Setonian Copy-editing Tips 
Dennis G. Jerz; v. 0.3
acronyms

On first reference to a group or term, spell out the entire name and put the acronym in parentheses.
A Seton Hill University (SHU) spokesperson this morning denied rumors that space aliens have taken over the administration at the small liberal arts school.  Describing the saucer-shaped object spotted yesterday hovering over the SHU campus as “what you Earthlings would call a weather balloon,”…

(For a well-known acronym, such as NASA or AIDS, you can delay the full version of the name or possibly omit it; but think of your readers who are not SHU students and who would not understand an unexplained reference to “SHGU”.)

capitalization

Only capitalize proper nouns. 

· Seton Hill University

· President JoAnne Boyle

· Associate Professor of English Dennis G. Jerz

When words aren’t part of a formal title, don’t capitalize. The following are all correctly lowercased:

· Fred Smith, a freshman biology major, said…

· That afternoon, sophomore Sally Smith announced….
· During your time at university, you will…

· During her tenure as president, JoAnne Boyle has…

Names of majors (math, music, biology) are not proper nouns; you would capitalize English and French, for instance, but history doesn’t refer to a particular nation.  Do capitalize “English 227” or “News Writing,” but not “a journalism course.”


conclusions

A news story doesn’t need a conclusion. It should be written so that the bottom of the story can be chopped off at any time.
(TV journalists regularly do end with hand-holding final summations like, “No matter what the outcome, both sides will continue fighting for their vision of a perfect future. Reporting from Seton Hill University, I’m Slick Goodhair.”  But that final statement rarely conveys information – it’s a ritual designed to train viewers to stick around and come back for more reassuring statements from TV journalists.)

dates/times
Every article in the paper should handle dates the same way.

The contest begins Wednesday, Nov. 19, after which…

· Note commas on either side of the month and date.

· Never abbreviate the day of the week.

· If you aren’t mentioning a specific date, spell out the name of the month.

The project will run through February 2010.  [No comma.]

If you mean February of the current year, of course, you don’t need to include the year.

· Never abbreviate March, April, May, June, or July.

· When giving times, omit “o’clock” or “in the morning” “in the evening”.  That’s what “a.m.” and “p.m.” are for.  Use “noon” and “midnight” instead of the potentially confusing 12:00.

· When reporting on past events, the exact time is rarely important enough to go into the lead. “Friday night” is probably enough.

names and titles

A practical note: use directory to check spellings of names and titles. (Is it “Residence Life” or “Resident’s Life” or “Residents Life”? Ask your source for a business card, or look it up in an official publication.)

names and titles, cont’d.

Do not include “Dr.” as part of a faculty member’s name.

On first reference, give the person’s full name and title.

· Fred Smith, an associate professor of biology, reconfigured…

· Fred Smith, a freshman biology major, invented…

· Seton Hill University President Sally Jones mistook…
· SHGU President Sally Jones, a sophomore art major, reanimated…
Note comma usage above. You would not write 
· Sally Jones, said…
· Freshman, Sally Jones said…
On subsequent references, use last name (unless you have two people with the same last name, or unless the person is a child).

Fred Smith, a freshman biology major, likes cottage cheese, but sophomore history major Sally Jones does not.

“I can never get enough of it,” Smith said, waving a spoonful of the clumpy, bacteria-sodden dairy substance. 

“Ick!” said Jones, pushing away the spoon. “Get away from me, you weirdo!”

If the story were about “Fred Smith, an associate professor of biology” and “Seton Hill University President Sally Jones,” they would still be Smith and Jones on future references, not Dr. Smith and President Jones.

Include honorary titles such as “Rev.” or “Gov.” or “Sr.” [“sister,” not “senior”] on first reference, but use only the last name on subsequent references.  Therefore, introduce “Rev. Fred Smith, pastor of Our Lady of Perpetual Responsibility Church,” and “Sen. Lazarus O’Mortigan,” but refer to them thereafter as “Smith” and “O’Mortigan.” 
objective point of view

A news article should avoid referring to “our campus” or what “we experience”.  

While the myth of the purely objective journalist is just that – a myth – the reporter should be outside the story, observing “the SHU campus” and what “SHU students experience”.  

· Reporters shouldn’t insert their own opinion into a news story -- even if that opinion is just a plain and simple “Everyone should support the team” or “Exam week stress is terrible.”  

· You may seek out people willing to voice opinions you want to represent, but don’t invent quotes or suppress dissenting views.
quotations
Use quotations to convey the emotions or opinions of your sources. When you want to communicate facts, paraphrase.


said vs. says

Use “said.”  A news article is a record of something that has happened.  Those events may be recent, but they are definitely in the past. The present tense “says” is inappropriate. 

When describing events that take place in a work of fiction, use the present tense: “In The Empire Strikes Back, Darth Vader says, ‘No, I am your father.’” 
Broadcast journalism wants to make you think the rolling of the videotape is the real news event -- “Tonight. Rioting in the streets after President Bush signs a bill…”.  So TV journalism will use the present tense, or drop out verbs altogether; but that’s bad style in print journalism.
