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       English 101

                Naval Safety Center, 2003


Lesson #5: Opening the Envelope

First, quickly read the article all the way through. You need to get a feel for the length, tone, and the general level of editing it needs. It may take a lot of editing, and you don't want to run out of time.

Part of every editor's job is to ask the kinds of questions that a normal, hurried reader will ask. Some you may know the answers to. Others you'll have to direct at the command's technical experts. If the questions are serious enough and only the author can answer them, hold the article until you can talk or correspond with the author. Don't guess at what he meant. 

Don't assume that the chop chain will read an article carefully, detect all problems or questions, and then answer or fix those things. They gaff things off just like we do, and (particularly when the article is in the middle of chop) sometimes figure, "Well, so-and-so signed off on it, and if it's good enough for him, it's good enough for me." I have documented that the chop chain has signed off on articles that contain outright, 180-degree contradictions. Also, keep in mind that the guys in the chop chain tend to read articles to see if they understand them, not to see if they think the fleet will understand them. There is a crucial difference -- the chop chain here is expert, and the readers aren't.

We are supposed to be reading our stuff carefully. The fleet doesn't have to do that, which is why we have to make sure that the articles are screamingly clear and extraordinarily easy to read. That is why we must leave absolutely no doubt about the meaning of an article, and no subconscious questions in the mind of the reader.

You can't edit for meaning and for grammar, syntax and style all at the same time. Therefore, when a staff writer must do both substantive and copy editing, they will have to edit an article twice, ideally with 2-3 days in between the sessions.

Here are some questions to ask when you read an article for the first time: 

1. What is your impression of the article's length? Amateur writers tend to be verbose, so many articles will seem long.

2. How much editing does it need? 

3. Is the point of the article clear? Can you summarize the article's point in one sentence?

​​​​​4. Does this article have a lead? If so, where does it appear? Is there a section that would make a better lead?

5. Are there any technical questions that you'll need to ask the chop chain?

Here's a list of things that I think about when I'm evaluating a manuscript:

1. Know why you want to use an article, and what it is you like about it. If you kill it, you may have to explain why to the author and to your boss. Here is a sample editorial comment: "This article deals with a trivial hazard and it puts me to sleep. Kill it."

2. Is the article too long? Does it cover the topic? Does the length match up with the significance of the topic? Here's a sample editorial instruction: "Cut this story in half."
3. Does the story stick to the point? Is there any extraneous information? Does it ignore obvious questions, or raise questions that is doesn't answer? It may be necessary to call or write the author with a list of questions. Start writing them down. Sample editorial instruction: "Paragraph 4 seems to go off on a tangent. What does it have to do with your main point?"

4. Does the article have a good headline and lead? Does the lead motivate the reader to plow through the story? Is the conclusion abrupt or full of platitudes? Don't jerk the reader around. Catch his interest at the beginning, and shake hands at the end. Sample editorial comments: "This lead is a snoozer." Or, "Help this guy get to the point."

6. Did the author do his homework? Is there enough data to support the case? For example, if the article is about a hazard, does it document the hazard with statistics or mishap accounts? Specific is good, vague is bad. 

7. Is the author's point clear? If not, you can add more stuff to the list of things to ask him. Is the terminology consistent? In one Approach article, the author talked about "flat spins" and "fully developed flat spins" without clarifying the difference. Also, he seemed to be disagreeing with the official rules, but he didn't really come out and admit it.
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