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       English 101

                Naval Safety Center, 2003


Lesson #25: Capital Letters and Alphabet Soup
You can’t edit for the military without wallowing around in acronyms and initialisms. I’m sure academia and other government entities are bad, but the military yields to no one in the creation, use and abuse of these ugly pieces of shorthand. I don't know if my employer, the Navy, is any worse than the other services, but I have spent at least part of every week for the past twenty years looking askance at lumps of upper-case letters, scheming ways to make some go away.

Some usages are so ingrained that spelling out their meanings seems insulting to our readers. One of our magazine editors had to come up with a list of about 

a hundred that needed no explanation at all. I don't know how many acronyms 

or initialisms exist. Several years ago, the Naval Training Systems Command 

generated a list of more than 3,000. The real mother lode is the Dictionary 

of Naval Abbreviations (usually called the DICNAVAB, a sort of inside joke); 

my version has at least 40 per page for its 352 pages, but many are obsolete.

Among my pet peeves are sentences that contain five or six of them (I write "alphabetitis" in the margin); the redundancy of repeating the noun that the final letter stands for (FOD means "foreign object damage," but people write "FOD damage"); and efforts to turn them into verbs (which raises all sorts of odd spelling problems). If you want to use "medevac" as a verb, for instance (I hear pilots do this verbally), do you spell it "medevaced"? It is hard to read that "c" as a hard "c." The problem is exacerbated by the military's knee-jerk upper-casing of anything that remotely has a claim to capital letters; I still run into folks who hit the old "caps lock" key because it saves them the trouble having to decide at all. 

Rules for capitalization

Titles -- job titles, formal titles, and titles that describe duties.

(1) Unless exceptions have been specifically listed, confine capitalization to formal titles used directly before an individual's name. [AP Stylebook, pg. 200]

(2) Lowercase and spell out titles when they are not used with an individual's name. Cdr. Reid was the ops officer.

See the Code 70 supplement to the AP Stylebook for guidance on abbreviating ranks. Do not use the AP, GPO or Navy Correspondence Manual version for any service.

Do not use initial caps on the terms "naval aviation" and "naval aviator," in spite of tradition.

Use titles before names after first reference (rank for military and Mr. or Ms. for civilians). This rule is contrary to the AP guidance.

In general, lower case phrases and terms that are specific to aviation but that don't appear in the dictionary: air boss, helicopter aircraft commander. Follow this guidance even when the abbreviated term is spelled all caps (i.e., HAC). Make exceptions only when the term would be confusing if not capitalized. He missed all pilots meetings; he missed All Pilots Meetings.

When in doubt, our policy is to lower case words and terms, in order to avoid alphabet soup. The Officer of the Day announced an All Hands Meeting on the Mess Decks, but since I was Operations Officer, I had to give a briefing in the Ready Room. 

For abbreviations and acronyms, see the guidance in the AP Stylebook, and refer to the dictionary for spelling. For example, Webster's lists rpm and r.p.m. both as acceptable spelling of the abbreviation for "revolutions per minute."  Finding something misspelled in another Navy publication or regulation does not mean we should continue the practice. The dictionary is the only reliable and consistent way to standardize spelling.

Courtesy titles. The AP Stylebook discusses courtesy titles only for married and unmarried women. For military titles, AP says to use title before full name on first reference, and no title thereafter. Use only the last name on subsequent references. Spell out and lowercase a title when it is substituted for a name. For retired officers, used retired before the title ("They invited retired Navy Adm. John Smith"). Confine capitalization to formal titles used directly before a person's name. Lowercase and spell out titles when they are not used with a person's name ("The president issued a statement").

Examples

Unlike the two-hour Enduring Freedom (OEF) mission I'd flown previously…

[The “O” in the initialism doesn’t correspond to anything; should include “Operation”]

… a veteran of 15 east-to-west-coast detachments…

[East-to-West-Coast]
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