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Scripture Typesetting Workshop 

 As mentioned in my last newsletter, my primary 

work focus in April/May was the intense 5-week 

Scripture Typesetting workshop. SIL typesetting 

expert Heidi came from the US specifically to provide 

this long-awaited training, not just for me but also my 

Ethiopian colleagues Biruktawit and Mastewal. 

 Most folks don’t have a very good idea of what 

“Scripture typesetting” even means. If you are among 

them, allow me to explain in the following sections! 

 Scripture Typesetting is the 

process of preparing a trans-

lated Scripture (New Testa-

ment or full Bible) for print-

ing and publishing, making it 

look neat and attractive. This 

is a much more complex 

process for Scripture than for 

a novel because of all the extra 

formatting involved. 

 There are book intros and 

section titles and footnotes 

and cross-references. A para-

graph spanning multiple 

columns can’t begin or end 

with just a single line in either 

column (this looks ugly!) In 

two-column text, both col-

umns should be balanced; 

there shouldn’t be white space 

at the end of one column but 

not the other. Hyphenation is 

usually used to better fit text, 

but must not be overdone. 

Justified text is usually pre-

ferred, and it takes work to 

make this look appealing and 

 Many translations include 

illustrations which have to fit 

in the right place (and each 

and every illustration needs to 

be properly credited on the 

intro page). Many translations 

include a glossary of terms. 

Many include some Bible 

maps that need to be labeled 

correctly in the local language. 

Some include color pictures, 

which can only be placed at 

very specific points in the 

book. All these peripheral 

materials are part of the 

publication and need to be 

addressed. The entire book’s 

black-and-white page count 

must add up to exactly a 

multiple of 16, due to the way 

commercial book printing 

works. 

 I hope that this list gives 

you some idea of the complex-

ity, and why this topic re-

quires a full 5 weeks of in-

person instruction! 

the spacing relatively even. 

These fixes are primarily 

accomplished by minute 

adjustments to the size or 

spacing of the text in individ-

ual paragraphs to expand or 

shrink them, small enough to 

be below the perception of the 

human eye but that can add 

up to a substantial difference 

in the number of lines that 

text occupies.  

 Because Bibles are usually 

compactly printed on extra-

thin paper that can be seen 

through, it’s desirable to have 

the text on both sides vertical-

ly aligned so that there’s the 

same white space in between 

text lines on both sides of the 

page. (Think of writing on 

both sides of a lined legal pad 

page.) But this requires some 

work to maintain, given the 

different font styles used in 

section headings versus main 

text.  

The Complexity of Scripture Typesetting 
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PRAISES 

~That I successfully completed the Scripture 

Typesetting workshop. This training was very 

intense and demanding, and was not easy to get 

through, but I did in the end. We all stayed 

reasonably healthy throughout the workshop. 

PRAYERS 

~That I will soon be able to apply this training 

to real Ethiopian translation projects nearing 

completion—preferably starting in the next 

month or two. 

~That I would actually remember the 

overwhelming amount of content we were 

introduced to in the training, and be able to 

navigate my first typesetting project with 

reasonable competency. (I am very glad that 

Heidi makes herself available for consultation 

as we new typesetters begin our own work.) 

~That Scripture typesetting would fit well with 

the time my other work roles require, and I will 

not find my cumulative job too overwhelming. 

Praise and Prayer Requests 

The Three Phases of the Typesetting Process 

1. The typesetter preprocesses 

the text received from the 

translation team, running a 

large number of checks to 

make sure there are no char-

acters or words not used in 

the language, punctuation 

formatting is consistent, all 

the correct verse numbers are 

present, and much more. This 

is all done in Paratext, the SIL 

software that translation 

teams use in their work (but a 

completely new software to 

me, since I have never been 

directly involved in a transla-

tion project). It requires a lot 

of back-and-forth with the 

team, and the amount of work 

will vary depending on how 

diligent the team was at using 

Paratext in the correct way. 

edits) and this time go 

through page by page to 

format the text neatly. This is 

done with the help of SIL’s 

Publishing Assistant software, 

which bridges Paratext and 

InDesign and auto-formats a 

lot of those minute adjust-

ments I talked about earlier. 

However, a lot of manual 

work is still needed for pages 

that are hard to balance or 

adjust. Because the cover, title 

pages, glossary, color pictures, 

maps, etc. are all formatted 

differently, these are con-

tained in separate documents, 

but the final work involves 

compiling all of those into the 

exact bundle that will be sent 

to South Korea for printing at 

a specialized printing facility. 

2. The text will be imported 

into Adobe InDesign (also 

new software for me!), and 

the typesetter will prepare a 

Text Proofing draft. We won’t 

focus on perfect formatting, 

but do want to have the basic 

formatting parameters in 

place so that the team can see 

what the essence of the con-

tent will actually look in print. 

The team will then thoroughly 

review the entire manuscript 

(this takes several months!) to 

provide detailed feedback on 

the formatting, as well as one 

final chance to catch and 

correct any content mistakes. 

3. The typesetter will re-

import the text from Paratext 

(incorporating the team’s final 

What’s Next? 

 The thought here at SIL Ethiopia is that, as new Bible translations are completed, I will most 

likely become the primary typesetter, while Mastewal and Biruktawit may occasionally take on 

some projects as their time allows. Thus I expect that Scripture Typesetting will become a substan-

tial new role for me, and I will need to balance that with my other tasks, perhaps relinquishing 

some of them. I am told that a translation project may be finished and ready for typesetting to 

begin as early as next month, so maybe I’ll be able to share about that in my next newsletter issue! 
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