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A Note on House Style

The house style used in this compendium is drawn from The Chicago Manual of Style, 15th Edition, published by the University of Chicago Press. Our house dictionary is the Oxford English Dictionary, Second Edition (with Additions Series and OED Online).

As an early comment in The Chicago Manual of Style (CMS) notes: 

For a multiauthor work, whose chapters may have been prepared in different styles (despite the publisher’s pleas to the contrary), the editor will have to impose an agreed-on style on maverick chapters.

This has been our challenge. With a book such as this, however – which has collected reports by authors from the UK, continental Europe, North America and Australia – it has seemed at times that every chapter could be considered maverick in one way or another. Thus our analyses of grammar, word usage, punctuation, abbreviation, documentation, numbers, figures, tables, and of course, spelling, were perhaps more in depth than they might have been for a compendium whose authors were all from the same country. (Similarly, had most authors known beforehand that their work would eventually be collected in this manner, this might have been a very different project.)

Representation of Words

Standardising words with common variant spellings (e.g., programme/program; centre/center) has led to only minimal confusion, as described in the Editor’s Preface to this compendium. The general issue of standardising the specialist terminology used in UK higher education e-learning, however, has posed more of a challenge. (Take, for example, the seemingly innocent term e-learning itself, which can be written elearning, Elearning, eLearning, e-Learning, and even E-learning: how does an editor decide which one to apply, and when?)

Early in the process of making such decisions for this compendium, in addition to consulting the OED and CMS, the editors scanned the Web sites of major government agencies, specialist organisations and even popular newspapers for evidence of an evolving consensus regarding the representation of newer words like dot-com (dot.com, dotcom, dot com). We rapidly came to the conclusion that, in most cases, there simply isn’t one (yet), and thus in most cases it has been necessary to use our best – and best-informed – judgement.

Fortunately, the OED turned out to be an invaluable aid in this plight. Contrary to what many readers might assume of this tome, subscribers to the OED Online – which is updated quarterly – will find no shortage of e-learning-friendly words such as metadata, newsgroup and Webcast. (For those with an interest in etymology, it is also fascinating to explore what the OED has to tell us about the evolution of technology over the last few decades; see, for example, its careful differentiation between the terms login/log-in and log in – both of which first appeared at MIT in 1963.
) 

Where specialist language issues were not addressed adequately by the OED or CMS, we turned to organisations such as HEFCE, JISC, CETIS and others deemed relevant to the field of e-learning in UK higher education.

Style and the “Web Book”

The fact that this compendium has been published as a hybrid “Web book” – i.e., on the World Wide Web, but not in any markup language, and intended to be printed as a series of reports – has placed us into another grey area, this one within the fledgling field of electronic publishing. For example, take the mechanistic case of running heads (headers) and feet (footers), typically used to provide identifying information about a document. In bound, multi-author books, adjacent pages provide ample space for such details: the author’s name may go on the left page (verso), the chapter title may go on the right page (recto), etc. Electronic documents, however – e.g., Word documents, PDF files – typically consist of single pages in series, which leave the editors literally half as much space for these crucial page identifiers. 

We were certainly not the first editors to stumble across this dilemma, nor the first to discover this to be the point at which our traditional style guide could not guide us. CMS suggests using “some variation on the traditional running head”
 – but which? As above, we were left to use our best judgement. 

We hope that readers familiar with Chicago style will not be appalled by our variations, applied only where deemed necessary for the sake of (a) adaptation to the medium, and (b) clarity. As a US publication, CMS does tend to prefer certain conventions most commonly seen in the USA; here the editors have made some minor modifications (mostly to punctuation, such as a decision to place closing quotation marks before a comma or full stop rather than after it) to avoid producing anything that might look “just plain wrong” to a UK reader.

The editors will be happy to discuss further any decisions taken in developing the house style for this compendium.
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