Writing Guide for AACS Minutes





AACS uses a specific format for official minutes of all entities, the Board and its committees, staff meetings, and ancillary policy and advisory groups as well.   Standard English form and proper “voice” should also be used in the minutes of all formal agency-related meetings.  All AACS minutes are posted on the AACS IntraNet, where staff and policy-level individuals can review them; they must, therefore, be written in a consistent format, writing style, English form, verb tense, and voice.  In addition, the writers of AACS minutes should be sure that minutes reflect an “outside-in” perspective of the action of those meetings, not a rendition of the recorder’s view as a participant in that action.  (Thus, there’s no place in these minutes for the use of “I,” “we,” “they,” et cetera.)





For the sake of achieving the desired consistency this writing guide may be a good resource for staff and policy makers responsible for composing AACS minutes.  Please contact the executive director if there are have questions about this matter. 





Person.  First, all AACS minutes (Board, Committees, Policy/Advisory Councils, Staff Meetings, etc.) shall be written in proper and consistent third-person form.





Most people today are habitually conditioned to thinking, speaking, and writing in first person (I, we, our).  It’s a virtual curse on contemporary English usage, and a bad habit needing to be changed.  First-person speech/writing is good when done appropriately: to talk or write about our personal experience, private point of view, or personal assessment.





When writing formal “minutes” of a meeting we are not giving our “personal testimonies.”   Perhaps the best ways for one to approach writing minutes on a meeting is to envision oneself altogether “detached” from the proceedings—perhaps “floating above the proceedings” in god-like or ghost-like fashion.  Then the writer simply reports, objectively, what transpired.  There is really no place in this scenario to resort to “I, we, our” kind of references; the minute writer is, as it were, not personally there.  Once again, the emphasis is on the group, action, people being observed rather than on the person doing the observing.  The examples below should help provide insight and direction on how this should be done.





What does it mean to write in “third-person”?  This relates to the two concepts of “number” and singular/plural in English grammar.





In “first person,” the speaker/writer is the subject.  In the first-person singular one would see the proper English form as follows: “I am….,”  I did….,” “I ran….,” etc.  The first-person plural form in each instance would be:  “We are….,”  We did….,” “We ran….,” etc.  Please note the I-We usage in first person.  The “first person” is the speaker (or writer).





In “second person,” the other person is the subject.  In the second-person singular one would see the proper English form as follows: “You are….,”  You did….,” “You ran….,” etc.  The second-person plural form in each instance would be:  “You were….,”  You did….,” “You ran….,” etc.   The You usage in second-person speech/writing is the same for singular or plural.  The “second-person” can also be characterized as the person spoken or written to.





In “third person,” the subject of the sentence, whether spoken or written, is the person or thing being spoken or written of.  That is precisely why it is the most appropriate form for formal minutes of all types.  The minute-writer is simply, objectively, in rather detached fashion, describing something that transpired; he/she is not personally involved in the action nor should the text indicate that.  





Third person (he, she, it, they, one…or by-title references like “the Board”) sentence subjects and their correspondingly appropriate verbs are used for all writing where the writer is not giving his or her “personal testimony.”   In minutes or any other formal documents, the use of first person is only acceptable when one presents his/her personal experience, private conclusions, or personal views.  If a direct quote is given in first person presentation, it must either 1) be set off in quotation marks or 2) set off by a comma and italicized so as to clearly indicate a/the speaker’s exact words.





In the third-person singular, the proper English form should read something like the following: “The director (followed by the appropriate verb form and predicate).”  The subject in third-person plural form in each instance would be “directors,” and would require, in most cases, a different verb form.  Examples: “The director sees a bright future for the agency” and “The directors see….”  Subject-verb agreement is required.  This must be watched carefully.





Subject-Verb Agreement.  Subjects and verbs must also “match” in form, that is, both in “number” (singular or plural) and in “person” (first, second, or third).  Through many years of living and English usage, most of us have learned the correct verb to use in virtually all instances, and most dictionaries will provide a review of which form of a verb to use in particular situations.  Most problems seem to occur in connection with third-person speech/writing.  For example, “The dog howls”—“howls” being the singular form of the verb to match the one dog that is howling, not the word “howl,” which is the plural form of the verb.  However, we all know that dogs (more than one) “howl,” not “howls.”





Subject-verb agreement often involves one letter: s.  Please understand that simply adding an “s” to a subject and adding an “s” to a verb are very different functions.  Except for pronouns, most subjects are made plural by adding an –s or –es.  A few nouns, like deer, do not change at all between the singular and the plural.  A few others change internally; example: child, children.





Third-person Verb Forms.  Many verbs ending in –s are used in the third-person in the present tense.  For example, “The dog barks.”





Singular verbs in the present tense of the third person are often formed simply by adding –s or –es to the simple form of the verb; examples: speak, speaks; go, goes.  The verbs be (is) and have (has) are the exceptions.  Following is a brief review on these irregular verbs.





Be.   First and third person singular past indicative.  Was.  Second person singular and plural and first and third person plural past indicative.  Were past subjunctive; were past participle. Been present participle.





Being.   First person singular present indicative.  Am.  Second person singular and plural and first and third person plural present indicative.   Are.  Third person singular present indicative.  Is.   Present subjunctive.  Be.   Verb, intransitive





Is.   Third person singular present indicative of be.





Are.  Second person singular and plural and first and third person plural present indicative of be.





Was.   First and third person singular past indicative of be.





Have.  To be in possession of.  Had, having, has.  Verb, transitive.





Has.   Third person singular present tense of have.





Had.    Past tense and past participle of have.





State of Being Verbs.     The foregoing verbs be and have are called irregular verbs.  Actually, relatively few English verbs (about 200) are “irregular,” that is, they do not consistently add –ed or –d to form the past tense or past participle of the verb.  Some irregular verbs even change an internal vowel; grow, grew, grown are exemplary.  And some verbs use the simple (same) form throughout: cost, cost, cost.  Attached is a listing of the simple/past/past participle forms of the most frequently-used irregular verbs.





For third-person singular, the present tense be uses is.  For example, “The dog is brown.”  For third-person singular have, use has.  For example, “The dog has distemper.”





For third-person plural, the following forms of the “state of being” verb (be in its various forms: is, are, was, were, has, have, etc.) are used: “The dogs are feisty.”  “The dogs have mange.”





Verb Tense.  This refers to the states we refer to indicating a particular time—present, past, future.  It also refers to any one of the inflected forms in the conjugation of a verb that indicates the time, such as past, present, or future, as well as the continuance or completion of the action or state.  There is also a grammatical device known as a past participle, which is a verb form indicating past or completed action or time that used as a “verbal adjective” in phrases such as baked beans and finished work. 





Active and Passive Voice.  One popular way to speak/write in third person is to do so in “passive voice.”   Well-selected English verbs have the ability to show whether a subject acts or receives the action related to the verb.  





In the passive voice, the subject is acted upon.  Verbs in the passive voice add forms of be and have (and sometimes will) as auxiliaries to the past participle of the main verb.  An example of this is:  “Effective program operations are appreciated by every Board member.”  (Versus: “Every Board member appreciates effective program operations.”)    





In many instances, either active or passive voice will work well, but in many other instances the minutes will serve better in the more indirect passive voice.  The benefit of using the passive voice versus the active one is that the acting/action will often appear as the object of the preposition by, which tends to soften it.





The past participle verb form can also be used with auxiliaries to form the passive voice or “perfect” and “pluperfect” tenses (also some called perfect participle) in constructions such as “She had baked the beans.” and “The work was finished.” 





Active voice emphasizes the doer of the action.  Passive voice tends to focus attention on the action itself rather than the doer of the action!  If one really wants to emphasize the doer, then active voice is best; otherwise, passive voice is preferred because it is less personal and “personalizing” than active voice.  Either will work, just choose the one most appropriate to the situation, focus, and purpose for the minutes.























Attachment:  Common Irregular Verbs (Conjugations by Simple Form, Past Tense, and Past Participle)

















NOTE:  Conjugation refers to the inflection of a particular verb and its presentation as a set of inflected 


              form of the verb, in this case, Simple, Past, and Past Participle. 





