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Taming the Bronc: Microsoft Word for Writing Wranglers 

Introduction:  Microsoft Word (MS Word) is a bucking bronco. Writers—cowboys—need to 
learn how to break that bronc into a working partner. Skill in MS Word will save you hours of 
time and make your writing stand out to agents and editors. A small investment now in learning 
basic skills will pay huge dividends later, and you’ll have a mostly tamed mount to help you 
wrangle words. 

I. Invest in licensed copy of MS Word. 
A. Word is the industry standard in the publishing world. 
B. So-called “free” programs (Google Docs, OpenOffice, etc.) should only be used 

by masters. They can result in files that will “buck” your editor into the manure. 
C. Word is an investment in your profession.  
D. Caution: Office 365 version (Word Online) does not have all the features of the 

program you load on your computer. Certain tools and features were removed to 
streamline loading and make it work faster online. 

E. Instructions here are for the Windows environment. If you’re a Mac user, you’ll 
have to adapt. 
 

II. Make a folder for each project. 
A. Before you start working the horse, organize the barn. 
B. Save revisions and edits with new file name. 
C. Old versions or cut sections can be useful later. 

 
III. Customize your working environment. 

A. Show and customize your tool ribbon. 
1. Right click on an empty spot on the toolbar. 
2. Select customize the ribbon. 
3. Check on or off features you’d like to use. 

a. Under the display tab, be sure show white spaces between pages is 
clicked on for print layout view. 

b. Under the save tab, be certain your auto-save feature is enabled 
and set to a time you are comfortable with. (I use 5-minute saving, 
because I type quickly.) 

c. While in the save box, be sure your default location is one you 
know and have chosen. 

i. Some people prefer to save to OneDrive (or a cloud 
location like Dropbox). 

ii. Some people prefer to save to My Documents. 
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iii. Making a selection will save you time clicking through 
many optional locations every time you save your 
document. 

d. In the proofing box, check on all spelling and grammar options, 
and enable readability statistics. 

e. In the advanced box, under the cut, copy, and paste section, 
change default for pasting from other programs from keep source 
formatting to keep text only.  

B. Customize your status bar (at the bottom of the screen) to show pages and word 
count. 

1. Remember, the word count will include all information typed in the 
document. If you want the total word count of only your story, you must 
highlight it for an accurate count. 

2. The Dragomir Group offers a free template to anyone who signs up for 
Writers LifeHacks emails. It’s available on my website, 
www.writerslifehacks.com   

C. Customize your Quick Access toolbar to include “Save,” “Undo,” and “Redo.” 
D. Check submission guidelines with your editor/agent and follow them for 

specialized formatting. 
E. On the view tab, select print layout. 
F. If you’re making edits, you might want to open documents side-by-side. 

 
IV. Resetting your Normal template. 

A. Common problem: the “set as default” button in the font dialog box does not 
change the global font settings.  

1. Sometimes you are not working on the “normal” template. 
2. Especially true if you are editing a document you saved rather than 

creating a new one. 
3. Word’s default settings (Calibri 11 pt, 1.15 line spacing, .08 after 

paragraphs) do not match common requirements of publishers. 
B. The solution is to find your “normal” template, which is named normal.dotm, a 

difficult file to find. 
C. I’ve prepared a handout to help you find/edit the file. Then all documents you 

open will have presets you’ve chosen. 
D. The document will be emailed to those who sign up for the Writers Lifehacks 

email list at www.writerslifehacks.com, or by emailing me at: 
rhonda@dragomirgroup.com.  

  

http://www.writerslifehacks.com/
http://www.writerslifehacks.com/
mailto:rhonda@dragomirgroup.com
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V. Use a personalized template. (This explanation will be brief, with a give-away announced 
for a free template from The Dragomir Group). 

A. Header 
1. Header and footer tools are on the insert tab. 
2. Use Times New Roman 10 pt for your Header/Footer font. 
3. Flush left – your name/Title of piece 
4. Flush right – page number 

B. Title Page  
1. Set margins to 1” all around. 
2. Set font to Times New Roman 12 pt. 
3. Byline 

a. Set line spacing to double spaced. 
b. Three inches below header, type the title of your piece. Use both 

upper and lower case letters, no italics. 
i. If you’re not sure about capitalization, visit 

www.titlecapitalization.com/  
ii. Choose your style (AP, CMOS, etc.). 

iii. Type your title in the field for correct capitalization. 
iv. You’ll change this title here, and in the header every time 

you use the template for a new piece. 
c. On one line, type the word “by” without a capital letter. Word 

wants to force you to a cap, but many editors/agents prefer no cap. 
Just backspace and return with a lower-case b. 

d. On the next line, type your full author name. 
e. Hit enter twice (leaving 2x2 or 4 single lines). 

4. Flush Left at bottom(single spaced) 
a. Name/street address. 
b. E-mail address. 
c. Phone number. 
d. Website 

5. Flush Right (single spaced) 
a. Specify rights you’re selling. 
b. Add word count. 

C. Manuscript Body 
1. Set paragraph first lines to indent .5 inches. 

a. Please, please never use “tab” to indent paragraphs. 
b. It will drive your typesetter crazy and is a dead giveaway you are a 

greenhorn. 
2. Be sure text is left-justified (not centered or right-justified). 
3. Turn off hyphenation. You want total control of hyphens. 

http://www.titlecapitalization.com/
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4. In the paragraph menu, select line and page breaks tab, and check on 
widow/orphan control and don’t hyphenate. 

5. Type in one sample sentence which will be saved as part of the template. 
You’ll replace it when you begin typing. 

6. Save this template in a folder named templates. Always begin a new 
manuscript by opening the template and saving it with a new name in a 
folder with the name of your piece. 

7. If your publisher/agent requires a specific template, download and use it. 
But you still should set your workspace preferences for convenience. 
 

VI. Wrangler Rhonda’s Tips for Taming the Bronc 
A. Use Keyboard Shortcuts. My favorites: 

1. Undo:   CTRL+Z 
2. Highlight all: CTRL+A 
3. Copy: CTRL+C 
4. Paste: CTRL+V 
5. Italics: CTRL+I 
6. Bold: CTRL+B 
7. Not a keyboard function, but many features can be accessed quickly with a 

right click of your mouse. 
8. To discover more shortcuts (Microsoft) visit this link: 

https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/help/12445/windows-keyboard-
shortcuts  

B. Special Characters 
1. The insert tab has a symbol feature with commonly used selections. The 

insertion will be in the font you’ve chosen. 
2. If you need a symbol not on the list, click More Symbols” It opens a 

dialogue box with symbols available in your font. Click for insertion. 
3. Alternatively, you can open the Character Map app and see options in 

many different fonts. 
a. Most fonts have Greek, Hebrew, and Arabic characters if you 

know how to use them. 
b. The Wingdings fonts have many special characters. 
c. Caution: use special characters sparingly. Be certain the 

manuscript demands it. Your typesetter will thank you! 
4. Memorize useful ALT codes 

a. Em dash: ALT+0150 
b. é: ALT+0233 
c. Find an ALT code map online: https://www.alt-codes.net/  

 

https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/help/12445/windows-keyboard-shortcuts
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/help/12445/windows-keyboard-shortcuts
https://www.alt-codes.net/
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C. Show/hide Paragraph View 
1. If you can’t figure out spacing/line problems, switch to Paragraph View by 

clicking on the icon in the Paragraph tool. 
2. It will show you formatting marks that explain the coding causing the 

appearance. 
3. Alternatively, open the Paragraph dialog box and check indents and 

spacing pre-sets. 
D. The Dreaded Line 

1. Sometimes a line shows up, and no matter what you do, it won’t go away. 
2. Click the down arrow beside grid in the paragraph dialog box. 
3. Set to “No Border.” 

E. Spelling & Grammar Check 
1. If you enabled spelling and grammar check when you customized your 

options, you may simply pay attention as you type. 
2. Word will check spelling as you type, but will NOT correct homonyms. 
3. If underlines appear in your text, open them to see what is causing them. 

a. Red underlines mean a word is misspelled. 
b. Green underlines indicate a potential grammar problem. 
c. Sometimes you will be smarter than the underlines, but it pays to 

check. 
d. Remember to right click to see options. 

F. Reading Level 
1. When you complete the grammar/spelling check, Word automatically 

shows readability statistics with counts, averages, and readability. 
2. Note: readability statistics must be enabled along with spelling/grammar 

check.  
3. The readability pane reveals passive sentences—rewrite, if possible! 
4. It also gives a Flesch Reading Ease score. 
5. The third statistic is the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level score. Even materials 

for adults should not exceed 7th grade, and 5th grade is preferable. (The Old 
Man and the Sea, by Hemingway, tests at a 4th grade level. 

G. Thesaurus 
1. Right click/synonyms on any word to activate the in-app thesaurus. 
2. Don’t get carried away! 

H. Find/Replace 
1. Find overused words/phrases. 
2. Search “weed words” like that or so. http://cyleyoung.com/2017/10/weed-

words-explained/  
3. Search passive voice indicators, is, are, was, were, be, being, been. 
4. Find extra spaces between sentences. 

http://cyleyoung.com/2017/10/weed-words-explained/
http://cyleyoung.com/2017/10/weed-words-explained/
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5. Perform global search/replace. 
a. Caution: letter sequences inside words can also be replaced. (Ex: if 

you change Ann to Eve the word cannot will change to cevenot.) 
b. You can switch settings to search words individually, requiring 

approval for each. 
I. Inserting Pictures/Tables 

1. As a matter of course, leave special formatting for chapter headings, etc. 
to your typesetter. It’s part of the publishing process. 

2. If you MUST insert a picture, set the text wrapping to “square” so it can 
be moved easily and will not send you to the saloon for an extra drink. 

J. Page Breaks 
1. Page breaks are useful for forcing text to another page.  
2. When you need to move text to begin on another page (i.e. at the end of a 

chapter), rather than hitting enter until you get there, insert a page break. 
3. The page break command is on the insert tab. 
4. You should not leave a single line of a paragraph at the bottom of a page 

(widow) or at the top of the next page (orphan). 
5. Word has a setting which will control widows/orphans, but it is not 

perfect. 
K. Macros 

1. If you’re working on an old document and need to perform the same task 
repeatedly (for example, making a chapter title consistent in a new 
format), learn how to record a macro. 

2. On the Developer tab, click record macro. 
3. Name the macro and assign it to keystrokes. Warning! If you don’t write 

down the keystrokes somewhere, manure is headed your way. 
4. Make the desired changes on your title, and click “stop recording.” 
5. When you need to execute the macro on selected text, highlight, type in 

keystrokes, and it performs the same steps you’ve recorded. 
6. For a video on learning to create macros click this link: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jsUjHBcc29I  
 

VII. Remember, no matter how experienced you are, your “bronc” may still see a rattlesnake 
and head for the hills! 

A. Sometimes you may do everything right, and the program will befuddle you. 
B. Save your work often and revert to a version that worked. 
C. Type in G-O-O-G-L-E and describe your problem. That’s how I learned! 

This document ©2019 by The Dragomir Group. All rights reserved. 
Please do not share without permission of the copyright holder. 
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