What an Editor Does with a Final Draft

Task 1 - Identify fundamental problems and take first action:

	Problem
	First Action

	LIBEL – Did the author of the article write something that could harm the reputation of a person or organization and that may be false (i.e. they don’t provide proof)? Note: if the defamatory statement is in a quote and is clearly someone else’s personal opinion, you can still run it. 
	Spike the article. It should never see the light of day.

	BIAS – If the author has inserted him or herself into the article or made it clear how he or she feels about the topic (except in the case of reviews and opinion pieces), it is a problem.
	Highlight the biased sections and prepare to fix.

	WORDINESS – Is the article too wordy, full of redundancies and awkward sentences, or are paragraphs over long? 
	Strike through all words that are not needed and underlines awkward sentences that need to be reworked.

	MISSING W’S or H in LEAD/NUTGRAPH – After a first read through the editor looks to see that all the W’s + H are answered either in the lead paragraph (for hard news) or nutgraph (for features). 
	Write the name of the missing W or H in large letters beside the paragraph.

	ALL SIDES – Do we get ALL sides of the story? Do we have quotes or views from everyone who has a stake or interest in the topic? For example: Hard news – students, faculty, staff and admin. Sports – both teams and coaches? Reviews – patrons/audience, manager/director? 
	Note which voice is missing and plan to contact the reporter to see if he or she can fix it. 

	ORDER OF GRAPHS – Are the ideas presented in a logical order using appropriate transitions? 


	Number the paragraphs in the order that the should appear. 

	FACTS & STORYTELLING – Are there questions left unanswered? Are there facts that aren’t attributed to a source? Is there no sensory detail or attempt at story telling? 
	Note which part is missing and plan to contact the reporter to see if he or she can fix it.


Task 2 – Contact the Reporter

If there is time, the editor must try to contact the reporter to get them to go find the missing quote, to remove the bias or wordiness, or fill in the missing W or H. The editor must be very specific about what parts are missing and must give the reporter a firm deadline for submitting the corrections.

Task 3 – Rewrite

After (hopefully) receiving the corrected copy of the article, the editor begins the actual editing process. Using the electronic copy of the reporter’s draft, the editor does the following:

1. Deletes the unnecessary words and biased statements

2. Reworks the clunky sentences

3. Puts the paragraphs into more logical order and adds transitions as needed

4. Does research to fill in any missing W’s or H if needed

5. Tries to get quotes/facts/storytelling elements that the reporter missed. If a lot of these are needed, the editor usually spikes the story. If the story is so important it must run, the editor will try to go back and finish reporting the article by getting the quotes him or herself. If this is needed, the editor puts his own name in the byline atop the other reporter’s name.

6. One more read through to smooth it out, proofread and spell check.

Task 4 – Layout

The copy editor sends the article to the layout editor who flows the text (and any photographs) into the space allotted for the article. At this point, if the article is too long, the layout editor may trim it from the last paragraph up. The layout editor reads through the article, fixes and last minute proofreading and spelling errors, then comes up with a headline for it. If the layout editor spots an instance of libel, bias or a missing attribution, he or she will inform the copy editor and spike the story. 

	What gets a story spiked?

· Libelous statements 

· Bias that is so pervasive it can’t be fixed by the copy editor

· Too much missing info or to many unanswered questions

· Lack of attribution for information (especially when the editor can’t track down the source)

· Serious problems with awkward sentencing that can’t be fixed without hours of work


You be the Editor
How would a copy editor mark this article if you were a copy editor? 

Directions: Make your editorial notes directly onto the page. In the space below, write down what your course of action would be.

Example 1 -

On last Tuesday, October 23, 2009, the glorious Mercer’s women’s soccer team of Mercer beat the living daylights out of the runty Monroe College Mudhens. The ladies of the women’s team were glorious in their victory. They won in a landslide of powerful play with a final score for the game of 3-2. 

“We knocked some sense into those f***in’ mudhens,” said second year Mercer fullback Terry Potts in the locker room after the game had ended as she was getting ready to take a refreshing shower. 

Coach Ricciardi said in an email interview “It was a well fought game and I was proud of the girls for their strong play. They have grown together as the season has progressed. They kind of remind me of this dog we had growing up, Roderigo. He was kind of scruffy and we adopted him from an animal shelter. He used to pee on the rug, but we eventually worked with him, day after day, and before you know it he was housebroken. In fact, he learned to ring a little bell that would let us know when he needed to go outside. He was such a good dog. We buried him in the Ocean Park pet cemetery in Montclair. That’s near where my uncle Carl is buried.” 

The women’s team received six yellow cards for rough play during the game by the referee, Scott Whittaker of Union City, New Jersey who once played soccer for the Division 1 team from Clark College in Massachusetts. 

It rained on the day of the game and the fans I saw seemed bored.

NOTES:

1. You are missing key information: where was the game played? Who got the yellow cards? What were the important plays of the game? Did the rain matter.

2. Quotes from both sides are missing, leaving this badly biased.

3. Facts about the game are missing, particularly a supporting paragraph following your lead.

4. Storytelling is weak; add sensory detail. 

Directions: How would you mark this article if you were a copy editor? Make your editorial notes directly onto the page. In the space below, write down what your course of action would be.

Example 2 – 

Campus security has made the unfortunate decision to implement a mandatory parking permits for Mercer County Community College students, effective immediately as of last April.

Due to a problem with outsiders using the student parking lots, as of the spring 2009 MCCC parking permits are a requirement for all current students. The permit, a square decal about the size of your Blackberry, is free of charge. The permit should be placed visibly in the back window of students’ cars much like the faculty and staff have been using. Despite rumors the permits will not allow access to the faculty parking lots; but students will have designated permit only parking closer to campus buildings. Bryon Marshall, head of security for MCCC, said, “[The Parking Permits] are a piece of overall security fabric,” the permits are just a good way to ensure that the cars parked on campus belong here.

Bryon said there will be “incentive compliance warnings” for students who neglect to get their permit. “Maybe the first ticket will be redeemable for a permit,” Marshall indicated himself when asked if there would be a fine for not complying. Marshall also ensures me that the school is not trying to make money off of fines; the permits are to differentiate students from faculty and visitors and to procure spots for students. Fines will begin after the second infraction at $10 and the funds will go to Mercer. The permits on cars will also make it easier for campus security to find a student if by chance they left their lights on or if there is a fender bender. An accident in a student parking lot occurred two weeks into the parking permit system. Marshall said “… we were able to utilize the sticker to inform the owner.” People that don’t attend the school and continue to use its parking lots will be given a summons.

 “Its bullshit,” said Liz Troy a student. “We already have IDs we’re obviously students.” When informed that the permits were to secure student parking spots there wasn’t a change of her hard heart. “Sometimes you get a good spot sometimes you don’t; it’s not a big deal.”

The security office, in the student center, will be giving out a one page safety tip sheet with parking permits as well. To apply for a permit you will need to bring a valid driver’s license, vehicle registration, current insurance certificate and a copy of your current transcript or class assignment/membership information.
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