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Why proofreading is hard
People think proofreading is easy – ‘Just give it a quick proof’. It’s not. Good proofreading is difficult, but worth the effort. Typos, sloppy spacing and incorrect use of words give the reader (either consciously or unconsciously) a sense that your document is unreliable. 

To get an idea of why it is so difficult, try reading the following passage:

Is’t qitue anizmag to relisae taht redaing wodrs is esay eevn if the oredr of the letrets in the mdidle of the wrod is cahnged. Tihs is becasue we are vrey skllied at predicnitg wdors and usulaly see olny the edns of the wrods. For tihs resoan we hvae to be vrey curafel when profoing txets.

Can you catch all the erros in these four short sentences?

On 26 April 2009, the Agency notified Ms King of the objeclion.
Mr Maron confirmed to the tribunal that he not made the payments
She submited that their were special circumstances in her case.
He lodged an appeal against the Agencys’ decision to refuse the time extension.
What you can do about it
There are four ways to make proofreading easier.
1. Be careful

Have a break before you proofread. 
Read slowly when you proofread. 
Try not to skip (often happens when you know the text). 
Ideally, get someone else to read it as well.

2. Be systematic

With your electronic file, do on-screen checks – spellchecker, names, special terms. 
Then print it out – if you proof on screen you will miss things. 
Write a checklist (see next page) and tick each item as you go.
3. Get physical

Proofing is very cerebral, but you can make it more physical by:

· Using a pen or ruler

· Moving to another room to proofread
· Muttering the words as you read them
· Ticking off the checklist.
4. Be flexible
Proofing is not always about being ‘right’. 

A house style guide (and/or the Australian Style Guide) is useful for resolving issues. 

Check the Macquarie as it’s up to date on Australian usage (e.g. good will or goodwill?). 

Proofreading checklist
Print out your document and write this list in pencil on the front page. This list should do for:

· Checking your own draft decision
· Checking another member’s draft decision.

Checklist (only add items that apply to you)
· R1 – Initial read for content (facts, law) as well as language (readability, accuracy of expression, typos)

· Consult – You might need to talk to another member to check a major issue
· Heads – Read all headings separately

· H&F – Headers and footers, marginal text, page numbers

· Decision & front page – Check decision is correct in both places, check front page

· Names – Check decision name and names used in body of decision (could use ‘Find’)

· Nos – Check paragraph numbers are sequential (even templates can go wrong)
· Other – Anything else that, from experience, you know you should check

· R2 – Final read, focusing on typos only
A note about readability

Decisions should:

· Be aimed at a general reader – particularly the losing party

· Not have over-long sentences (average 15-20 words – even down to 10)

· Have legal jargon only where necessary.
Comma confusion
If there’s one area that causes confusion, even for professional editors, it’s commas.
Where would you put commas in these sentences?
However the Tribunal was not satisfied that he had received the payment.
Using the formula specified under section 36 of the Act the amount came to $9,465.
Ms King though she admitted that she had failed to meet the payments was adamant that she would be able to do so in future.
Mr Maron was confident that given the opportunity to re-establish his business he would be able to provide a stable home for the children.
Most of us add commas based on ‘gut feel’, but it’s better to make a more informed decision. And before we can understand how commas work, we have to understand how sentences work. 

Sentence structure

I like to think of sentences in terms of ‘trunks’ and ‘branches’. A trunk is the basic statement of ‘who did what’. Once you have this you can add some branches to provide more information. I have underlined the trunk in the following examples.

The ‘trunk’
John patted Rex.

(‘John’ is subject, ‘patted’ is verb, ‘Rex’ is object)

Additional text at the start (‘Left-branching’)

Having always loved dogs and having wanted to have one of his own, only to be thwarted by an overbearing mother who had insisted he wasn’t responsible enough to own one, John patted Rex.

Additional text in the middle (‘Mid-branching’)

John, who loved dogs and had always wanted to have one of his own but had been thwarted by an overbearing mother who had insisted he wasn’t responsible enough to own a dog, patted Rex.

Additional text at the end (‘Right-branching’)

John patted Rex, having always loved dogs and always wanting to have one of his own, only to be thwarted by an overbearing mother who had insisted he wasn’t responsible enough to own one.

By the way, how long should a sentence be? 
There is no rule here, but I have read that 15–20 words on average is advisable. (Michael Kirby once said ‘Be suspicious of any sentence over 10 words’!) 
Too many long sentences, or too many short ones, makes reading a chore. A healthy mix of both is best, keeping this average in mind. 
Comma solutions
So how do commas fit with ‘trunks’ and ‘branches’?

After a left branch

When a sentence starts with a left branch, it can be hard to decide whether to add a comma or not. Which of these do you prefer?
On 26 April 2009 the Agency notified Ms King of the objection.

On 26 April 2009, the Agency notified Ms King of the objection.

What about these?
Given that the letter was sent the same day the Tribunal considers that Mr Maron successfully met the deadline.

Given that the letter was sent the same day, the Tribunal considers that Mr Maron successfully met the deadline.

Here are my ‘rules’: 
1)
Five words or less, don’t add a comma.
2) 
More than five words, do add a comma. 
3) 
For clarity it’s sometimes advisable to bend these rules (e.g. The same day Ms King contacted Mr Maron …).
The fact is there’s a lot of room for personal choice on this matter, but these rules should help.
Around a mid-branch

Around a mid-branch you should use a pair of commas, not just one:

The best way to see Sydney, unless you suffer from sea-sickness, is by ferry. (Good) 

The best way to see Sydney, unless you suffer from sea-sickness is by ferry. (Bad)

The best way to see Sydney unless you suffer from sea-sickness, is by ferry. (Bad)
If the mid-branch is very short, the pair of commas can be optional:


This will lead, in the end, to greater profits for Greedy Corp. (Pair – fine)


This will lead in the end to greater profits for Greedy Corp. (None – quite acceptable)

Sometimes the comma pair changes a sentence’s meaning dramatically, depending on whether the mid-branch defines the subject (‘defining’) or merely describes it (‘non-defining’):


Russians who drink vodka tend to die young. (Defines, i.e. specifies only those Russians who drink vodka)


Russians, who drink vodka, tend to die young. (Describes, i.e. tells you something about Russians in general)
In lists

The other main use for commas is in lists, and again there can be confusion. We (in Australia) generally use a comma before each item except the last:


I like apples, oranges and pears.


Not: I like apples, oranges, and pears.
In the US, and among some publishers in the UK, people would add the ‘serial comma’ (i.e. after ‘oranges’ in this sentence).
For a list of complex items, particularly with and in some of them, even Australians tend to prefer the serial comma:

We work with teachers, economists, and copyright and intellectual property lawyers.
Some other things to look for

Use of ‘that’

The word ‘that’ is sometimes optional:


He believed he would be able to make the payments.


He believed that he would be able to make the payments.

With a more complicated sentence, ‘that’ may be needed for clarity:

He believed that he would be able to make the payments and she agreed with this.


He believed that he would be able to make the payments and that she agreed with this.

Layout
Watch for spacing between paragraphs, indenting of paragraphs, size and spacing of headings, line turnovers, etc. 
Lists

We’ve seen big changes in lists over the last few decades, particularly thanks to Mr Bill Gates and his automatic formatting in Word. It seems for SSAT decisions that it’s lower case at the start of each item and semicolon at the end. This is still common in legal circles but not elsewhere.
Dates

Standard style for SSAT decisions is ‘24 July 2009’, and people seem to stick to this well. The only issue is whether to put a comma after the date at the start of a sentence (e.g. On 24 July 2009 Mr Smith …). See the discussion of commas above.
Two words or one?

‘Time frame’ or ‘timeframe’? ‘Good will’ or ‘goodwill’? Such things are always changing. The best solution is to look up the Macquarie and/or to agree on a house style.
Double spacing after full stops

Many people like to put two spaces after a full stop to give enough of a gap between sentences. This is not standard these days, and in fact computers automatically add a little extra space after a full stop so that the gap is clear.

Top 10 tricky words

1. Its/it’s


Its nose is longer than a kangaroo’s. (Possession)
It’s time to leave now. (Contraction of ‘It is’)
2. There/their/they’re and your/you’re


There they are! (Indicates where)
Their response was pathetic. (Possession)
They’re going to cop it sweet. (‘They are’)

Your limo is waiting, sir. (Possession)

You’re going to regret this. (‘You are’)

3. Affect/effect


The two main culprits:

This doesn’t affect me. (Verb meaning ‘make a difference to’)

The effect is amazing. (Noun meaning ‘something that is caused’)

Rare:

This will effect a major change. (Verb meaning ‘bring about’)


His affect was loving. (Noun meaning ‘feeling’ or ‘emotion’)

4. Practice/practise (and licence/license)

I love netball practice. (Noun)

I have to practise my netball skills. (Verb)
5. That/which

The things that make you happiest are usually free. (That is correct here)

The things which make you happiest are usually free. (Which is acceptable here but that is probably preferable, and spell checkers will insist on that in this situation)

There are termites in the house, which is why I didn’t buy it. (Needs comma before which here. Can’t use that instead of which in this situation)
6. Councillor/Counsellor


I’ve always wanted to run for election as a local councillor. (‘Person on council’)

I’ve always wanted to be a drug and alcohol counsellor. (‘Person who counsels you’)
7. Dependant/dependent


I have two dependants. (Noun)


I have two dependent children. (Adjective)
8. Discreet/discrete


We’ll have to be discreet or rumours might start. (‘Secretive’)

This course can be divided into four discrete parts. (‘Separate’)
9. Lead/led


I should lead as I know the way. (‘Go first’, present tense)

He led me to this spot. (‘Went first’, past tense)
Lead can affect children’s brain development. (The metal)
Led Zeppelin. (The band)

10. Complement/compliment


The parts complement each other. (‘Go together well’)

I would like to compliment you on your choice. (‘Praise’)

The movie tickets are complimentary. (‘Free’)
Also look out for:

Stationary (not moving)/stationery (papers, pens, etc)

Principle (something you believe in)/principal (headmaster/mistress, or ‘main’)
Silicon (chips)/silicone (Pamela Anderson)

Desert (sandy)/dessert (cake) – however, note ‘just deserts’ (comeuppance) and ‘deserter’ (soldier who leaves army)
Criterion (singular)/criteria (plural) – though ‘criteria’ may eventually come to be the singular, as has happened with ‘agenda’
Useful references
Macquarie Dictionary

Very reliable, and keeps track of changing language. Better to get the complete and latest version (fifth edition just out!) than cling to your old student edition with missing covers.

Writing at Work, Neil James, Allen & Unwin

Looks at writing and editing from the point of view of the busy professional. The clearest explanation of plain English I’ve ever read.

The Cambridge Australian English Style Guide, Pam Peters, Cambridge University Press

Good to consult when in doubt about grammar, expression, style, etc. It gives reliable advice but is not rigid or rule-bound. It explains why and often gives a range of alternatives.

Style Manual for Authors, Editors and Printers (Sixth Edition), Wiley
The standard reference for Australian publishing. I don’t follow everything it says but it’s mostly spot on, and it’s handy if you want to know whether to italicise movie names, etc.

The Elements of Style, William Strunk Jr & E.B. White, Allyn & Bacon
Short, pithy, brilliant. Particularly good on the use of commas (though follows US conventions). I have an old 1950s copy which I love, but it can still be bought in bookshops or on Amazon – currently fourth edition.

McGraw-Hill Handbook of English Grammar and Usage, Mark Lester & Larry Beason, McGraw-Hill
An understanding of grammar gives your writing muscles. There are several other books on the market (and I’m sure they’re fine), but I found this one clear, readable and even funny.
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