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Defining ‘style’ 
Style is concise and distinctive. It’s about the words you use and how you use them. 

 
What is meant by style? 

Writing style generally refers more to how a story 
is written, rather than what is written. Style implies 
your writing is distinctive. 

So what makes writing distinctive? You will find 
all the ingredients in the AP Stylebook. 

But style goes beyond that. In his 2000 book “The 
Associated Press Guide to News Writing,” author Jack 
Cappon states: “News writing should be clear, concise, 
accurate and interesting.” Perhaps it is this 
“interesting” part that makes your writing most 
distinctive. 

His book begins with a chapter titled “News 
Writing: Information is Not Enough.” Cappon writes: 
“You must write to readers, not at them, in language 
attuned to their lives and everyday experience –– 
language plain but not dull, terse yet relaxed, 
standard English that’s correct but neither stilted nor 
high-flown. There may be easier ways to make a 
living, but then, what’s more satisfying than the craft, 
the art of storytelling, which is what we do when at 
our best?” 

Economy is a hallmark of great writing. Cappon 
explains, “Nowhere is the case for economy with 
words stated more persuasively than in ‘The Elements 
of Style,’ by William Strunk and E.B. White: ‘Vigorous 
writing is concise. A sentence should contain no 
unnecessary words, a paragraph no unnecessary 
sentences, for the same reason that a drawing should 
contain no unnecessary lines and a machine no 
unnecessary parts.’” 

 
Part 2a: An editing exercise aiming for 

economy 
 
Here are examples based on Cappon’s suggestions. 

Which words in this sentence can be trimmed or 
changed? 

 

St. Paul – The Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources is conducting a survey and holding 
numerous meetings across the state to gather the 
public’s comments on a plan designed to eventually 
lead to a reduction in an angler’s daily walleye catch 
from six to four.  

What are the problem words? 
St. Paul – The Minnesota Department of 

Natural Resources is holding numerous 
meetings across the state to gather the public’s 
comments on a plan designed to eventually lead to 
a reduction in an angler’s daily walleye catch 
from six to four fish.  

How about this?  
St. Paul – The Department of Natural Resources 

is seeking public input on a plan to reduce the daily 
walleye limit from six to four.  
 

Or how might we reword this sentence? 
It is unusual for the City Council to allow citizens 

to speak on non-agenda items before the start of a 
meeting. 

Is this better? 
Citizens speaking about non-agenda items before 

a meeting is unusual. 
 
More: 
Colors of a pastel nature are increasing in 

popularity. 
Pastels are increasingly popular. 
 
On the issue of ditch repairs, the County Board 

decided to delay discussion for at least another two 
months. 

The County Board delayed discussion of ditch 
repairs for at least two months. 

 
 
 



Noun disease: replace with verbs 
Determined the truth of ... verified 
Gave permission … permitted 
Held a meeting … met 
Take into custody ... arrest, seize 
 

Words best avoided 
Objective … aim, goal 
Pragmatic … practical, realistic, sensible 
Scenario … plan, scheme, storyline, framework, 

outline 
Senior citizens ... old people, older people 
Strategy … plan 
Supportive of … supported 
Utilize …. use 
 

Be short, familiar, specific 
Implement … carry out 
Accommodations ... rooms 
Finalize … end, complete 
 

Distrust there were and there is 
There was no clerk to help him. 
No clerk helped him. 
 

Be emphatic 
Congress did not consider the president’s 

proposal. 
Congress ignored the president’s proposal. 
 

Reduce prepositions 
If your sentence has more than two or three 

prepositions, consider rewording it or splitting it into 
additional sentences. 

 
Don’t be afraid to use “said” for attribution. 
 

Avoid long subsidiary clauses and wordiness 
Declaring it “is in the best interest of both 

students and parents who are often forced to drive 
their kids to school for pre-school day 
extracurricular activities,” the Hutchinson School 
Board decided at its meeting Monday night to revert 
to a two-tier bus system that will enable more older 
students to arrive at school earlier, and young kids 
later. (whoa! 59-word lead) 

 
Vary sentence length 

Keep your leads to less than 40 words. Fewer than 
30 words is even better. Writing coaches tell us the 
best sentence length for comprehension is about 16 or 
17 words. 

The Hutchinson 423 School Board decided 
Monday to revert to a two-tier bus system that will 
get older students to school earlier. 

(Question: What do you think about the word 
“get”? When possible, use a more descriptive verb.) 

 
Avoid dangling modifiers 

“As a former editor, how do we write about this?” 
The introductory clause in this sentence tells the 

reader we will learn who the former editor is. And in 
this context, the implications is that it is the reader.    

“As a former editor, do you have thoughts on how 
we report this?” 

 
Beware of euphemisms 

When referring to someone who has died, say so. 
Don’t use passed or passed away. 

 
Strengthen your style 
 
Know what Cappon calls “Tone: The Inner 
Music of Words.” 

Read your stories aloud. Cappon explains: “Does 
your copy sound conversational or stilted? Pompous 
or overly breezy? Formal or relaxed? 

Understand the tone of words with the same 
meaning, and when to use those words. 

“House, home, residence and domicile all denote 
the same things, but only a tone-deaf writer would use 
them interchangeably, regardless of context. The old 
couple lived in a cozy residence rings false, but there’s 
nothing wrong with they changed their residence 
frequently.” 

 
Add color to your stories with hints of detail. Set 

the scene. An AP story from 1989 used this metaphor: 
Like a candy bar in the hands of a 2-year-old, 

crude oil from the Exxon Valdez has gotten into 
everything. 

 
Here’s an excerpt from another AP story: 
The small cemetery at Grandfield Lutheran 

Church is growing. Most everything else around here 
is not. 
 
Why does using AP Style make your writing 
smarter? 

Author and editorial service professional Lila 
Stromer writes, “A major point of writing style is 
clarity – choose words carefully, omit needless 
punctuation and do not overwrite.”
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Why AP Style? 
AP Style guides journalists and other professional writers with rules and best practices 

 
The Associated Press Stylebook is more than a 

stylebook. It’s a guidebook to all sorts of rules and 
best practices, with useful information to improve 
your journalism: grammar, punctuation, word usage 
and style. It also is about principles and ethics of 
professional journalism. Using the AP Stylebook helps 
gives your news coverage consistency, integrity and 
strength. 

In our journalism jobs, we often talk about style 
and principles. Thomas Jefferson allegedly said, “In 
matters of style, swim with the current; in matters of 
principle, stand like a rock.” That’s wise advice, but 
what’s wrong with this statement?  

There’s no evidence Jefferson said this. And this 
quote is why we follow the journalistic adage, “If your 
mother says she loves you, check it out.” 

Which is to say: Journalism is serious business. 
Your readers – and your entire community – depends 
on you to report stories with honesty and integrity. 
Your newspaper’s reputation depends on it. 

 
Why a local stylebook? 

Does your newsroom have a handbook like the 
108-page 1945 St. Paul Dispatch-Pioneer Press 
Editorial Handbook – or might you have a short 
“cheat sheet” or guide that might be smaller but just 
as important? If not, maybe you should.  

A local stylebook is important because every 
community has its own uniqueness – places, events, 
people’s names and so on – that warrant special 
treatment when included in a story. Does your 
community have a nickname that you use in headlines 
– or in stories? If so, when is it OK to use that 
nickname? How do you identify important 
landmarks? What do you call your county fair on 
second reference? Does your community have a 
nickname for its high school athletic field? Is it OK to 
use that nickname in your reporting? These and other 
references require consistent treatment in your 
stories. If necessary, add local abbreviations to your 

local stylebook. But be sure to think of your visiting 
aunt from Kansas City if you do. We shouldn’t be 
writing in code. Write for all of your readers. 

You may also have your own guidelines for your 
newspapers’ distinctive editorial practices – matters 
such as using anonymous sources. Or reporting news 
about people in the public sphere who might be 
connected to minor traffic offenses or alleged criminal 
activities, or involved in incidents related to mental 
health and similar sensitive issues. 

In case you didn’t know, there are all sorts of style 
manuals but the AP Stylebook is among the most 
widely used. Here are the most common stylebooks: 

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS): A 
comprehensive guide for book publishing 
(fiction/nonfiction), history, and some humanities, 
known for its detail on manuscript prep, style, and 
citations. 

Associated Press Stylebook: The standard for 
news media, journalism, and corporate 
communications, focusing on brevity and clarity for 
immediate communication. 

Strunk & White (Elements of Style): A 
classic, concise reference for effective writing and 
grammar.  

 
For Academia & Specific Fields 

PA Style (American Psychological 
Association): Dominant in psychology, education, 
and social sciences, focusing on research and data 
presentation. 

MLAStyle (Modern Language Association): 
Widely used in English, literature, and other 
humanities for citing sources in essays and papers. 

IEE Style (Institute of Electrical & 
Electronics Engineers): Used in engineering and 
computer science. 

AMA Style (American Medical 
Association): Standard for medical and nursing 
fields. It contains more than 1,200 pages.
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AP sales pitch 
The AP Stylebook comes in various print forms, online and with supplements 

 
Here are the offerings as of Jan. 1, 2026: 
 
A. The paperback edition (502 pages; $24.99; 

about 50 percent larger than the 1996 edition 
 
B. Spiral-bound AP Stylebook ($34.95; easier 

to use; takes about three weeks to receive if ordered 
through the AP) 

 
C. AP Stylebook Online (by subscription, with 

regular updates and including the Merriam-Webster 
dictionary): 

• single user: $33 for the first year, with discounts 
for renewing customers; 

• up to five users, $152 for the first year, with 
discounts for renewing customers; 

• up to 10 users, or $268.00 for the first year, 
with discounts for renewing customers. 

 
D. AP StyleGuard Pro style – checking tools: 

“Whether you are new to AP style or you want help 
keeping up with changing guidance, let our style-
checking tools help you write and edit. Get style-
checking help for Microsoft Word, Outlook and 
PowerPoint, or today’s most popular web browsers, 
including in Google Docs.” $149.99 for the first year, 
with discounts for renewing customers; 

 
E.  AP Style Workshop (one person): 
• Master the Mechanics, AP Stylebook 

Workshop 101: Master the Mechanics (four live, 
one-hour webinars) will focus on the fundamentals 
including punctuation, capitalization and numerals. 
May 6-27. Participate in live virtual sessions with the 
editors who make AP style or watch recordings at your 
convenience. You’ll get all the decks to review, as well. 
You can ask Stylebook editor Anna Jo Bratton your 
AP style questions in the online classroom’s 
discussion forum, in addition to during each webinar’s 
Q&A.  Each registration includes access to AP 

Stylebook Online, our searchable and customizable 
AP style resource, as well as AP Stylebook Study 
Guides, a series of self-scoring quizzes that reinforce 
the workshop's lessons. $199 per user with discounts 
for two or more users. 

• Refine Your Content, Oct. 7-28. Four live 
one-hour webinars: AP Stylebook Workshop 201: 
Refine Your Content will cover the big-picture 
questions of how to improve of your writing and 
editing to make your copy clear and compelling. $199 
per user with discounts for two or more users.    

• Both the AP Stylebook Workshops  
 
F. The Associated Press Style Guide (6-page 

condensation of the AP Stylebook; order online for 
$6.95)  

 
 

 
 
 
 



G. My Custom Stylebook 
This is for your newspaper. Localize your 

guidelines for events, names and other matters that 
specifically pertain to your coverage area. 
 
 
What’s new in the 57th Edition           
|  2024-2026 

 
New primary dictionary 

Perhaps the greatest AP Style change is the switch 
from Webster’s New World College Dictionary to 
Merriam-Webster as its first source. Why? Because 
AP says Merriam-Webster is “more up to date and 
more in line with our approach.” 

 
Three new chapters 

• Criminal justice chapter 
• Artificial intelligence chapter 
• Technology chapter 
 

Two new sections: 
• Digital journalism 
• Checklist for self-editing (and for reporting 

and writing): three indispensable pages 
 

Highlights of other new or revised entries: 
• Climate change, climate crisis 
• Race-related coverage 
• Gender, sex and sexual orientation 
• Obesity 
• Crisis hotlines 
• Suicide 
• Homelessness 
• Terrorism 

• Numerals info 
• Prefixes 
• Suffixes 
• Lists, bulleted lists 
• So-called 
• Designated days, weeks, months 
• Lying in state 
• Media 
• Abortion 
• Weather event 
• UFOs. UAPs 
• Sexually transmitted disease, sexually 

transmitted infection 
• Quotations in the news 
• Unique 
 

Expanded guidance on: 
• Climate change and climate crisis 
• Philanthropy terms 
• LGBTQ to LGBTQ+ 
• Hawaiians 
• Civil Rights Movement 
• Hajj 
• Czechia is now the Czech Republic 
• B.E. and C.E. are now as acceptable as B.C. 
• Euthanasia, medically assisted suicide, 

physician-assisted suicide 
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From A to Z 
In the Associated Press Stylebook: 57th Edition, whether in print or online, you will find: 
 
The AP Stylebook A-Z: pages 1-253 

From “a, an” to “ZIP code” 
 

Inclusive Storytelling: pages 254-260 
“We strive for storytelling that both represents all 

people and shines a brighter light on those who have 
been underrepresented in traditional narratives … 

“Cast a wide net when looking for voice and 
images for any story, whether it’s on education, 
health, politics, marathon running, architecture, or 
whatever your beat or your daily assignment is.” 

 
Artificial Intelligence: pages 261-267  

“The artificial intelligence story goes far beyond 
business and technology … Journalism about AI can 
play a powerful role in shaping the collective 
understand of both the societal challenges and 
opportunities they present.” 

 
Health and Science: pages 268-274 

“News stories are aimed at the public, not at 
scientists, investors or policymakers.” 

If you report extensively on health care, consider 
purchasing the AMA Manual of Style written by the 
editors of the Journal of the American Medical 
Association. It is 1,256 pages. 

 
Criminal Justice: pages 275-293 

“We cover public safety to provide accurate and 
fair reporting about communities, to educate people 
about trends that drive public policy changes, and to 
hold accountable law enforcement and others in 
positions of authority.” 

 
Polls and Survey: pages 294-299 

“The mere existence of a poll is not enough to 
make it news. Do not feel obligated to report on a poll 
or survey simply because it meets AP’s standards.” 

 
Business: pages 300-309 

“Our market is the individual consumer of 
business news. We must write in a lively, clear and 
accessible style that provides explanation and content 
for people who may not have a deep knowledge of 
business and finance.” 

 
Technology: pages 310-332 

“Both technology and the language and terms 
associated with it are rapidly evolving; AP Stylebook 
Online provides the most current guidance.” 

 
Digital Journalism: pages 333-335 

“Reading and viewing stories online is the main 
way many people engage with news. As such, it’s 
important for reporters, editors and visual journalists 
to understand the latest ways that readers and viewers 
are interacting with the news.”  

 
Social Media Reporting: pages 336-341 

How do we use social media in our work? What 
about user-generated content? How do you vet 
sources found through social media? What 
information can be gleaned from looking at social 
media profiles? Referencing user-generated content. 
Aside from social media, what about the internet in 
general? 

 
Data Journalism: pages 342-346 

“The ability to analyze quantitative information 
and present conclusions in an engaging and accurate 
way is no longer the domain of specialists alone. 
Government agencies, business, and other 
organizations alike all communicate in the language of 
data and statistics. To cover them, journalists must 
become conversant in that language as well.” 

 
Religion: pages 347-375 

From “abaya” (a robe-like outer garment worn by 
Muslin women) to “Zoroastrianism,” these 31 pages 
offer an abundance of valuable information.  



Sports: pages 376-392 
Sports editors should know this section well, but 

perhaps all reporters should also spend time in this 
section, especially if you want to use a sports 
metaphor in your writing. 

 
Punctuation: pages 393-404 

Pages 393: “Incorrect punctuation can change the 
meaning of a sentence, the results of which could be 
far-reaching … If punctuation does not help make 
clear what is being said, it should not be there.” 

Listings include: 
apostrophe 
brackets 
comma 
dash 
ellipsis 
em dash, en dash, hyphen 
exclamation point 
hyphen 
parentheses (AP Style makes no mention of 

brackets, so don’t use them) 
periods 
question mark 
quotation marks 
semicolon 
slash 
 

Checklist for Self-Editing: pages 405-407 
These three pages are invaluable. 
“Self-editing makes your reporting and writing 

much stronger before reaching the editor’s desk It 
allows more time for attention to nuanced points 
during later editing. It also can point to the need, 
sooner rather than later, for additional reporting to 
answer questions, provide context, fill holes, etc.” 

Subheads are: 
General tips 
Accuracy, accuracy, accuracy 
Clear direct language 
Organization 
Visuals 
Specific topics 
Some definitions (lead, nut graf, scene-setter or 

anecdotal lead) 
 
The AP Statement of News Values and 
Principles: pages 408-419 

Covers topics including: 
• Anonymous sources 
• Anonymous sources in material from other 

news sources 
• Attribution 
• Audio 
• Bylines and datelines 
• Conflicts of interest 
a) expressions of opinion 

b) favors 
c) financial interests 
d) inside information 
e) family investments 
f) divestiture 
g) freelance work 
h) free tickets 
i) gifts 
j) official scores 
k) outside appearances 
l) political activities 
m) trips 
• Corrections 
• Data 
• Fabrications 
• Graphics and interactives 
a) Images 
b) Photos 
c) Video 
d) Obscuring identities 
e) Posing and reenactments 
f) User-generated and internet content 
g) Offensive and gory content 
• Music 
 
The Online version offers individual sections and 

chapters: 
• Ask the Editor 
• Bibliography 
• Briefing on Media Law 
• Editing Marks 
• My Custom Stylebook 
• Polls and Surveys 
• Pronunciation Guide 
• Religious Guidelines 
• Social Media Guidelines 
• Style Blog 
• Topical Guides (to topics such as the 2026 

Midterm Elections, the 2026 FIFA World Cup) 
 

Who uses AP Style? 
It’s not just for journalists. It’s the definitive 

resource for all people who work in communications 
in a variety of fields and publications. It continues to 
be published every year in print form. But today the 
AP Stylebook Online has become the primary way 
professionals access this resource. 

 
Discussion: 

Do you use AP style? 
Who edits your stories? 
Does your newspaper follow the first rule of 

editing? (do no harm!) 
How do you ensure this rule is followed? 
What process does your newsroom use to edit 

your stories? Can it be improved? How? 
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Also important 
Tips from the AP Stylebook, other AP publications and the recesses of Doug’s head 
 
Abbreviations 

Whether an organization is also known by an 
acronym or initialism, there’s no need to put place the 
abbreviation following its name. Example: Minnesota 
Department of Transportation (MnDOT) is accepting 
application for snowplow operators. Don’t overuse 
abbreviations or acronyms that your aunt, who’s 
visiting from Kansas City, won’t instantly recognize. 
Example: Referring to the Metropolitan Airports 
Commission on first reference as MAC. If necessary, 
add local abbreviations to your local stylebook. But be 
sure to think of your aunt if you do. General rule: 
Avoid alphabet soup. 
 
Attribution verbs 

“Said” is most often adequate. Put the source’s 
name first, then “said.” 

Some attribution verbs are hazardous: pointed 
out, warned, claimed, revealed, declared, exclaimed, 
admitted, quipped. It’s OK to use them but be sure 
they are accurate. A quip must have bite. 
 
Biweekly, bimonthly, biannual, semiannual 

If you use these words, will readers know what 
you’re talking about? Here’s what dictionary.com 
says: “Biannual and semiannual can both mean “twice 
a year.” However, biannual can also mean “every 
two years,” and semiannual can also mean 
“lasting for half a year” (though this sense isn't 
commonly used).” Consider twice a year or every two 
years. 
 
Bottom line 

Reserve this for bookkeeping stories. Use 
outcome, consequence or result. 
 
Cities in Minnesota 

Which Minnesota cities should be referenced with 
“Minnesota” afterward and which don’t require 
“Minnesota”? For example, what about Dundas, 
Minnesota? How about Rochester, Duluth, St. Cloud, 
Bloomington, International Falls, Brainerd, Bemidji, 

Willmar? Referencing “Minnesota” after the city is not 
required if the story context alludes to the Minnesota 
context earlier in the story. 
 
Dehumanizing language 

Avoid dehumanizing language such as the poor, 
the homeless (page 111), the mentally ill, the disabled, 
the wealthy. Put the person first, then a description. 
For example, “People with memory impairments.” 
 
Derogatory terms 

Don’t use derogatory terms except in extremely 
rare circumstances. Merriam-Webster defines a 
derogatory term as a pejorative, slur or term of 
disparagement. It is a word or phrase intended to 
express a low opinion, criticize or show a lack of 
respect toward a person or group. Derogatory 
language is insulting and demeaning and is generally 
meant to cause offense or harm. 
 
Elected officials’ titles: 

Formal or informal? See pages 232-233 for 
guidance. Examples: Mayor Erica Johnson, City 
Council Member Erica Johnson 

How do you identify the elected members of these 
local bodies: 

City Council: Councilors? City council members? 
Council members? 

County Board: County board members? 
Commissioners? 

School Board: School board members? Board of 
Education members? 
 
Ellipsis 

The meaning of an ellipsis is deletion, not 
hesitation. Ellipses tell the reader you are cutting 
words out of the quote. Use it properly: space, three 
dots, space. Also, “Don’t lead with it in quotes,” 
advises the Poynter Institute’s Ren Laforme. 

One last rule: If the quote is from part of a 
sentence, you don’t need to tell reader this by 
beginning the quote with an ellipsis. This is wrong: “… 



it was the advisory board’s recommendation that we 
should eliminate this terrible ordinance,” Mayor 
Susan Smith said. This is right: “It was the advisory 
board’s recommendation that we should eliminate 
this terrible ordinance,” Mayor Susan Smith said. 
 
Farther, further 

Farther refers to a literal distance. Further is for 
all other uses. 
 
Fewer, less 

Less applies to quantities, fewer to numbers. 
Fewer calories, less taste. 
 
Gender-neutral pronouns 

The stylebook “recognizes the growing acceptance 
of they/them/their as singular pronouns and gender-
neutral pronouns. Nevertheless, to avoid confusion, 
rephrase when possible (e.g., use the person’s 
surname). 

“If using they, limit the number of occurrences 
and use a plural verb. It may help to explain that the 
individual has a preferred pronoun.” 
 
Government body references: 

 “The” typically precedes the name of the city 
council you name. For example, use “The Springfield 
City Council unanimously approved …” Not 
“Springfield City Council unanimously approved …” 

How do you refer to your city council, county 
board or school board on second reference? Do you 
capitalize those words? 
 
Imply, infer 

Imply means “to intimate, to signify, to hint.” 
Infer means to “deduce or judge from evidence.” 
 
Input 

Sounds technical. Try comments, thoughts, ideas 
or concerns. 
 
Italics 

“AP does not italicize words in news stories. Italics 
are used in Stylebook entries to highlight examples of 
correct and incorrect usage.” They are used in this 
handout as well. 
 
Journalism jargon/lingo 

Avoid heavy use of journalism lingo or jargon 
when working with freelance and newer part-time 
reporters. Explain the terms to them, but don’t 
assume they know what a “cutline,” “graf” or “inverted 
pyramid” is. The AP Stylebook states: “Jargon is the 
opposite of clarity.” The AP Stylebook also uses the 
spelling “lead,” not “lede.” 

Obscenities, profanities, vulgarities 
AP Style cautions “not to use them in stories 

unless they are part of direct quotations and there is a 
compelling reason for them.” The Dec. 31, 2025, Star 
Tribune used “bullshit” in an above-the-fold A1 story. 
The vulgarity was used in a source’s quote. 
 
Persons, people 

AP Style advises “Use person when speaking of an 
individual. One person waited for the bus. 

“The word people is preferred to persons in all 
plural uses.  … But persons is permitted when it is ‘in 
a direct quotation or part of a title as in Bureau of 
Missing Persons.’” 
 
Photo captions (cutlines) 

Not included in the current AP Stylebook, so what 
guidelines does your newspaper use? 
 
Quotations 

Should you ever change a quotation? (No!) 
What about informal colloquialisms or slang such 

as “gonna” instead of “going to”? 
Page 418 in the stylebook explains: “Quotes must 

not be taken out of context. We do not alter 
quotations, even to correct grammatical errors of 
word usage. If a quotation is flawed because of 
grammar or lack of clarity, it may be paraphrased in a 
way that is completely true to the original quote. If a 
quote’s meaning is too murky to be paraphrased 
accurately, it should not be used. Ellipses should be 
used rarely and must not alter the speaker’s 
meaning.” 
 
States 

Not long ago, the AP offered abbreviations for the 
50 U.S. states when used after a city’s name. Now the 
state’s full name is used in stories but not in graphics. 
 
That, which to introduce phrases and clauses 

See “essential clauses, nonessential clauses” on 
page 76. There is much confusion over this. The 
stylebook states: “That is the preferred pronoun to 
introduce essential clauses that refer to an inanimate 
object or an animal without a name. Which is the only 
acceptable pronoun to introduce a nonessential 
clauses that refer as to an inanimate object or an 
animal without a name. 

Examples: 
“The part of the building’s foundation that was 

leaking required patching.” 
“Part of the building foundation was leaking, 

which caused the owners to hire a repair crew to 
patch it.” 

Note the comma in the last sentence.



 



Mastering AP Style and Creating Your Local Style  |  2026 MNA Convention   |  January 29, 2026 

Two pioneers 
Two noted editors’ careers show how mastering style is very much a Minnesota thing 

 
Reporters are storytellers, and the human 

experience is often at the center of their stories. So 
let’s humanize the importance of the subject we are 
discussing today. Let’s learn about two Minnesotans 
who had a profound impact on American journalism. 

 
Joseph A. Wheelock was many years ahead of 

his contemporaries, such as Joseph Pulitzer and 
William Randolph Hearst, both who employed yellow 
journalism. Wheelock adopted journalistic principles 
that we now take for granted. These principles were 
centered around impartiality, fairness and accuracy – 
which are at the core of the AP Stylebook. 

 

 
 

Joseph A. Wheelock 
 
Wheelock (1831-1906) was editor of the St. Paul 

Press from 1875 to 1906. Here’s what he said about 
our responsibilities as reporters and editors (a male 
bias persisted in his day): 

 
“He who assumes the high responsibilities of 

conducting a public journal misapprehends the 
province and privilege of the press if he thinks he 
may treat men and events in relation to himself 
personally. He who cannot, in the management of a 

journal, rise above considerations of friendship, or 
enmity, and regard men and women and events 
impartially in their public aspects and influences, is 
unworthy of his position. The press, otherwise, is 
degraded and its power perverted, or abdicated.” 

 
Wheelock’s somewhat lofty pronouncement is a 

most fitting preface to the Editorial Handbook written 
by a second influential Minnesota editor, James 
Russell Wiggins (1904-2000). Wiggins was a 
major editor with a deep impact on broader American 
journalism. 

 

 
 

James Russell Wiggins 
 
The Editorial Handbook, published in 1945 and 

much like the AP Stylebook that was coming into 
common usage at the time, could be found on the 
desks of reporters and editors working for the St. Paul 
Dispatch and St. Paul Pioneer Press. Wiggins was 
already long regarded as both a guardian of press 
freedom and advocate of press accountability, having 
launched his newspaper career more than two 
decades earlier as editor of his high school newspaper 
in Luverne, Minnesota. Straight out of high school 



and without any college education, he went to work in 
June 1922 as a reporter on a country weekly, the Rock 
County Star Herald at Luverne. Within four years, he 
owned the paper. The Rock County Star Herald is also 
the home newspaper of Al McIntosh, for whom the 
Minnesota Newspaper Association’s Al McIntosh 
Distinguished Service Award is named. 

After eight years in Luverne, Wiggins left for St. 
Paul, where he exerted his influence on journalism at 
the two newspapers there. Serving a stint in the Army 

Air Corps 
Intelligence during 
World War II, he 
returned to St. Paul 
after the war, 
resumed his strong 
newsroom 
leadership, wrote the 
Editorial Handbook, 
then left Minnesota 
for larger papers on 
the East Coast in 
1946. 

 
 

 
St. Paul newspapers 
1945 Editorial 
Handbook 

 
Wiggins quickly became a significant figure at The 

New York Times, where he served as an assistant to 
the publisher. One year later he was snatched up by a 
former Army buddy, Philip Graham, to serve as 
managing editor of The Washington Post. The 
nation’s capital at the time had four leading 
newspapers. Wiggins had a huge influence on the 
Post’s editorial direction, including ending racial 
identification in news stories. He was noted for his 
strong editorial voice and advocacy for journalistic 
principles, including a landmark report on freedom of 
the press. By the time he left the Post in the late 
1960s, the paper was a national leading voice. 

In 1968 and 1969, Wiggins was picked by 
President Lyndon Johnson to serve as U.S. 
ambassador to the United Nations. When that 
position ended, he took over the operations of a small-
town weekly in Ellsworth, Maine, which, according to 
Wikipedia, he “turned into an award-winning and 
nationally recognized publication.” Circulation more 
than tripled. Wiggins had planned to finish his career 
in Maine in 1991, but he was convinced to stay on as 
editor until his final editorial was published in July 
1999. 

Here are two brief samples of the type of 
“scripture” Wiggins laid down many decades earlier in 
the St. Paul papers’ 1945 Editorial Handbook:  

Wiggins Example 1: 
Sentimental considerations should not intrude 

into the deliberations of reporters and editors 
engaged in presenting factual accounts of crime 
news. These reports inevitably cause many people 
embarrassment and humiliation. This is particularly 
regrettable where such injury is done to relatives of 
offenders who themselves are guilty of no 
wrongdoing. Their suffering, in most part, however, 
springs from circumstances of their connection and 
cannot be eliminated by suppression of news about 
crime. Insofar as the publication of details of the 
crime aggravate their misery, their individual loss 
must be weighed against the general gain of having 
crime news so reported as to accomplish the social 
good that comes from the publication of crime news.” 

 
Wiggins Example 2: 

Even in minor crime offenses, identification of 
persons of position responsible in the community 
should be complete, as in the following item in the St. 
Paul Dispatch of Friday, Aug. 1, 1941: 

 

 
 

Style rules 
About one-fourth of the pages of the St. Paul 

papers’ 1945 Editorial Stylebook is devoted to a 
chapter on style rules: capitalization, punctuation, 
abbreviations, figures, spelling (Webster’s New 
International Dictionary was the final authority on 
spelling) and street names. 

Another two chapters are devoted to “public 
relations” and “free publicity.” The final chapter is 
devoted to “libel law.” A list of words not to be used in 
stories is also given. The list includes: boodler, 
degenerate, drunkard, profiteer, mistress, rascal, 
shyster, sodomite, social leper, thieving rogue and 
whore. 

These topics are also addressed in the current AP 
Stylebook. 
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