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Purpose/Introduction

The Houston Independent School District's many departments, offices, and schools each produce their own documents and publications (e.g., memoranda, letters, brochures, fliers, newsletters, reports, Web sites, etc.). Unfortunately, quite often these disparate communications have only one thing in common—the reader. A parent might read the HISD Today newsletter one day, a memo from a school the next, and visit various HISD Web sits daily. If every HISD communication the parent reads uses different writing and image standards, he or she is probably more likely to form an opinion that the district is disorganized and even question the ability of HISD employees to communicate effectively with each other and with the many different individuals and groups that the district serves.

Therefore, to help ensure that written communications produced by the district maintain a consistent, effective style and image, HISD has produced this style guide. The information includes basic rules of written communication, such as punctuation, abbreviations, and capitalization, as well as guidelines for formatting and the use of graphics and color.

References: Official Writing Style Guides

The primary "authority" selected to follow for writing standards is Strunk and White's The Elements of Style—Fourth Edition. It is a concise and inexpensive guide that, for those reasons, is often used in English classrooms in HISD and across the country.

Also referenced are more complete guides such as the Associated Press Stylebook and The Chicago Manual of Style. Free online writing guides that can be convenient sources of reference include the American Heritage Book of English Usage and the Columbia Guide to Standard American English.

[Bill needs to add statement about HISD specific style guide in the appendix here -- I imagine it'll be about as long as the preceding paragraph]

Names and Titles Guidelines

Specific standards that apply to the names and titles of things and people in HISD are outlined below.

· Houston Independent School District—The formal name, the Houston Independent School District, should always be used in the first reference in any communication. It should be followed by “(HISD)” to specify subsequent references. It may also be referred as “the district” (not capitalized) in subsequent references.

· Superintendent of Schools—The formal position title is superintendent of schools. Like all titles (principal, regional superintendent, etc.), it is capitalized only when used as a formal title before the name, such as Superintendent of Schools Abelardo Saavedra. This title should always be used in the first reference of any communication. Second references may be the superintendent of schools, the superintendent, or Dr. Saavedra.

· Board of Education—The formal title of the governing body is the Houston Independent School District Board of Education. This should always be used in the first reference of any communication. Second references may be the board (not capitalized), or school board. To maintain consistency in communications, please do not use Board of Trustees. An individual is referred to either as a trustee, school-board member, or board member. These individual titles are capitalized when used as a formal title before the name.

· Departments/Offices—In governmental entities, offices rank just below departments. In HISD, the heads of departments are the superintendent of schools’ direct reports. Capitalize the word “department” or “office” in the name of a single department or office (the Human Resources Department, the Office of Special Education, the Press Office). Use a lowercase “d” or “o” in “the department” or “the office” when they stand alone or in plural uses (the Human Resources and Curriculum departments). 

· Schools—When a school is named after a person, use the full name in the first reference (Mark Twain Elementary School, Jack Yates High School). Thereafter, use only the person’s last name (Twain Elementary, Yates High). Some HISD schools are named after people with the same last name. When referring to these campuses, always use the identifying initials, with a space between the letters (e.g., J. R. Harris and R. P. Harris Elementary Schools, C. Martínez and R. Martínez Elementary Schools) or use the full name (Clemente Martínez Elementary School). 

Business Cards, Letterhead, External Correspondence

The Houston Independent School District has official business cards and letterhead for school and department use in their communications with the public (see samples to the right). Official business cards and letterhead are available through HISD Printing Services, 4400 West 18th Street, 713-556-6041, e-mail copycenter@houstonisd.org.

· School and Department Business Cards—As stated above, the district has official business cards available for school and department use, but, if a school or department has developed its own business card design, that design must include the name of the district and/or official district branding (the seal and/or logo, see Graphic Standards section for details). One option to consider is to include the district branding on the reverse side of the card.

· School and Department Letterhead—Again, as stated above, the district has official letterhead available for school and department use, but, if a school or department has developed its own letterhead design, that design must include the name of the district and/or official district branding (the seal and/or logo, see Graphic Standards section for details).

· Personalized Letterhead—HISD Printing Services will print personalized letterhead only for the direct reports of the superintendent of schools. All others will use official stationery that has no printed designated staff-member name (see sample).

· External Correspondence Format—Whether a school or department uses official letterhead or one with their own design, the letter format for communications with individuals outside the district is modified block style with the text justified (both the left and right margins are even), and the preferred font and type size are Arial, 11 point. See samples to the left and in the APPENDIX.

Memoranda

Memoranda are used for internal written communications among schools and departments. The memorandum is formatted as shown.

All memoranda to regional superintendents and school-based personnel must be transmitted through the Office of Academic Services and posted on the HISD employee Web portal. The guidelines are as follows:

· Action Required memos are posted on Mondays, and Information Items are posted on Wednesdays.

· E-mail memos to Sylvia Valverde by noon on Thursdays.

· Follow the guidelines outlined below:

· Use 12-point Arial.

· Use black ink only.

· Include the name of a contact person and his or her telephone number.

· Do not use headers or footers on the document.

· Set a 1” margin at the top and bottom of the page.

· Set right and left margins at 1.25”.

· Send the e-mails on a plain background (no “wallpaper”).

· Set due dates that will give principals and regional superintendents sufficient time to respond.

· Make headings read either “Action Required by (date)” or “Information Item,” paragraph-style bordered and shaded.

· If the memo is addressed “Principal Addressed,” please attach principals’ names on a separate page as they appear in the HISD Global Address list, separated by semicolons, along with the names of the regional superintendents of these principals.

· Always send a copy of the memo to regional superintendents.

· Date the memo consistent with the Monday or Wednesday that it will be e-mailed.

· Memos should be concise and easy to read. Use simple, direct sentences in the active voice.

· Whenever possible, limit the memo to one page.

· Do not send more than three attachments per memo (memo plus three attachments). If there are more than three attachment documents, combine similar document types into a single document to observe the limit.

· Make sure that letters/information for parents that are to be translated into Spanish and Vietnamese have been approved prior to submitting them to Translation Services.

· Choose one person to carefully edit and proof all memos before sending them to School Administration.

· Make certain that the memo has been approved by the superintendent’s direct report who oversees the department before submitting it to School Administration.

Some information items may be placed in the Superintendent’s Bulletin. [will need to revised as this publication evolves]

Board Agenda Items

A detailed description of the process and format used to create agenda items to be considered in HISD Board of Education meetings is provided in SPM 2253.C. To access it online, go to the Policy Administration Department (www.houstonisd.org/policyadmin), highlight the Standard Practice Memos channel, and click on the Local District Governance tab on the rollout menu.

Publications

The Houston Independent School District generates hundreds of publications (manuals, reports, newsletters, brochures, posters, fliers) each year from schools, departments, and programs. In many cases, these publications target a specific audience or community, such as those produced for parents whose children attend a particular school. In other cases, publications are produced centrally for districtwide audiences or groups of audiences, such as all taxpayers, all students, all parents, or all employees. To ensure that all schools and departments convey the fact that they are an important part of the HISD organization, it is important that their publications are consistent in design and format with those that are produced centrally.

Manuals, Reports

All districtwide publications must include content and design elements as outlined below. If you need assistance with a publication or communication project, please contact HISD Communication Services at 713-556-6130 or e-mail info@houstonisd.org.

· All reports that include several sections or chapters or that consist entirely of charts, graphs, or tables must include an executive summary.

· Cover Specifications—If a manual or report includes a cover, the cover should include the title of the document, the district name, the district logo(s), and the month and year of publication.

· Inside Cover (or Inside Page) Specifications—All district publications/manuals must have an inside cover page (see APPENDIX and this document for samples) that includes the seal, the name of the district, the names of the HISD Board of Education members by officer, the name of the superintendent of schools, the superintendent’s direct report whose department is generating the publication, the name of the department, the physical mailing address of the issuing department, and the district’s Web address and department Web address, if appropriate.

The inside cover should also include the HISD Equal Opportunity Statement: 
It is the policy of the Houston Independent School District not to discriminate on the basis of age, color, handicap or disability, ancestry, national origin, marital status, race, religion, sex, veteran status, or political affiliation in its educational or employment programs and activities.

· Executive Summary—Whenever possible, an executive summary of the contents should be included in publications that include several sections or chapters of information or data.

· Pagination/Table of Contents—Documents of more than two pages should be clearly paginated. Whenever possible, publications should include a table of contents if there are several sections or chapters.

· Use of Colors—See Graphic Standards section beginning on page #.

· Use of Graphs/Tables and Photos—Images included in a document should complement text, making the information that is being presented easier for the reader to understand. Graphs and tables can be used to make complex data and their relationships easier to understand (e.g., a bar graph can compare HISD's performance on a given test with that of other districts, a line graph can be used to show comparisons over time, a pie chart can show divisions of the whole or parts of the whole). Graphs and tables should be simple and easy to read, with a clear explanation of what is being represented, and include the source of the data. Photos can also be used to make information easier to understand (e.g., pictures of students wearing clothes that meet a school’s dress code) or can be used to  "dress up" a document, making it more interesting and visually appealing. Avoid using complicated images behind copy, as they can often make reading difficult. Be sure your images retain their correct proportions (i.e., are not skewed horizontally or vertically). See Introduction to Printing/Desktop Publishing section on page # for details.

· Descriptions of the kinds of publications that HISD issues, plus references to the guidelines for creating each kind, are included in Standard Practice Memorandum (SPM) 0222.1C. The process for creating district manuals is outlined in SPM 0221.1A. To access these SPMs online, go to the Policy Administration Department Web site (www.houstonisd.org/policyadmin), highlight the Standard Practice Memos channel, and click on the General Information tab on the rollout menu.
Newsletters, Brochures, Posters, Fliers

All district, department, or school fliers, brochures, and posters must include content and design elements as outlined below. If you need assistance with a publication or communication project, please contact HISD Communication Services at 713-556-6130 or e-mail info@houstonisd.org.

· The words "Houston Independent School District" must be clearly visible.

· The district branding (seal and/or logo) must be included. See Graphic Standards section beginning on page # for details.

· Use of Colors—See Graphic Standards section beginning on page #.
· Use of Graphs/Tables and Photos—See Publications/Manuals section on page #.
Web Sites
A separate style guide for presenting information online on school, department, regional office, and districtwide Web sites is available online at www.houstonisd.org/HISDConnect.

Producing Documents in Languages Other Than English

Dozens of languages are spoken in HISD, with English, Spanish, and Vietnamese as the three most widely used. In order to keep Houston’s Hispanic and Vietnamese communities well informed about the district’s programs and policies, HISD's Translation Services translates key district and school-based documents and communications into Spanish and Vietnamese for public distribution in printed form and on the Internet. These include letters to parents from schools and departments as well as documents that have districtwide importance and that state and federal law require to be translated, such as the Code of Student Conduct, HISD’s promotion standards, free and reduced-price lunch guidelines, and forms for Special Education services. In addition, the Back to School brochure and the HISD Today parent newsletter are translated into Spanish and Vietnamese, and a similar newsletter called Thong Tin is produced in Vietnamese. 

To ensure that communications in languages other than English are of high quality, schools and departments are encouraged to use the services provided by the Translation Services Office (4400 West 18th Street; 713-556-6130). The procedures and timeline for acquiring Spanish or Vietnamese translations (as well as French or Italian translations) are outlined in Standard Practice Memorandum 7201.1B. HISD’s translation guidelines and practices are set forth in Standard Practice Memorandum 7201.B. The office can also provide assistance in locating translation support for languages other than Spanish, Vietnamese, French, or Italian. Be sure to allow time for translations when planning your communications.

To help school and department office personnel better serve non-English speaking patrons in person, a list of frequently asked questions and their answers available in seven languages (English, Spanish, Vietnamese, French, Farsi, Mandarin Chinese, Arabic, and Urdu) has been produced. The publication has been distributed to schools and is available online by clicking on the “How may we help you?” link on the left-hand side of the HISDConnect home page (www.houstonisd.org). HISDConnect also includes a Spanish-language Web site and a channel in Vietnamese.

Graphic Standards

Introduction to Printing/DesktopPublishing

Computer Programs (Word, PowerPoint, Publisher(?), InDesign, Quark)

Laser/Inkjet Printing

Offset Printing (Spot Color, CMYK)

Multimedia and Web

File Formats (JPG, Bitmap, TIFF, EPS, PDF
Brands

A brand is a symbol or graphic that instantly identifies a product or organization. The Houston Independent School District is a large organization made up of many schools and departments and serves many functions within the Houston community—most important, the education of thousands of children. To present a consistent and unified image and message to the many publics that the district serves through its schools and departments and to ensure that the communications are mutually reinforcing, it is important that the official HISD seal and/or the graphic of the HISD graduate silhouette are used in all publications, Web sites, and other communications documents.

· HISD Seal—The official HISD seal is to be used on all formal correspondence and documents. [include samples and instructions on how to access the seal—Sandra/Kerry]

· Use of HISD Graduate—The more informal graphic of the HISD graduate silhouette should be used on districtwide publications, information and awareness campaigns, fliers, brochures, newsletters, etc. On these types of publications, it is acceptable to use both the HISD seal and graduate silhouette. (include samples and instructions on how to access the seal)

Copyrights and Use of Student Photos and Work
APPENDIX

Sample External Correspondence, Guide

Sample Memorandum, Guide

General Guide (alpha)

abbreviations/acronyms: Give the full name of organization or program on its first use followed by the acronym in parentheses: The Houston Independent School District (HISD). If the organization or program is not mentioned again, there is no need to give the acronym. Traditionally, acronyms included periods (F.B.I.), but they are usually omitted today (FBI). Make sure the use of abbreviations and acronyms is consistent throughout the same document. 

active voice: Use it, because it’s much stronger than the passive voice. “We won the game” rather than “The game was won by us.”

also: Placement affects meaning. “John Smith also was present at the meeting” means that John Smith was there, along with some other people. “John Smith was also present at the meeting” means that in addition to being present somewhere else, he was at the meeting, too.
athletics: “Athletics” means sports. “The Athletics Department” is the department that oversees athletics (sports). “The Athletic Department” would be a department that is athletic. Use the former.

Board of Education: HISD has nine trustees or members on its Board of Education. After the first reference, it may be called the school board (but not the Board of Trustees). When referenced simply as “board” it is not capitalized (e.g., The proposal was presented to the board in April.). Each trustee is elected to a four-tear term to represent a specific geographic district. The four-year terms are staggered, and the nine districts are numbered using Roman numerals (I, II, III, IV, V, VI, VII, VIII, IX).

comma in a series: Include a comma before the last item in a series. A, B, and C, not A, B and C.

comprise/compose: Comprise means “to contain,” “to consist of,” “to be composed of.” Compose means “to make up the constituent parts of.” The whole comprises the parts; the parts compose the whole. “The class comprises 20 students,” not “The class is comprised of 20 students.” To avoid the confusion, it’s easier to say “The class is made up of 20 students.”
dashes: Longer than a hyphen, an en dash (as wide as the letter n) is for ranges, as in 1965–1970 or 2:00–5:00 p.m. (but it’s “from 2:00 to 5:00 p.m.,” not “from 2:00–5:00 p.m.”). And you can’t use an en dash between two consecutive days. Thus August 3–5 but not August 3–4 (that has to be August 3 and 4). Twice as long as an en dash, an em dash (as wide as the letter m) indicates a sudden break or abrupt change, or sets something off from the rest of the sentence, as in “The Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills—the TAKS—is the state-mandated achievement test.” En dashes and em dashes can be found in “Symbol” in the “Insert” pull-down menu.
dates: In formal writing, use July 1, 2006, not July 1st, 2006. And use a comma after the year in “On July 1, 2006, Revere Middle School…”

e.g.: It stands for “for example” (exempli gratia in Latin), introduces representative examples, is not italicized, and is followed by a comma (e.g., X, Y, and Z). Using “for example” might be clearer.

e-mail: It’s hyphenated (not email).

ensure/insure: The former means to make sure. “The handcuffs will ensure that the prisoner doesn’t escape.” Insure means to cover with insurance.

facility names: Use first name or initials of the person after whom a school is named in the first reference to the school but not in subsequent references. Thus, it’s Jack Yates High School in the first reference and simply Yates High School thereafter. Always use the first name or initials if two schools have the same name, as in C. (or Clemente) Martínez and R. (or Raul) Martínez. 

health care: As a noun, it’s two words, not one (healthcare). As an adjective, it’s hyphenated (as in “health-care program”).

healthy: Healthy means not sick. Healthful means contributing to health. Thus, “a healthy person” but “a healthful diet.”

hyphen: A hyphen is a very short dash used to indicate a link between words, as in after-school. Use a hyphen for compound words, such as “often-used” or “much-loved.” Do not use a hyphen after adverbs ending in “-ly” (highly regarded, not highly-regarded). Do not use a hyphen after prefixes or before suffixes. Prekindergarten, not pre-kindergarten; districtwide means “throughout the district,” while district-wide means “as wide as a district.” Use a hyphen to avoid possible confusion. “More demanding courses” means “a greater number of demanding courses,” while “more-demanding courses” means “courses that are more demanding.” 

i.e.: It means “that is” (id est in Latin). It introduces explanatory phrases or clauses, is not italicized, and is followed by a comma (i.e., X, Y, and Z). For maximum clarity, consider using” that is” or “namely” instead.

impact: It’s a noun, not a verb. Thus, “The program made an impact on test scores,” but the program didn’t impact the scores. It did, however, affect them.

initials: Put a space between each initial in a person’s name. Thus, T. H. Rogers, not T.H. Rogers.

names: It’s John Smith III, not John Smith, III. Traditionally, “Jr.” was both preceded and followed by a comma, as in “John Smith, Jr., has been…” HISD now follows the increasingly common practice of omitting the commas, as in “John Smith Jr. has been…”
numbers: Words for one through nine, numbers for 10 and higher, except when referring to a grade level, as in “grade 9.” But use all numbers in mixed situations (5 out of 10 students) and “ninth grade” rather than “9th grade.”

ongoing: It’s written thus, not on-going

online: It’s written thus, not on-line.

percent: Use “percent” rather than % in formal writing. A 10-percent increase is not the same thing as a 10-percentage-point or 10-point increase.

podium: A podium is a platform you stand on. A lectern is the desk-like tower you stand behind.

quality: Quality is a noun, not an adjective. Thus, it has to be “a high-quality education” or “a top-quality education,” not “a quality education.”

SDMCs: They are shared-decision-making committees, not shared decision-making committees (the decision-making is shared on the committees, the decision-making committees aren‘t shared).

seasons: It’s “spring 2005” or “spring of 2005,” not “Spring 2005.” And there is no comma (spring 2005, not spring, 2005).

spaces: It’s customary now to use only one space after a period at the end of a sentence and after colons, not two.

students: They are ninth-graders, not ninth graders. And it’s “All ninth- and tenth-grade students…,” not “All ninth and tenth-grade students...”

Special Education: Capitalize it when referring to Special Education programs. Otherwise it just means programs that are special.

telephone numbers: Don’t put the local area codes in parentheses. Thus, 713-892-6000, not (713) 892-6000. And use hyphens, not periods as they do in Europe. Thus 713-892-6000, not 713.892.6000.

the: Capitalize only when it’s the first word in a sentence. Thus, “The grant came from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation,” not “The grant came from The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.”

time: Use 3:00 p.m., not 3 p.m. If small caps (p.m. rather than p.m.) are used, periods are included.

titles: Capitalize titles when they precede the person’s name, as in “Superintendent of Schools Abelardo Saavedra,” but not when used after or without the person’s name, as in “Dr. Abelardo Saavedra, the superintendent of schools, attended the meeting” or “The superintendent of schools attended the meeting.” And it’s “Superintendent of Schools Abelardo Saavedra” on first mention, “Dr. Saavedra” or “the superintendent” thereafter.

under way: It’s two words, not one (underway).

Web: Capitalize it, as in Web site.

year: It’s “2005–2006 school year” but “fiscal year 2005.”

ZIP code: Not zip code (ZIP is the acronym for Zone Improvement Plan)

Sample HISD Publications

