The death of copy editing?

Yesterday, Bill Walsh, a copy editor for the Washington Post
and author of three books on language, died. He was far too
young—only 55—-and a victim of cancer. He was liked and
respected by his colleagues, copy editors everywhere, and by
people who appreciate clean, readable copy (myself included).
His obituary in the Post is a worthwhile read.

A couple of years ago, I had the good fortune to attend a copy
editing workshop that Mr. Walsh was leading. He talked about
his pet peeves (“armed gunmen” for example) and talked
extensively about comma and hyphen use, among other topics.
After the session, somebody asked him why there were so many
copy errors in the Washington Post. He lamented that the shear
quantity of copy (all that digital stuff) made it impossible
to keep up. And of course, his department had suffered cuts.

More and more, news outlets have fewer copy editors or even
none at all. Writers/reporters are expected to edit their own
work, which, as anybody who has written anything, is damn near
impossible to do successfully.

Copy editing 1s not proofreading. Proofreading is about making
sure that words are spelled correctly and/or are in the right
place. Copy editing is far more than that. Copy editing 1is
about making sure that the work makes sense and that it is
accurate. It strives to improve readability and accessibility.

Bill Walsh was a celebrity copy editor (he had a following!).
His insight and wit are irreplaceable. I hope that his main
skill—-copy editing—does not die along with him. He certainly
transmitted his knowledge through his books and his workshops.
But he couldn’t stop the powers that be from making cuts to
copy editing staff.

Without copy editors, readers are shortchanged with text that
can be mistake-ridden and inaccurate. Copy editors are
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valuable and perform necessary work inside news organizations
and indeed, any organization that puts out “content.”

Rest in peace, Bill Walsh. You and your skills will be be
sorely missed.

P.S. I don’t have a copy editor, so any mistakes (and I am
sure there are a few) are mine and mine alone.

Poor grammar 1s poor
communication part 3

Grammar matters

This is a lawn sign that has appeared around my neighborhood:

Lawn sign

I believe what they meant to say was “No Townhouses on
Historic Chestnut Lodge.” Or maybe they meant to say “Not More
Townhouses on Historic Chestnut Lodge,” which would still be
awkward. I am not sure. Perhaps the people behind this
campaign were not sure either. But what I do know is that this
sign 1s wrong.
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It's spelled A-L-A-N

U.K's Vision Express had a major typo, transposing the L and
A, in a letter to a customer. It was quite insulting. You
have to read this Daily Mail article to see what I mean, but
suffice it to say, a proofreader would have saved the day.
(Thanks to Leslie O0’Flahavan for sharing the article on her
company’s Facebook feed.)

Copy edit your work, or at least, do some proofreading

Having poor grammar, or a typo (or two or three) in your
marketing materials 1s poor communication. Your message will
be muddled and any mistakes will distract from what you are
trying to say.

Typos and grammatical mistakes are fixable, and if you don’t
catch them in time, they can be costly. There is a solution
and that is to copy edit and proofread your written materials.

Watch this space next week for the next On Writing interview,
with a pro who certainly knows that grammar and spelling
matter.
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