or supervisors, and professional editors “to ensure that the 
work students submit is their own” (Editors Canada, 2018a, 2018c); however, 
the extent of editing deemed acceptable diff ers between guidelines.

The purpose of editing for undergraduates, Editors Canada (2018c) em-
phasizes, is not to improve students’ grades. Instead, the guidelines encour-
age taking a more instructional role: Editors should fl ag but not fi x errors 
and limit their a  ention to “grammar, idiom, punctuation, spelling, and me-
chanics” (Editors Canada, 2018c, p. 2), refraining from stylistic or structural 
editing. At the graduate level, the guidelines provide more leeway, allowing 
limited stylistic and structural editing with consent from the student and 
supervisor. Both guidelines apply to all student work, including term papers 
and theses at both levels and the addition of journal articles at the graduate 
level. Neither document pertains specifi cally to nonnative English-speaking 
students; both merely point out that most instructors “take the a  itude that 
students seeking degrees from anglophone universities should be able to 
present and defend their ideas in comprehensible English” (Editors Canada, 
2018a, p. 3; 2018c, p. 5), providing a way out for editors who are uncom-
fortable editing for students with a low level of English profi ciency. At the 
graduate level, however, there is acknowledgement that some supervisors 
“are more lenient when editing the writing of non-native English speakers, 
particularly when their research makes a signifi cant contribution to knowl-
edge” (Editors Canada, 2018a, p. 1). Both documents stipulate that students 
must obtain wri  en permission from an instructor or supervisor to receive 
editing. To facilitate adherence to the guidelines and help clarify expecta-
tions for all stakeholders, Editors Canada has published an accompanying 
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permission form that can be adapted for use with students at any level of 
higher education.

The Editors Canada guidelines off er a timely response to the rise of proof-
reading in higher education, and at the very least, they should be endorsed 
by Canadian universities. Yet in many contexts a more comprehensive re-
sponse is warranted, as the guidelines alone cannot prevent unethical use of 
proofreading. A serious limitation of the guidelines is that they apply only 
to professional editing, failing to address students’ use of corrective services 
from other sources, such as friends, family members, academic support ser-
vices and writing centres, or automated writing checkers. Another unfortu-
nate reality is that students who do not wish to adhere to the Editors Canada 
guidelines could easily hire an editing provider based outside of Canada. 
And the required permission form, though well-meaning, is cumbersome for 
both students and faculty and could discourage students from choosing an 
Editors Canada affi  liate. Overall, the guidelines place too much responsibility 
for ethical editing on editors and do not hold students accountable for their 
choice of services. When questions of ethics arise, universities will not have 
recourse unless they have adopted their own policies on proofreading. 

Research has shown that both proofreaders and academic faculty believe 
the extent of proofreading should be adapted to students’ abilities (Harwood, 
2019; McNally & Kooyman, 2017), and therefore a top-down policy may not 
be the best approach for meeting students’ diverse needs. In addition to Edi-
tors Canada’s blanket policies for undergraduate or graduate students, it may 
be  er serve departments and instructors to develop more specifi c policies in 
alignment with their instructional objectives as well as local and institutional 
contexts and exigencies. In this respect, it is worth considering that numerous 
ideological forces may underlie a student’s decision to purchase proofread-
ing. Whether consciously or not, students may be infl uenced by institutional 
and societal discourses on language standardization, the privileging of stan-
dard English over global varieties, and previous experiences of receiving 
negative and/or biased assessment of wri  en work. Some students are aware 
that lexicogrammatical errors may be read as indexical of carelessness, poor 
education, or intellectual defi cit (Conrad, 2018; Davila, 2012; Turner, 2018), 
and in this sense, their use of proofreading may refl ect an empowered choice 
to control their scholarly image. There may be power imbalances in students’ 
relationships with their instructors or supervisors, and they may also be re-
ceiving mixed messages about their writing from instructors with varying 
orientations to language standards and wri  en corrective feedback. A truly 
equitable response to proofreading would avoid punitive measures and take 
these aspects of the sociopolitical context of writing into account.

The idea of students using proofreading cuts to the heart of what it means 
to be a university English language and/or writing teacher and raises chal-
lenging questions about academic integrity, authorship, and language stan-
dardization in higher education. It is my hope that the discussion presented 



TESL CANADA JOURNAL/REVUE TESL DU CANADA 181
VOLUME 36, ISSUE 1, 2019

here will prompt instructors to refl ect on this issue in all its complexity in 
order to address it openly in the classroom. A proactive response is recom-
mended: From the outset, students should receive clear guidance on what 
types of support will be allowed for coursework and what they are expected 
to do on their own. Instructors could take a student-centred approach to 
this task by asking students to analyze hypothetical scenarios about various 
degrees of third-party involvement in academic writing and facilitating a 
discussion of what types of intervention are acceptable. Most importantly, 
classroom proofreading policies should align with instructors’ personal val-
ues as well as institutional recommendations. By developing policies to com-
plement Editors Canada’s guidelines at all levels of the institution, instructors 
and department administrators can clarify expectations for all stakeholders in 
the interest of promoting ethical use of support for academic writing.
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