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Jun Cowan

Deposit-scale structural geology consultant | Leapfrog software conceptual founder |
Analysed over 600 drilled deposits

An affair to remember

I have a confession to make.

I’ve been cheating.

I’ve been creating an illusion—pulling wool over everyone’s eyes for a very long time and
no one knows about it.

I have built this illusion for nearly 20 years through a clandestine relationship with a
married woman. But it’s high time I ‘fessed up publicly because this mystery woman
reminded me that our relationship has, in fact, outlasted my own marriage!

https://www.linkedin.com/in/juncowan/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/what-do-when-right-words-wont-come-out-jun-cowan/
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But I’m addicted to her.

I can’t resist this woman.

I simply cannot let her go, and I never will because over the years she has profoundly

changed my life. She makes me sound clever, intelligent, and eloquent, and all the right

words pour out of me when I interact with her, as if I’m Cary Grant. So how can I possibly

say ‘No’ to her bewitching powers?!

Who exactly is this source my addiction, you ask?

It’s Rhonda Bracey, my technical editor for nearly 20 years!

That’s right. The essence of what you’re reading, right now, is mine, but the final words

that you see are given birth only after Rhonda goes over my written manuscript with her

(figurative) red pen and performs this mystical magical thing called copyediting. What

results is a transformation of something akin to a bad essay written by a 13-year-old who

prefers to stay up to midnight playing Fortnite instead of doing his English homework, to

brilliant prose which brings tears to the eyes of the said 13-year-old’s English teacher.

Hey, I have plenty of material to write about, but I do need help, as the example below

clearly shows. (The published version of this draft can be found here.)

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/fundamental-reason-why-your-geological-models-maybe-completely-cowan/
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Why I hire a technical copyeditor

Ask yourself: Why do you write?

I’m not sure about you, but I want to communicate my ideas to my audience as clearly and

succinctly as I possibly can. I want my words to be understood by my audience and not

confuse them. I want what I write to be beneficial to them, so that’s why I hire Rhonda

because she clarifies my message.

The main reason I initially hired Rhonda is simple—I was not a confident writer. I was 
raised in Japan in a bilingual Japanese- and English-speaking family and thus I wasn’t 
competent with either language. I moved to Sydney when I was a teenager and I promptly 
failed high school English, which prevented me from applying to some of the top-rated 
universities in Australia.

Despite my lack of confidence with writing, even as an adult with a PhD in my chosen

profession of geology, I’ve always had really interesting questions and ideas that I’ve

wanted to write about. But my lack of writing skills hampered me.

Lessons from my early writing experiences

Before I started working with Rhonda, I’d published a couple of technical journal papers

based on my PhD research. I put a lot of time and effort into these manuscripts, and I was

excited when they were published because my ideas were completely different from the

accepted narrative. It’s been more than 20 years since my papers were published, yet my

ideas have effectively been ignored. I believe that the main reason for this is that my

papers were read by perhaps a handful of academics, and they probably missed or

misunderstood the punchline hidden in my jungle of words.

If scientific papers are not understood, or worse, not read properly due to lack of

readability, then the ideas locked within them simply don’t see the light of day. Well,

perhaps they might be discovered someday, well after you’ve been pushing up daisies, but

what’s the fun in that? I realised after this experience that I had to do something

drastically different with my writing. I decided to force myself to write publicly, and follow

the 3 Rules that I had formulated.
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Rule 1: Write in your own voice

When was the last time you read a technical paper published in a refereed journal and 
devoured every word from start to finish?

If you’re like me, that’d be a very rare experience. For most papers, I skim read rather 
than read every word. If I do find myself enjoying reading every word, then there’s 
something profoundly different about these papers, which usually comes down to one 
simple thing—readability.

Academic technical writing during the late 20th century has evolved into a type of 
signalling competition between jargon addicts. You get the impression that authors are 
trying really hard to not communicate the important message to the reader. The excessive 
use of jargon, and long strung-out sentences drown those important messages in an ocean 
of words. I’m not the only one who thinks this. Professor Inger Mewburn, the Director of 
Research Training at the Australian National University expressed a similar thought in 
her blog post:

‘Academic writing, as a genre, is ritualised, peculiar, archaic and does almost as much to
hide knowledge as it does to share it. Mastering academic writing is just as much about
signalling you are the member of an ‘in-group’ as it is about conveying ideas’

So, for me, overly complex sentences and excessive use of jargon was out, irrespective of 
the final publication mode—whether it’s an article for a blog post like this, or a conference 
or journal paper. I try to be conversational. I simply write as if I’m talking to you in 
person. Yes, I actually sound like the way I write. Isn’t that a radical concept—to actually 
write the way you speak, in plain language?!

Many academics may disagree with this approach, but there are some who use plain

language and get published in high-profile refereed journals. A recent review article on

folding by Nabavi and Fossen (2021) is a great example of a writing style that’s simple and

easily understandable. Perhaps it’s significant that the first language of the two authors

isn’t English?

https://thesiswhisperer.com/2020/06/10/why-academic-writing-sucks-and-how-we-can-fix-it/
https://thesiswhisperer.com/2020/06/10/why-academic-writing-sucks-and-how-we-can-fix-it/
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Rule 2: Make it emotionally relatable

Logic does not persuade, but emotional connection does.

If left to my default mode, I would always write like Mr Spock from Star Trek—entirely 
focused on logic—but this only reaches a minority of the audience and that’s not enough 
to persuade the community. The rest are only convinced if they can connect emotionally 
to what I’m writing about—this could be something as silly as Tom Cruise’s crooked teeth, 
which is fine for a blog post, but not something I can normally do in journal articles. 
However, I still try to insert some little detail that would interest my readers. In a journal 
paper this might be some unusual historical background that most readers may not be 
aware of, thus placing the entire paper into a completely different context.

Rule 3: Make it readable

All my writings address scientific issues, so I must be accurate in what I say, but not so 
technically prescriptive that the text detracts from the main message I’m trying to convey. 
This is where the skills of a technical editor like Rhonda becomes invaluable.

A technical editor is not just someone who corrects the sentences or the spelling and 
grammar, although she does those things too. Her main job is to make my writing clear, 
consistent, and as brief as necessary without losing meaning. She advocates for the 
reader, and tries to achieve a ‘plain language’ document (e.g. by removing word clutter, 
such as redundant, filler, and vague words). There’s way more than this, of course; for a 
specific list of what she can do for your document, check out her ‘triage’ list of editing 
tasks: https://cybertext.com.au/editing_levels.html. See also the Resources section of 
this article, below, for more information.

Plain language will help YOU, as it helped me

Never in my wildest dreams as a young university student did I imagine my future self as 
a writer. Never did I think that people would actually read what I wrote and give me 
positive feedback about it. After all, my low confidence in my writing skills was a major 
reason why I moved away from the academic career that I’d pursued in my 20s. I had no 
problem with the science—I just couldn’t write clearly.

My personal ‘Pulitzer moment’ occurred in 2016 when I wrote a LinkedIn article (that 
Rhonda edited) imagining how the prize-winning physicist and scientist Richard 
Feynman would have solved geological problems. Not one, but two professional writers 
got in touch with me and told me how much they enjoyed reading my article. One was a 
ghost writer who has a New York Times best seller as one of his career achievements. It 
was at this moment I realised that perhaps I, a village boy from the mountains of Japan 
with poor English skills, can actually do what I thought was impossible—improve on that 
one skill that I had zero confidence in.

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-gold-deposits-like-tom-cruise-nothing-justin-bieber-jun-cowan/
https://cybertext.com.au/editing_levels.html
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-gold-deposits-like-tom-cruise-nothing-justin-bieber-jun-cowan/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/richard-feynman-geologist-jun-cowan/
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I’m lucky to have had an excellent teacher along the way—Rhonda, who didn’t teach me 
directly, but through her comments and track changes in Microsoft Word taught me by 
showing how it’s done. Over the years her edits have slowly and positively influenced my 
writing ability. She has unknowingly helped me to become a confident writer, and for 
that, my years with Rhonda is an 'affair' that I’ll always remember.
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Jun Cowan is a structural geological consultant, specialising in the interpretation of 
mineral deposits at the deposit-scale. He is the conceptual founder of Leapfrog Software, 
which is now being used by many international mining and mineral exploration 
companies—a software that resulted from private R&D collaboration undertaken by a 
joint venture between SRK Consulting Australasia (where Jun worked) and New 
Zealand company, ARANZ. Out of his home in Fremantle, Western Australia, he consults 
to mineral industry clients around the world and enjoys sharing his crazy ideas with his 
clients and online colleagues. This and other articles, mainly focused on geological 
subjects, are available from LinkedIn.

Resources

Are you ready to have an 'affair' with a copyeditor?

Below are valuable websites where you can find out more about professional editors near

you. What’s been extremely valuable for me is that Rhonda is experienced in working with

geological texts [Rhonda here: I am NOT a geologist], so I’d recommend that you look for

professional editors who are experienced in your field of expertise, or at the every least,

familiar with technical and/or scientific material. An editor who specialises in romantic

fiction is only useful if you’ve written romantic fiction!

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/richard-feynman-geologist-jun-cowan/
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/s/hdaq58zus41y80k/1991_Cowan_Large_scale_fluvial_architecture_of_the_Westwater_Canyon_Mbr_SEPM_5aa8db7fda.pdf
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/s/15n35uxe4e5hxeu/1999_Cowan_Initial_geometry_of_the_Sudbury_Igneous_Complex_Tectonophysics_5e1fabb541.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.earscirev.2021.103812
https://www.linkedin.com/in/juncowan/
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/s/hdaq58zus41y80k/1991_Cowan_Large_scale_fluvial_architecture_of_the_Westwater_Canyon_Mbr_SEPM_5aa8db7fda.pdf
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/s/15n35uxe4e5hxeu/1999_Cowan_Initial_geometry_of_the_Sudbury_Igneous_Complex_Tectonophysics_5e1fabb541.pdf
https://www.linkedin.com/in/juncowan/
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Editors available for hire

Most major English-speaking countries have professional editors’ associations that list 
members for hire, often with their expertise/genre, location etc. and a facility to filter on 
various aspects, such as subject matter (e.g. you don’t want a fiction editor if you’re 
looking for someone to edit a medical journal article). Some of these associations also 
publish pay rates and other information to guide those looking to hire an editor.

Australia/NZ: IPEd (Institute of Professional Editors): https://www.iped-editors.org/; 
Find and editor: https://www.iped-editors.org/find-an-editor/; pay rates:

https://www.iped-editors.org/about-editing/editors-pay-rates/

US/world: ACES: The Society for Editing: https://aceseditors.org/; Editors for hire: 
https://aceseditors.org/resources/for-hire

Canada: Editors Canada: https://www.editors.ca/; Online Directory of Editors:

https://www.editors.ca/ode/search; various editing skills:

https://www.editors.ca/hire/definitions-editorial-skills; also

https://www.editors.ca/local-groups/toronto/find-work-or-find-editor/what-editors-

charge

UK/world: CIEP (Chartered institute of Editing and Proofreading):

https://www.ciep.uk/; directory of editors: https://www.ciep.uk/directory; suggested 
minimum rates: https://www.ciep.uk/resources/suggested-minimum-rates/

US/world: EFA (Editorial Freelancers Association): https://www.the-efa.org/; hire a 
freelancer: https://www.the-efa.org/hiring/; 2020 rates survey: https://www.the-

efa.org/rates/

About Rhonda Bracey

Rhonda Bracey (Rhonda.Bracey@cybertext.com.au) is a member of IPEd and ACES. She 
has spoken on technical writing and editing and Microsoft Word at conferences and 
webinars in Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and the US since 2002. Her website details 
her services. She also writes a blog (https://cybertext.wordpress.com/) that attracts more 
than a million viewers each year and contains tips and tricks relating to writing, editing, 
and Microsoft Word.

Just to give you a flavour of the level of service you can get from a technical editor, I asked 
Rhonda to edit some passages from two papers I’d written long before I started working 
with her. I have captured her corrections, as is. As the author, I can choose to accept or 
reject her editorial suggestions.

The first passage is from Cowan (1991) and the last two are from Cowan (1999).

https://www.iped-editors.org/
https://www.iped-editors.org/find-an-editor/
https://www.iped-editors.org/about-editing/editors-pay-rates/
https://aceseditors.org/
https://aceseditors.org/resources/for-hire
https://www.editors.ca/
https://www.editors.ca/ode/search
https://www.editors.ca/hire/definitions-editorial-skills
https://www.editors.ca/local-groups/toronto/find-work-or-find-editor/what-editors-charge
https://www.ciep.uk/
https://www.ciep.uk/directory
https://www.ciep.uk/resources/suggested-minimum-rates/
https://www.the-efa.org/
https://www.the-efa.org/hiring/
https://www.the-efa.org/rates/
http://mailto:Rhonda.Bracey@cybertext.com.au/
https://cybertext.com.au/
https://cybertext.wordpress.com/
https://cybertext.com.au/
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Useful websites

The Comprehensive guide to finding, hiring, and working with an editor:

https://www.janefriedman.com/comprehensive-guide-to-finding-working-with-editors/

Reasons for hiring a professional editor:

https://www.editors.ca/hire/what-can-professional-editor-do-you;

https://intelligentediting.com/blog/you-should-hire-an-editor/;

https://www.editors.ca/hire/five-good-reasons;

https://cybertext.wordpress.com/2018/07/24/how-a-copyeditor-can-help-your-

business/

Catching potentially expensive errors of fact by hiring an editor:

https://cybertext.wordpress.com/2019/06/30/catching-potentially-expensive-errors-of-

fact/

You cannot get a professional service for free:

https://cybertext.wordpress.com/2011/08/17/he-wants-accurate-and-cheap-hes-

dreaming/

How long does editing take?:

https://cybertext.wordpress.com/2011/06/22/how-long-to-edit-a-50-page-software-

manual/

The bewildering list of tasks that copyeditors do!:

https://cybertext.wordpress.com/2011/05/17/copyediting-from-a-copyeditors-

perspective/

The best way to test an editor’s skills before hiring:

http://stc-techedit.org/corrigo/conversation-starter-how-can-we-better-determine-an-

editors-skill-before-hiring/; https://palimpsestediting.com/the-editors-

notebook/editors-and-editing-2/how-can-we-better-determine-an-editors-skill-before-

hiring

Preparing your copy for translation: https://aceseditors.org/news/2020/preparing-your-

copy-for-translation-7-tips-for-success

The excessive use of jargon alienates readers:

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-00580-w

https://www.janefriedman.com/comprehensive-guide-to-finding-working-with-editors/
https://www.editors.ca/hire/what-can-professional-editor-do-you
https://intelligentediting.com/blog/you-should-hire-an-editor/
https://www.editors.ca/hire/five-good-reasons
https://cybertext.wordpress.com/2018/07/24/how-a-copyeditor-can-help-your-business/
https://cybertext.wordpress.com/2019/06/30/catching-potentially-expensive-errors-of-fact/
https://cybertext.wordpress.com/2011/08/17/he-wants-accurate-and-cheap-hes-dreaming/
https://cybertext.wordpress.com/2011/06/22/how-long-to-edit-a-50-page-software-manual/
https://cybertext.wordpress.com/2011/05/17/copyediting-from-a-copyeditors-perspective/
http://stc-techedit.org/corrigo/conversation-starter-how-can-we-better-determine-an-editors-skill-before-hiring/
https://palimpsestediting.com/the-editors-notebook/editors-and-editing-2/how-can-we-better-determine-an-editors-skill-before-hiring
https://aceseditors.org/news/2020/preparing-your-copy-for-translation-7-tips-for-success
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-00580-w
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Why academic writing sucks:

https://thesiswhisperer.com/2020/06/10/why-academic-writing-sucks-and-how-we-

can-fix-it/

Published by

Jun Cowan

Deposit-scale structural geology consultant | Leapfrog software conceptual founder |

Analysed over 600 drilled deposits

This is a bit of a break from my usual geological articles, but something I really feel

passionate about—writing. If you are like me and struggle to express yourself in writing,

then this is an article for you. hashtag#geology hashtag#science hashtag#mining

hashtag#mineralexploration hashtag#writing hashtag#exploration hashtag#editing

hashtag#communication hashtag#copyediting hashtag#PhD

https://thesiswhisperer.com/2020/06/10/why-academic-writing-sucks-and-how-we-can-fix-it/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/juncowan/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/juncowan/
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=geology
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=science
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=mining
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=mineralexploration
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=writing
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=exploration
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=editing
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=communication
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=copyediting
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=phd
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