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Gradline Editor 
Tracey Duncombe 
talks to Emma Sheppard
about her work as a
medical editor and her
aspirations of becoming
a science journalist.

Q What does editing
involve?

‘As a Medical Editor 
at Science Press I am
involved in almost every
stage of the publishing
process. We publish
books aimed at GPs to
inform them of the latest
drugs on the market. 
Our clients are the pharmaceutical companies who
manufacture the drugs.

It’s a varied job, which involves taking a book from 
the manuscript stage through to the final printed
version. Some days I edit the text (for sense as well as
content) and other days I edit on-screen, proofread or
check advances from the printers. I’ve been trained
how to edit properly according to our house style,
using the special symbols editors use to denote 
what should happen to the text. Once I’ve edited a
manuscript I then have to make changes to the Word
document and mark the text and figures to be typeset.
This is when the text is laid out on pages as it would
appear in the final copy. After checking once more for
errors the book then goes to the client. Sometimes
they may query parts of the text and I have to liaise with
the author to ensure that the final book satisfies the
author, the client and Science Press, which can take
some time! Once we get permission to go ahead the
files are sent to the printer. My final task is to check the
printer proofs to ensure that the colour is correct and
the files have not corrupted.

It is very rewarding when I receive the book advances
as the whole process takes many months from receipt
of the manuscript to publication. As well as working on
my own projects I proofread other people’s work,
including Spanish and Portuguese texts, which is very
interesting as I speak neither language.

I’ve been very lucky in having such a good first job. It
has provided me with a firm grounding in the basics of
publishing and I’ve learnt many new skills that will help
me to develop my career.’

Q Where do you see your career developing?

‘My dream job has always been to write for New
Scientist or a similar publication. I emailed New
Scientist about getting work experience and ended up
shadowing an Opinion Editor for the day. I learnt many
useful techniques, including the standard notation
used by sub-editors and how to edit a piece of work to
fit a page, skills that I now use daily. I was shown the
integrated nature of journalism and the links between
each department, which are needed to produce the
perfect publication. He convinced me that publishing
was a good way to get into writing.’

Q Do you think you’ve 
got what it takes?

‘I hope so. While I was at
university I tried to get lots
of relevant experience to
set me above other
candidates. In my first
year I joined my student
newspaper, the Warwick
Boar, and wrote weekly
for the News section. I
enjoyed writing in this
style as it was informative,
like scientific writing, and
it was fun to interview
people and create a slant
on each story. I entered
the Daily Telegraph

Young Science Writer of the Year Awards 2000 
and was very surprised to reach the finals with a piece
on the role of Campylobacter in food poisoning.

I have been interested in writing scientific 
material since doing my A-levels and was very 
pleased to discover that a Science Communication
course was one of the available modules in my degree.
The course comprised a series of workshop sessions
run by an ex-New Scientist journalist. Our group
carried out role-plays of interviews and came up 
with ideas for museum exhibits and National Science
Week. It all culminated in the production of a small
portfolio of work that demonstrated how I could
communicate science in different ways. The
coursework varied from interviewing a member of 
staff about research and writing an article on it to
planning a radio show and designing a leaflet to 
inform the general public about stem cell research. 
I put a lot of hard work into my portfolio as I was
determined to do well. I was over the moon when I 
got the result. I got a first class mark. It was
confirmation that I was actually good at doing
something I enjoyed so much.

To get a job in the media you must have a lot of
experience and useful contacts. I decided to make 
the most of my university holidays by getting some
relevant experience. As well as shadowing someone 
at New Scientist, I arranged to shadow an Anglia TV
news presenter to see what television work was like.
After standing outside a courthouse for most of the
day without getting an interview I decided that perhaps
television was not the career for me! I instead chose 
to follow a career in print and I’m now trying hard to
expand my portfolio and get more work published.’

Q Where do you go from here?

‘I’m trying to create more opportunities for myself 
by approaching different companies for freelance
work. I have recently passed a test for a website that
produces health news so hopefully I’ll be carrying out
work for them in the near future. I’m also writing a
chapter in a biology textbook, which I’m looking
forward to seeing published. Maybe my next job will
have more of a writing role, but I’m pretty happy with
what I’ve achieved so far.’
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