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PART I:

Personal Writing

[conveying what students have experienced,
imagined, thought, and felt]

The occasion might be as dull as the clichéd first writing assignment of the new
school year: How I Spent My Summer Vacation. Perhaps your new English teacher
has assigned you to write “a paragraph or two introducing yourself” to her.

Then again, this might be an immensely important essay: your college
application “personal statement” or an essay to accompany your request for

financial aid, employment, or some form of honor or special recognition.

Whatever the case, the next several years will probably provide you with a
number of occasions on which you will be asked to write about yourself, to
sell yourself, to make yourself stand out in the minds of men and women who
will be reading thousands of statements just like yours. And these readers will
be deciding whether or not to admit you to their school or program, give you
money, give you a job, or present you with that award.

This book begins with personal writing, not because personal writing is
“easier” than the other purposes—it is no easy task to make your “Why I Think
I Deserve Your $500 Book Scholarship” essay stand out from the thousands of
other essays the scholarship committee has already read and the 500 it will read
after yours—but because personal writing requires the least outside research
and, therefore, allows us to focus completely on the craft of writing the essay.

After all, you should not have to devote too much time to gathering
information about your experiences, thoughts, and feelings. Instead, you can
devote your time and energy to developing the best, most effective means of
communicating that information.
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Common elements of good personal essays (actually, common elements of
good writing):

* A point: This is your answer to your reader’s question, Why are you
telling me this?

* An angle: What makes your account of your day at the beach, your
first job, the day you got cut from the team more meaningful, moving, or
memorable than those of the hundreds of other teenagers who visited
beaches, worked first jobs, or got cut from teams?

* A voice: How do you want to sound to your reader? Confident but not
cocky? Respectful but not subservient? Witty but not caustic? Along
with your angle, a voice is what will give your reader a sense of you
beyond the mere facts of your narrative.

* Substance: Vague generalities and abstract concepts might suggest
ideas to your reader, but they will do little to recreate the physical,
psychological, emotional, and spiritual effects that will make the reader
take notice of your account.

Remember your writing process. We cannot stress enough that, except for the
most personal writing, good writing does not simply flow spontaneously from
brain through the pen onto the paper (or fingers to keyboard). It is planned,
often over long periods of time. The more important the writing, the more
carefully you want to plan it.

For the most part, you'll want to leave yourself time to accomplish these
steps in the process of crafting the final draft of something you're writing for an
audience:

STEP 1: Select a Topic

STEP 2: Develop a Slant/Angle/Hook

STEP 3: Brainstorm, Discuss, Research

STEP 4: Outline

STEP 5: First Draft

STEP 6: Peer Edit

STEP 7: Revised/Final Draft

POSSIBLE STEP 8: Second Edit and Final Revision
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ASSIGNMENT 1:

The “Significant Experience” Essay

As we've said, the personal essay is often the means by which you will introduce
yourself to a potential employer, scholarship giver, or college admissions officer.
All of these people will have access to your transcript and information like your
attendance record and class rank. But consider how many students, even in
your school, have taken the same courses as you and have earned similar grades.
Chances are, you are tied or nearly tied with at least one or two other people for
your class rank; and even if you are at the top of your class, every high school
graduating class has a valedictorian and salutatorian.

The fact that you got “straight As” and are tied for #1 ranking in your class
does not make you unique. This information does not give the person reviewing
your file a sense of you as a person.

Neither does the fact that you have more “credits” than are mandated by your
school, district, and state for graduation.

Your personal essay is really the only way to show yourself to the reviewer.
The goal of this essay is to get your file from the big pile of “Everyone Who
Applied” into the smaller pile of “People They Are Still Considering.”

Here is a typical writing prompt on college and scholarship applications:

Evaluate a significant experience, achievement, risk you have taken, or
ethical dilemma you have faced and its impact on you.

“Kyle” is a first-semester tenth-grader in a large, urban high school. He does
plan to attend college, and he believes he has the grades (and will also have the
test scores) to attend an Ivy League school. He knows he will need scholarship
and grant money, however, if he is going to achieve that dream.
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Here is a recreation of the process Kyle followed when faced with the
“Evaluate a significant experience” prompt:

STEP 1: Select a Topic

First, Kyle paid close attention to the actual wording of the prompt and
brainstormed as many experiences or events as he could think of.

— Sigpificant oxrorienw;: learning. to vide a biu/lofc? loaming_ to
drive? first qummer JOb-? gandfaﬂaor’é funeral?

— Achievements: finighing my first marathon?

— Rigks: not swe what kind of “rick” quv’ mean? Jvmping_ off a
iff? §+amdim5_ up for Someone bo?ng_ bullied?

— Ethical dilemmas: when | sanv Maxie ohcaﬁng_?

He then evaluated the topics on his list to determine which ones would give him
the most material and the most interesting angle.

- loarning_fo ride a bicycle—not very uni@/c. | was 513& to learn, but
it wasn't really a oha“cng_o.

— leaming_'f‘o drive—inot vmiz{/vc either. Glained freedom—but ign't that
what everyone éaqé? Alco not much of a ahallcngg. Did | overcome
anqi’hing or lean anqﬂqingf

— first cummer J'ob—— Did | overcome an»ﬁhin or learn anq‘Hﬂin ¢
Yes..| didn't want fo look stupid in front of Nick, and it ended
vp that | looked even more §1‘vPiol4 | can S that [m a different
person now becavse [ve learmed how to agk for hof{;“.or §omoﬁqin54

- 5randfa+hor’$ funeral—it was kind of hard for me to be a pall-bearer.
[ was afraid [d MP and fall or §omcﬁnin5. Okay..am | different now
becase | did it Maype [m wore confident. How \mi@/c i that?

- fini;hing_ my firct marathon—came ’rhing_ What's vni@/c? Not
everyone Yws a marathon. | trained hard. Learmed the “benefit of
dedication and hard work?

— when | saw Majie ohoaﬁng—#ﬂ; colld be a 59001 one. Theres the
whole fyiondéhiF versws what's the Vlgh‘f’ ﬁqivg, 1o do? /\/\av’bc | could
bﬂnrg_ i a mention of v Caegar. But would #m] See Me & a
tattletale or comething? What if ‘H"lCl/] oliéagra’/ with the decigion |
made? Do | even <till beleve | did the m'gb’r ‘Hqiygf But maqbo | covld
take abovt that...not leOWng_ whether | did the ngkﬁ' HI\E% or not,

-4 -
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Finally, Kyle narrowed his list down to the summer job and the friend cheating.
Unable to make his final decision, he decided to move to the next step and see
whether his possible slant or angle would help him eliminate one of the two.

STEP 2: Develop a Slant/Angle/Hook

WHAT CAN MY ANGLE BE?

- Oheaﬁng_-nmL swe what the Vighf ’rhing_ <. Kig!m" versys wrong,
5_0001 versus evil. I¢ frionoléhiP an impor’raM ideal? Brvtug wag a
trazic hero becavse he thouzht there was Something. hizher than
the ideal of friendship. But Maxie hasn't spoken fo me <ince, and |
do not feel 5,0001 about what | did. Can | write a 5pod s abovt
€omc+hin5 that | Zuess | haven't Voa!lv’ fig.vrcd ovt ’1°+»?

— Summer J'ob—-[ like the iromq of makimg, mqéclf ook more stupicl
by not vvanﬁng to look stupid to bogin with. If I'm vvilling to look
stupid (admit | don't know gomc%ing_), maybe that makes me more
Voaolv} to learn. Like v]ou'\/o 591L to admit v]ov'rc sick to 50 to the
doctor and zet healed. So matqbc that's a zood thing to S to the
oollcg_c admiggion pcoplc I'm abfc 1o learn becawe I'm not ’f‘oo provd
and aFVald to !oo{c é‘f’\/pld and sk qvcéhom

WHERE WOULD | BEGIN MY EVALUATION?

- Fyess [l bcgin at the bcgjnning, tell the €+ow} and then talk about
what | learned.

Note: This is an early choice that Kyle will eventually change to make his
essay better address the prompt’s instruction to evaluate the experience
and its impact.

WHAT TYPE OR TONE OF VOICE DO | WANT TO
CREATE IN MY READER’S MIND?

— | want o impress these B, 0 [ Fvess [l tvy for a formal tore,
%mo%hing that shong them | am in’rclﬁg@ni’ and a good ¢tudent.

Note: This is another early choice that Kyle will eventually change. As his
own voice emerges, and he begins to trust his understanding that the
committee members want to get to know him as a person, he allows him-
self to sound like himself.
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STEP 3: Brainstorm, Discuss, Research

Thinking about his potential angles helped Kyle realize that he wasn't ready to
write about the cheating incident. He also realized he had some good ideas for
an essay about what he learned as a result of his first summer job. That is the

topic he chose for this essay.

Now, having selected a topic he is excited about, he knows he must make note
of the specific details, facts, etc., that will make his experience real to his readers.

— The tools: the 5_a§—f>ovvorcol weed-whacker, the lawn mower. Whv]
covldn't | start the weed-whacker? There was the §)rar+or—r0f>c.
The primer bub, and the choke lever. The buttons on the trck’s
lift: ved, green, blve, yellow, and the black lever.

— The luh green of the lawns. The navgca’ring_ smell of the exhavst
from the tools. The noise.

— The houses: bromm and gray stone. Brick (brown and ved). Raised
flowerbeds in stone or brick Vch)ining walls. Broam and red paver
olrix/cvvav’é. The milch. Some ¢melled fresh—like Christmas? Some
smelled foul—like [what would be the best word?] excrement?
feces?

— Nick’s voice: deep, 5_{3‘#?;45 Sort of mush-movthed, mvmbling With
kind of a Sovthern accent. Or Western drand?

— Nick, fall and veally skinny. Stoop—shovldered. Dark blvo—gyav] pants.
Ligh)rcr 5t chirt with ‘Nick” n red over the breact pocket.
Clean—shaven to look professional. Baseball cap with name of lanm
company embroidered on it.

— | did not have a wniform. Khaki pants and dress shirt.
— Some of the cuctomers/clients weve nice. Some were veally Snobby.
— Ble Sk Gry k. Overcat clav. Hot and humid olavg. 5\/53

— Loved vaing days becawse we did not work, but | did not 5_¢’r paid
for das we did not work.

Kyle is definitely giving himself more material than he is going to need.
Remember that it is always easier to delete excess material than to run
out while writing and have to come back to this step. Notice also, however,
that some of these details are fairly well developed while others do nothing
more than name a tool or article of clothing, etc.
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STEP 4: Outline

Because at this point Kyle thinks he is going to write a chronological narrative,
he has chosen something that looks like an academic outline, with each Roman
numeral representing a distinct step in the narrative sequence.

[ How | 591’ fhcjob.
A. Cient of Dad's wes this service
B. Recommended me
C. | ort of lied and Gaid | had experience
[l My first day
A. First hovse
1. Nick tells me to wnload truck
2.1 can't operate the [ift
a. deseribe the buttons and levers
3. Nick 5yvmblcé at me
4. | can't start the weed whacker
3. deseribe the primer bulb, starter cord, and choke lever
5. Nick 5yvmblo€ at me ag_ain
lIl. What | learned
A | wag afraid of !ooking_ stpid
1. Bveryone in my family i smarter and more accomplished than me
2. Yard work chould be eagy and not VO@/]VG know!cdgc
B. | looked more stpid by Pro‘l’cnoling,! knew what | didn't know

Note: This is a flawed outline that can lead only to a flawed essay. If Kyle
were to share the prompt and this outline with a sharp reader, the reader
would tell him that this outline focuses too much on the story of the job
and not enough on the evaluation of the experience and its impact.
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STEP 5: First Draft

Even though Kyle believes he has a strong topic, more-than-adequate notes,
and a sound outline, he knows that this is only the first draft of his essay. Even
so, however, he strives to make this as polished as he can. Given his notes and

»

outline, he is beyond the stage of this draft’s being simply a rough “mind-dump.

Here is Kyle’s first draft. Read it and consider its strengths and weaknesses.
How successfully has Kyle responded to the prompt and drafted an essay that
will be noticed by the admissions committee of the college he hopes to attend?

It wag my first cummer JOb' | knew | had to
The essay starts out pretty weakly. We can work becavse that was how It wag in m:/} fami!v]. All
gqessthel agnlﬁcantexperlence hasto/do : of mv] older brothers ctarted working cummers the
with Kyle's first summer job, but we don't : : 5’
yethave a dlue asto why itis significantor ~ :  Summer H"C'j tumed TC ')C teen. | was the "]°V”5-°§+ Of

what its impact has been. fi\/c song. | had four older brothers.

: [ did try to find a_job on my onm, but a lot

of places won't hire You wntil ‘/]OV’VC sixteen or

seventeen, o it was hard. My Dad decided to

help me ovt. A client of hig (he's a favw]cr) ved

L2 lawn service, and the 5% who did hig lawn caid

Thgsigniﬁ(anceisstill L!nfﬁclezlar. I§t2isde.ssay he needed ome extra hofF foV the Summer. M'7

ﬁ,oég%fs:’;r?::su;;r:zdl cultyin‘finding a father aked if | 1"lnov5h+ | covld handle v]arol
work. for the qummer, and | 'H’\ovgh'f‘ [ could.

: How hard could it be? /\/\VI Job wovld be to do

P the ‘(colg_cWOVK“ That meant | would éwing_ the

Wi . i weed-whacker around flowerbeds and stone walls,
ith each paragraph, this essay seems to : ] , ,

be developing into a description of the job.  :  gVide the 60159}’ 3l0”5_ OIVI\/OWB'/IQ and sidewalks,

Kyle needs to be reminded that the prompt© 3pnd the walking. mower around places where the
instructs him to evaluate the experience,

not merely narate i, V?oling_ mower wouldn't fit.

The 5% who owned the lawn Service didn't
: ak if | 'H’lOllgh'f’ [ covld do it. He asked if | had
cxrx;rionoc. He meant had | adrva!fv] wed a weed-
© whacker, an cdg,cr, and a lavn mower. | said yes
even +hov5,h | never had. | didn't think they were
L chores that Vo@/ircol a lot of <kl or Wa?ning. He
- hired me, and | was partnered with “Nick.”

Nick was Hall, much tller than me, and
veally, veally skinmy. But he didn't look emaciated

-8 -



College and Career Readiness: Writing | Level 10

ke comeone who was <ick. He looked Wiw] and
strong. He wore the company’s uiform, dark 5t
khaki pants and 3 !ig.M’cr 5t shirt with his name
embroidered in ved over the chirt's breast pockert.
He was clean—shaven and wore the f/ompanv]! baceball
cap. Becawe | was only temporary, | didn't have 3
company shirt with My name on it. They told we
to wear khaki pants and a dress chirt every day.

The company’s tervitory was huge, and we
serviced lanns not only in the nicest noighborhood;

of my city, but we went several miles ot into

the cuburbt. Many right< that cunmer, | didn'+ get

home from work. until 10.00, and then | had to
be at work bv} 00 am. the next morming. | loved

vainy dans becawse we didn't work in the vain, but ' .
of cowrse we didn't 59/{_ Pafol foV olablg we didn't and we do question the relevance of this

: information.

work, So that wasn't <o 5_0001.
My first day at work was the hardest, and
that's when | learmed an important lesson.

When we 5_01’ to the first howe, Nick told
me to open the 5,#0 at the back of the truck,

becavse the riding. mower was Vcqu hca\/b]‘ There
were fouwr buttons on the control: red, zreen, blue,

and yellow, as well & a black lever and 3 Cilver

’rogglc switeh. Noﬁqing_ was [abeled.

Finally, gvmbling_ what | think were curges,
Nick JumFod off the truck and lowered the 531‘@.
He looked at me and said that | chould have acked
how to oFcyzrh; the zate. Hi¢ voice was low and
mumbly. | veplied that | dlidn't want to seem shpid.

He handed me the weed-whacker and
aked if | knew how to start it. | knew he wag
mooking me.

| nodded and walked over to the brick. Voﬁ;ining_

wall wheve | wag §V{>{>o§ool to bog_in hfimming_ the

-9 -

i These details are from Kyle's pre-writing

¢ work, but they don’t seem relevant.

© 0f course, without yet knowing what
specifically is Kyle's point, it is hard to assess
i the relevance of any details he chooses to

¢ include.

Again, we don't yet know Kyle's focus,

This is the seventh paragraph. We're more

¢ thanapageinto Kyle’s essay, and this is the
¢ first suggestion of what the significance of
¢ this experience—the impact—is going to
i be. Itis, however, a very vague reference to
: animpact.

¢ we could 5_(/1L ovt the c@/ipmon’h | didn't know
how to opcra’rc it 1+ wag a 5;}%@ and a [ift elevator

i Now the essay seems to have retuned toa
¢ simple narrative.
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The reader might guess that Kyle's point has
something to do with feeling stupid and
needing to ask for help, but Kyle does not
make it at all clear.

Back to narrative.

This is the third reference to Nick’s insistence
that Kyle should have asked. We are
probably certain that that is the “important
lesson” Kyle learned that day, but he has not
made it explicit at all.

Finally, in the next-to-last paragraph, Kyle
specifies his point. By now, however, it is
too late. Whatever relevance or significance
any of the previous details has is lost in our
not knowing this point. Kyle has essentially
failed to “Engage and orient [his] reader

by setting out a problem, situation, or
observation ...”from the beginning.

This is a rather silly statement since we
know that Kyle is in the first semester of his
sophomore year. That means this important
lesson has stuck with him for, maybe, two
or three months at the most.

Thereis nothing wrong with an analogy, buta
doctor/patient comparison does not fitin the
context of Nick and the landscape company.

We finally have some statement of
significance, but it is too little too late. The
prompt did not instruct Kyle to narrate an
experience but to evaluate it. He was also
instructed, not only to state the impact of the
experience, but also to evaluate its impact.
Why is this an important lesson for Kyle to
have learned? In what ways is it important?

Br5S that Nick would not be able to 5o+ to. The
weed-whacker was heavier than | expected, and
it wasn't watil | ﬁqovgh‘f I'd forgp‘!‘fcn the extension
cord that | realized 1t wag oﬁmc—Foworcd, | did
not know how to ¢tart it

| did not know what the rubber Pr?mcr bulb
was for. | did not know how to oFcVa+c the choke.
[ knew | had to pull on the ctarter cord, but my
é‘hfong_cd’ aH’omﬁg didn't even Proolvoc a QPVH'OV. |
was So intent on §+vd17in the c/on‘frapﬁon and h/v]?n
to fig_wo ovt what to do with the different Par’r;
that | didn't hear Nick wale vp fo me.

A—g_ain, he told me that | chovld have asked
how to ¢tart the ’Hﬁing

He laid the machine on the growd, opened the
choke, Q@/cczcol the bub a couple of i imes, gave
one quick. pul on the vope and the machine voared.
Nick shook his head, and vetuned to his work.

The rest of the olab] was a little better. |
did know how to ¢tart the lawn mower. Now that
| knew how to control the tuck’s 53’@ and start
the weed-whacker, | was able to work without
any more help. But all dlay long, | could hear Nick
yvmb!ing that | ¢hould have asked.

That was when | vealized that it wasn't the
fact that | didn't know how tfo do it that made
me look stwpid; it was the fact that | prefended
to know how when | didn't.

[ learned an important lesson that olav] that
lasted the entire summer and <till stayg with me.
| won't learn anqﬁuimg_ if foolich pride makes me
Frc'h;ncl | a!roaoh/] know it. Like a person who has
to admit he's sick and 50 to the doctor, | have to
admit | don't know ;omo’rhing. Then Someone can
teach me what | need 1o know, and | can learn.

-10 -
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Analysis of First Draft

What is this writer’s point? A single, identifiable point is hard to isolate. At
first, it seems as if the writer is going to tell a story about the difficulty of getting
a job. Much of the essay is simple narrative, a chronological retelling of the
events of his first day. Eventually, it seems as if the point has something to do
with admitting when you don’t know something and asking for instruction.

What is his angle? As unclear as the point is, the angle is even less clear.
Everyone who works has a first job and a first day on that job. Most of those
first days involved making mistakes and feeling stupid. There is nothing new
or different or unique in this telling of this experience to make the reader like,
dislike, pity, or admire the narrator.

What type or tone of voice has he created in his reader’s mind? The
voice and tone in this essay are not particularly distinctive, but there are a
few attempts at a glibness or mild humor. The writer generally maintains an
informal, conversational tone.

What techniques has this writer used to create this voice? This essay does
not give the overall impression of control. While there is nothing particularly
bad about this writer’s voice, there is nothing particularly distinctive, either.

What specific details, facts, etc., make this experience real? One problem
with this draft is that it contains quite a few details, most notably physical
descriptions of Nick, the company uniform, and the machinery; but since there
is no clearly discernible point, it is difficult to assess the relevance of these
particular details. As it becomes more clear that the point has to do with the
writer’s learning a lesson about admitting what he does not know, some of these
particular details do not seem relevant to the point. What did Nick’s tallness, or
thinness, or the name embroidered in red on his shirt have to do with the lesson
the writer learned?

NOW you will plan your own essay to the same prompt. You will probably
find it helpful to follow the process by which Kyle arrived at his first draft.
Remember that Kyle brainstormed, took notes on several possible topics,
and developed each of them to see which one would yield the best essay.

Evaluate a significant experience, achievement, risk you have taken, or
ethical dilemma you have faced and its impact on you.
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STEP 1: Select a Topic

What experiences lend themselves to a successful evaluation?

What point would you want to make in evaluating each of these potential topics?

Go back and look at Kyle’s thoughts in this step. Even in the selection of
topics, you need to think about things like an interesting angle and suf-
ficient and relevant details.

STEP 2: Develop a Slant/Angle/Hook

What will your angle be?
Where might you begin your evaluation?

What type or tone of voice do you want to create in your reader’s mind?

STEP 3: Brainstorm, Discuss, Research

What specific details, facts, etc., will make this experience real and not merely
hypothetical?
STEP 4: Outline

Remember, a variety of outline forms is available to you, and you should practice
with as many as possible to find which one(s) work best for you.

STEP 5: First Draft

Be your own first editor. Go back and look at the scorer’s notes and analy-
sis of Kyle’s first draft and see if you can avoid some of the first-draft blun-
ders Kyle has committed, especially those concerning clarifying the point
early in the essay and selecting only the most relevant details.

STEP 6: Peer Edit

You and your partner might find it helpful to use the same questions Kyle and
his partner used:

What is this writer’s point?
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What is his/her angle?
What type or tone of voice has he/she created in his/her reader’s mind?
What techniques has this writer used to create this voice?

What specific details, facts, etc., make this experience real?

STEP 7: Revised/Final Draft

After the peer edit, it’s time to write a second draft. In many cases, due to time
limitations, this second draft may have to be your final draft. That's why it’s so
important to make the first draft really count.

The first step in revising your draft, of course, should be to consider all of
your editor’s comments on your first draft and determine how to deal with them.

Remember that anyone you give your draft to for review and editing help
wants only for you to succeed with this essay (otherwise, why else would you
choose this person to review your essay?). You should, therefore, consider
everything your editor has said and respond to it, even if your response is to
explain why you are not changing something or are changing it in a different
way from the one suggested. The final decision on any revision is yours, but you
must have a valid reason that you can explain in your own words for disregarding an
observation or suggestion made by your editor.

Here are Kyle’s editor’s comments and analysis, as well as Kyle’s responses. The
responses do not need to be written, but you must know that you understand
what your editor is telling you, and you must know whether or not you are
going to revise your essay accordingly (and why).

* The essay starts out pretty weakly. We can guess the “significant
experience” has to do with Kyle’s first summer job, but we don't
yet have a clue to why it is significant or what its impact has been.

* The significance is still unclear. Is this essay going to be about
the difficulty in finding a job? The father’ help?

* With each paragraph, this essay seems to be developing into a
description of the job. Kyle needs to be reminded that the prompt
instructs him to evaluate the experience, not merely narrate it.
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* These details are from Kyle’s pre-writing work, but they don't
seem relevant. Of course, without yet knowing what specifically
is Kyle’ point, it is hard to assess the relevance of any details he
chooses to include.

* Again, we don't yet know Kyle’ focus, and we do question the
relevance of this information.

* This is the seventh paragraph. We're more than a page into Kyle’s
essay, and this is the first suggestion of what the significance of
this experience—the impact—is going to be. It is, however, a very
vague reference to an impact.

» Now the essay seems to have returned to a simple narrative.

* The reader might guess that Kyle’s point has something to do
with feeling stupid and needing to ask for help, but Kyle does
not make it at all clear.

» Back to narrative.

* This is the third reference to Nick’ insistence that Kyle should
have asked. We are probably certain that that is the “important
lesson” Kyle learned that day, but he has not made it explicit at all.

* Finally, in the next-to-last paragraph, Kyle specifies his point. By
now, however, it is too late. Whatever relevance or significance
any of the previous details has is lost in our not knowing this
point. Kyle has essentially failed to “Engage and orient [his]
reader by setting out a problem, situation, or observation ...”
from the beginning.

* This is a rather silly statement since we know that Kyle is in the first
semester of his sophomore year. That means this important lesson
has stuck with him for, maybe, two or three months at the most.

* There is nothing wrong with an analogy; but a doctor/patient comparison
does not fit in the context of Nick and the landscape company:

* We finally have some statement of significance, but it is too
little too late. The prompt did not instruct Kyle to narrate an
experience but to evaluate it. He was also instructed, not only
to state the impact of the experience, but to evaluate its impact.
Why is this an important lesson for Kyle to have learned? In
what ways is it important?
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And here is Kyle’s reaction:

4

égf/# problem seems to be with makin my pom'f’ cearer
from very be. ?MV\!H | want thig essa 1o be about the 1 irony
of makin mq;clf ok g‘h/ id b not wanting_ to look ;‘hlplcl |
Probabfb] Vlccd to ¢tate ‘Hﬂ;ﬁ' Vlg_M‘ n the ?;q— Faragyaph

[ thine that, if | take care of that point, the other problems wil
be easy fires. | can include on!v] detalls that show m ChPioliﬁz!_..ﬁko
Whl/! | didn't know how 1o start the weed-whacker.

| think | wnderstand the comments about the narvative. [n most
of my cggav}, [ am <imply telling. the ctory. And the prompt ang to
“evaluate,” not “describe.” | think makin m Foivd’ earlier will also
hcfp me to cut ot a lot of the narvative.

The other comments | wnderstand, too. The doctor analo dooén'+
fit, and | have to ch!am vvhb] Voallzlng_l had made mqgc{? ook
dvplol was IMFOV+3H+

Analysis of First Draft

What is this writer’s point? A single, identifiable point is hard to isolate. At

first, it seems as if the writer is going to tell a story about the difficulty of getting

a job. Much of the essay is simple narrative, a chronological retelling of the

events of his first day. Eventually, it seems as if the point has something to do

with admitting when you don’t know something and asking for instruction.

My point i that | was afraid of look.ing_ stwpid, and o |
ended up !ooking_ even more §+v[>iol by Frc+cnding_l knew
how to do things | didn't know how to do. | know |
need to make that clear earlier.

What is his angle? As unclear as the point is, the angle is even less clear.

Everyone who works has a first job and a first day on that job. Most of those

first days involved making mistakes and feeling stupid. There is nothing new

or different or unique in this telling of this experience to make the reader like,

dislike, pity, or admire the narrator.
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‘ th} was | <o afraid of !ookivg Qh/Fiol? Becavse all of my
older brothexs are smarter and more aooompﬁ%wl than | am.
What difference does it make that | had thig
chcVionoc and learmed this lesson? Admitting. what |
don't know and aéking is what i necessary fo veally
learn n school... <o thig chcricnoc means | will do well

n oo”og_c.

What type or tone of voice has he created in his reader’s mind? The

voice and tone in this essay are not particularly distinctive, but there are a
few attempts at a glibness or mild humor. The writer generally maintains an
informal, conversational tone.

[ want the tone to be convergational and informal E\/on]ono
has felt shpid at some time, and ro one likes to feel shpid,
G thig 1§ an ox(x/ﬁomc everyore chovld be able to velate to.

What techniques has this writer used to create this voice? This essay does
not give the overall impression of control. While there is nothing particularly
bad about this writer’s voice, there is nothing particularly distinctive, either.

Contractions. Shorter sentences and paragmph. /\/\av]bc Some
direct address to the reader?

What specific details, facts, etc., make this experience real? One problem with
this draft is that it contains quite a few details, most notably physical descriptions
of Nick, the company uniform, and the machinery; but since there is no clearly
discernible point, it is difficult to assess the relevance of these particular details. As
it becomes more clear that the point has to do with the writers learning a lesson
about admitting what he does not know, some of these particular details do not
seem relevant to the point. What did Nick’s tallness, or thinness, or the name
embroidered in red on his shirt have to do with the lesson the writer learned?

The deseription of Nick in't important, bt | till think the
deseription of the colored buttons and the parts of the weed-
MWWCWM%WWWWWN][W&OW.

To make the experience veally seem veal, magbe | ghould
we Some dhalo uommav}bo ‘deseribe” Nick throuzh the
way he talks...direct @/ofaﬁonmmab]bo even dialect.
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Here is Kyle’ revised draft. Notice how he has addressed the comments and
suggestions his peer editor made. Read the essay and consider how it is stronger

and more likely to make a positive impression on the admissions committee.

Evaluate a significant experience, achievement, risk you have taken, or
ethical dilemma you have faced and its impact on you.

No one likes to feel stypid, and if you're the
v]ovng_cd' of five <ons, and vow older brothers
inclvde a chief gurg_ioa! resident, a phusics professor,
and a first—year Harvard Lan ¢tudent, you alveady
fcc{ clumb cnovgh without OOMFIC+°!'7 QOV(/WE'%- vp This strong first sentence mentions the
vowr firct ola»] at a new Par’f’—ﬁmc job. | would be :  experience and suggests the terms by which
workin folf 5 lawn §6V\/foc, doinz. “edmzenork.” it is going to be evaluated.
That meant | would éwimg_ the weed-whacker
aromnd flower beds and Stone wallg, 5_\/101@ the |
edger along_ drivenays and cidewalks, and the
walking. mower around places where the riding
mower wouldn't fit. '

How hard could it be? This one-sentence paragraph may work to
' ¢ establish voice, or it may distract the reader.

We 5p+ to the first howe, and “Nick
chcm"col me to know ;omc’f‘hing‘ abovt how to
open the 53%@ at the back of the tuck and
OPOVa‘f’C the elevator mechanism that lowered the :
V?oling_ mower out of the trck and raised it
back. n ag_ain. If it had been a matter of a oovac
of buttons—red for doam and green for v or
€omc+hin5;-‘l’ha+ would have been fine. But there
were fouwr buttons, ved, green, blve, and yellow.
And theve was a black lever and a ilver tozgle
switch. No’rhing_ was labeled. :

No’rhing_ happomcol a | f“f){)col the +oggjc ;
switch back and forth, fiddled with the lever
and Pughcd the buttons in every order | could think
of. | think Nick ¢at on the mower Wai‘HHg, for
hi¢ vide to the street for a full fifteen minvtes
before, 5yvmbﬁn5_ what | thine were cwses, he
J'vacol off the truck and lowered the 5@1’@.
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This comment is very important. The
prompt instructs the student to “evaluate”
the experience, not to “narrate” the
experience. This sentence brings the focus
back to the theme of feeling stupid.

It twns ovt the +°5§-(6 swvitch controlled the

power—on and off. The red button was indeed for
down and green for vp. The lever tilted the 5&1%’/
Ly when cw,rq’rhing_ was stowed on the truck,
and it wag time to 50 to the next howe. | never
learned what the l/’c”OV\/ and blve buttons were
éuPFogcol 1o do.

“Ya' chovld of asked if u’a' didn't know how to

| do it Nick grwmbled.

| J'vd kind of §hw5g_¢ol m shovlders  and

. muttercd that | didhtt want fo scem chpid,

He handed me the weed-whacker. ‘Ya'

know how to start it | think | heard more
mockery in his voice than was actually there.

| nodded and walked over to the brick

chaining, wall where | was supposed  to bcgin
Wimming the 5L that Nick would not be able
to 5_@1’ to. The weed-whacker was heavier
than | expected, and it wasn't until | 1’!«1ovglmL l'd
forg_oﬁon the extension cord that | realized it
wa a ?Qolino—Powcrcd tool. | had no idea how
i to start it

There was a little rubber bulb, a choke, and

the cord to FvH. | was o intent on é’rvdv}ing, the
oonhfapﬁon and frqing to fgwo ovt what 1o do
with what that | didn't hear Nick hvﬁfing_ and
Pvﬁqng_ toward me.

“Ya' ¢hovld of asked if b]a' didn't know how to

- do 1 he grmbled.

He laid the wachine on the 51’0\/”0[, opened

the choke, Squeczed the bub a cople of times,

Ve ohe @/iok Pv!l on the rope and the machine

suttered and smoked and roared. ‘Shalcing, hig
- head, Nick vetuned to hic riding. mower.

The rest of the dav’ was a [itte better.

| did know how to ¢tart the ?go!inc—f;owomol
i vva!king_ mower, and once he showed me how to
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operate the trick’s gate and start the weed-
whacker, | was able to it without amy more help.
But all alav’ long, <ittin

and fcoling_ stwpid, | covld hear him mb!ing_ to

me, Y3 chould of atked if v dichlt know how

to do it

| knew he was vight. And i wasn't the fact
that | didn't know how to do it that made me

ook stpid; it was the fact that | pretended to
know how when | didn't.

This ign't an essay about how, by the end of

the cummer, Nick and | became best friends and
when m first son wag born | named him Nick and
my wife and |
dinner. | don't think he ever liked me. Maybe he
veally did think | was stupid, or lazy, or ;omcﬁq?ng
Magpe he felt that | didn't keep wp my  end

summer becavse of me.

But | will a!vvav}
lesson he +av5_h+ e my first day: | should acke if |
don't know how to do somethin
the summer when School started azain, | was in a
ohcmi@'hflq
to do. But | knew cnov5h to ak.

| thine [l do well in &oﬂcgg I'm swe [l face
’rhings | don't know or don't know how to do.

But | now know cnm;g,h to ak.

Thanks to a disastrous first olav] at work. and
the fear of lookjng_ ghFid.

-19 -
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1o hi¢ house every §unolav} for

¢ remember the important
At the end of

lab. There was a lot | didn't know how

The student makes certain to specify the
: point.

This paragraph might be an unnecessary
of the work, and he had to work harder that nt, orit might !

establish his voice, give the reader a sense
: of the person behind the essay.

tangent, or it might help the student to

This is a college application essay. This
i statement explains why this particular
¢ experience is relevant to the occasion.

¢ This last sentence might be unnecessary.

¢ The student’s point and the relevance of the
i chosen significant experience are already

D clear.
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Analysis of Final Draft

What is this writer’s point? The writer wants to establish that he has mastered
the one crucial element of being educated—the ability to ask questions.

What is his angle? By providing the little bit of background about his
successful older brothers and beginning with the admission that he is more or
less afraid of feeling stupid, this writer makes himself a little vulnerable. This
vulnerability is intended to emphasize that the writer is a real person, a high
school student, someone who is still learning and growing.

What type or tone of voice has he created in his reader’s mind? The
voice and tone in this essay are not particularly distinctive, but there are a
few attempts at a glibness or mild humor. The writer generally maintains an

informal, conversational tone.

What techniques has this writer used to create this voice? The glibness is
most apparent in the few single-sentence paragraphs, especially the second
paragraph, “How hard could it be?” The rhetorical question reinforces the
humorous intent. Relatively short paragraphs, attempts at recreating, “Nick’s”
voice and manner of speaking, and the use of contractions all contribute to an
overall informal tone.

What specific details, facts, etc., make this experience real? Recreating
Nick’s actual words and manner of speaking is a powerful tool to help the writer
recreate this experience. Listing specific components of the two machines that
puzzled the writer—the colored buttons, silver toggle switch, the rubber bulb
on the weed-whacker—allows the reader to experience the writer’s confusion,
not merely know the writer was confused.

POSSIBLE STEP 8: Rewrite Opportunity
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MINI-LESSON 1:

Journal Writing

Journal writing can be the most personal of all personal writing because it can
indeed be intended never to be read by anyone other than the writer. Private
journals can be written in any form, and journal writers often create their own
conventions, even their own languages, to record thoughts, feelings, daily
events, or impressions of the time period in which they live.

Because journal assignments tend to be short and informal—and some
teachers require some kind of journal writing every day—you may be tempted
to pass these writing opportunities off as throwaways. They can, however, be
important tools to help you improve your overall writing.

Last year, we advised you to look at a journal opportunity from three different
viewpoints: as a free-writing exercise, as light practice, or as heavy training—
similar to the way an athlete or performer keeps in shape or prepares for a major
event. All three purposes are worthwhile, and it is important for you to know
what your goal is for each kind of exercise.

Journal as Free-writing Exercise

Free-writing, of course, involves the least planning of any type of writing. It

is essentially a “mind-dump” of ideas on the assigned topic. Of course, you
wouldn’t necessarily intend anyone else to read a free-writing exercise, and you
certainly wouldn't submit it for evaluation or grading.

Like Kyle, “Maya” plans to attend college. The daughter of two lawyers—her mother
words for a non-profit legal aid organization, and her father is a public defender—she
also intends to study law and maybe enter politics. Near the beginning of her school’s
second marking period, she arrived in her English class knowing that they were going
to begin a new unit, reading William Shakespeare’s Macbeth. As the teacher distributed
copies of the play, students were instructed to respond in their journals to the following
prompt, which was displayed in the front of the room.

Renaissance philosopher and political scientist Niccold6 Machiavelli is usually
credited with the maxim “The end justifies the means,” which is usually
interpreted to mean that a minor immoral act is excusable if it is com-
mitted in order to achieve a greater good. How do you respond to this
philosophy? What examples from your education or your own experiences
can you provide to explain your view?
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In the past, students have been invited to review the ideas recorded in their

journals to inform more formal essays and their participation in class discussion,

but Maya knows that journal entries are not graded. She also knows she has

probably only fifteen or twenty minutes to write her entry, so she decides to

simply free-write her response without following a “process.”

Here is her entry:

This is a good example of a free-written
paragraph. Maya is off to a quick start with
her statement of disagreement and an
example.

One benefit of this free-writing exercise

is that Maya processes her thoughts

and refines her ideas as she goes along.

She knows she will not be penalized for
changing her mind or not expressing herself
perfectly.

Whatever ideas Maya can include can only
help. In a free-write, she does not have

to worry about organization, coherence,
grammar, etc.

| do not agree that the end Jug’rificg the
means. Look at what happened a r/ovplc of years
350 when the banks oo”apgcol. The executives of
thege banks Sold bad loans to other banks, knovving_
those loans would fail, but they made  enormous
Profﬁg for their onn banks. The banks that bou§h+
the loang lost a lot of money, and people who had
invested in those banks lost their Qa\/ings, their
pensions, and sometimes their howes. But the
immoral act of gcfﬁng_ the bad loang wag ngﬁffod by
the executives §al7in5_ ther actions were Jvéﬁfiool
bq the {)VofH'Q +ha7 made for their onm banks.
Another zood oxamF!c that hit¢ closer to home
would be ohcaﬁng in ¢chool. (/hca’ring_ S olcfini%c!v]
wrong, but many students claim they do it onll/’ to
raise thelr 5{30164 0 Hqcv] can 5_c‘f’ mto a g_oool
colleze and have 5_0001 careers. But a career based
on ohoaﬁng_ in't really a “5roa+cr 59001." All of
the Faﬁcn’r@ of the doctor who cheated in ¢chool
are cheated ovt of ha\/ing, a 5god doctor. All of
the clients of a !avw}w who cheated in ¢chool
are cheated bv] not ha\/ing_ a zood !avw}or. | think
maybe a lot of revolvtions and wars are also based
on the false Fhilogoth] that the end Jugﬁfic; the
means. A
to be killed for a “5yca’rcr 590&.“ Some cowntries
even take away their citizend' Vigh‘k for the
sake of a “51@31'@;/ 5_0001“ like goovriﬁ/} or law and
order. Benamin Franklin even Said something. about
a {x/one vvilﬁng_ to Sacrifice their freedom for
the ke of Qo&vrﬁq deserved neither freedom
nor écowih}. He was <ort of éav]ing that the

vernment Sends Young_ men and women
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end of peace or gcowiﬁ) does not J'vd'ifb} the

means of imFVigoning_ {x:oF!o i!lcg_a!h/l or !imiﬁng_ their

freedom of peech or chigjon and So on. I\/\av]bc

the Foin’f‘ i that the end that ig gupPogcol 1o come

about by immoral means never really comes about.

The French Revolvtion did not create Vigh‘f'é and

prosperity for the people of France. The Rugsian

Revolvtion did not imFVox/o the lives of most of

'f'?’]@ Ruggian Poa;am“g. A Svspension ,Of’ lice, the i Time has run out, and Maya's teacher has

V'5h+ to )CV(/C 4{’(/(’&!” or "”ggOMb{"[ will not make v £ begun the lesson. Still, Maya has managed

am? éafcr n the Iong_ an...ovl!b] Qk’/nocd, oPFrcggod/ tocomeAaroundtoaclearunders‘tanding of
. . . : the maxim and her reasons for disagreeing.

and afraid. Like prisonex.

Analysis of Free-write Journal Entry

What is this writer’s point? Responding to the question of whether she agrees
or disagrees with the “Machiavellian” principle that the end justifies the means,
Maya clearly establishes her disagreement.

What is his/her angle? Maya draws on both historical, relatively current, and
personal experiences to illustrate the reasons for her disagreement.

What type or tone of voice has he created in his reader’s mind? This is a
free-write, so there is no intentional attempt at tone or voice.

What techniques has this writer used to create this voice? N/A

What specific details, facts, etc., help this writer establish his/her point?
Maya refers to the 2006-2007 economic crisis, the French and Russian
Revolutions, and the current cheating trend in United States schools.

Journal as Light Practice

Last year, we compared the “Journal as Light Practice” exercise to a person

who exercises to keep in shape, or a person who dances, paints, sings, etc., as

a hobby. Hobbyists and enthusiasts practice their art or skill essentially every
day, and they achieve a certain degree of expertise. Their daily practice is not as
intense as if they were preparing for a competition, but they strive to maintain—
probably even increase—their skill.

Kyle’s school is only a few weeks away from its state-mandated writing
assessment, so his teacher is having the class practice every day by assigning a
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journal entry prompt. Her intent is to give the students opportunities to write

under a tight deadline and without the benefit of preparation or time for editing

and revision. Kyle knows his response to these prompts will not be graded, but

he also knows that the essays he writes on the state assessment will be scored.

He wants to do well on the assessment, so he does his best to make his journal

entries not simply free-writes but actual attempts at organized and coherent

essays.

Here is one of the daily prompts Kyles teacher assigned:

Explain the meaning of the proverb, “"He who will not read is no better off
than he who cannot read.” Does your experience lead you to believe this to
be true? Why or why not?

Here is Kyle’s response:

So far, not a bad start for Kyle. He wastes no
time explaining the meaning of the adage
as the prompt assigns.

The aolag_c ‘He who will not read ¢ no
better off than he who cannot read” is a comment
on people’s willful ig_moranw. It cag that, even if
yov have been to <chool and consider qovr@o!f
“educated,” if you act stupidlly or follow the crond
ingtead of bcing_ vowself, yov are no different
than Someone who has never been to ¢chool. '
ke the §av]in5, Forvest Gump made famovs in hig
movie, ‘Stwpid is a stupid does.” From people |
know in my onm family and school, | would have to
Sav that | think the éav]ing_ is trve. $+vl>iol ('S
stpid does, and people who will not we the ¢kill
or kylovv!colgg ﬂncv] 59% i school mithr JV§+ S
well have never gone to School in the firgt Plaoc‘
[ see this especially in my uncle, who gets all of
hig opiniong from one televigion Sowrce even thou
he ha¢ a Master's Degree and 1§ a teacher in a
Fri\/ah’/ school. Some of the ¢tudents in my School
are J'VQTL 5 stupid. A lot of our politicians also bra
abovt their imprcggi\/o olcg{ccé but will not ligten
1o someone else or congider an oPFoging_ opinion, So
that ﬁ\oq ae no better than pcoplc who have
never had the oFPorhmHv] to have their mindg
expanded by an education. n other words, if you
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can vead, and you don't, then yovre veally no
different than a person who never learned to vead
in the first Pfaoc.

I\/\v] wele claimg to be a well-edvcated man.

He even brag,g that he is an educator, hc!Fing_

to ¢hape the minds of tomorvon's citizens. He
does have a Master's chycc from a decent
school, tvt he teaches n a small private school
that allows for only one vienpoint—ro discugsion, no
explovation of other ideas, no room fo tbvogﬁon the
official view. This came wncle, even thouzh he
mist have read a lot while in colleze and zyadvate
School, inSists that schools foday don't teach but
indoctrinate. To me, thouzh, indoctvination is what
happens when you only 5¢+ one view and you 5_(/1'

1

aded on how well You can explain why you agree
with it. When he i at home, my wcle watches
on!v] one news channel and Soaks vp c\/cwfrhing the
newscasters and commentatorg San. If anyone trieg
to watch another channel, my wcle yells ingult
at the other commentators. You cannot have a
discusgion with him  about Foﬁ‘Hc/Q or Voﬁg_ion. All
you can do ¢ let him talk while you nod. If Yov
S anv}‘rhing, he 5_&%@ angry, and the conversations
tumng into a éhovﬁng match.

A lot of Kids in ¢chool are almost as bad ag
my wcle. The books and articles we vead and the
filmg and programs we watch expose v to all orts
of ideas and different views of the ame +o‘>io. [
don't think ow teachers ro@/im v to agrec with
any particular ones or disagree with others, but
we are alvvaqé told to point ovt the §+Vcngj’h§ and
weaknesses of Someone's View or argvmcvrf’ . To
S that the arg_vmcM' i é’nfong_ ¢ not the came
’rhing_ a agrocin with it. But a lot of kids on!q
find trengths i arguments they already agree
with, and they find weaknesses only in arg_vmcn’@
they alrcaoh) oliéagrcc with. T%cq'rc Supposed to
be gofﬁng an edvcation—sort of mc’raphori&a!!v}
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It appears that Kyle has defaulted to a five-
paragraph-essay structure, which is a good
skill to practice for times when a timed,
on-demand essay is assigned.

Typical of the five-paragraph essay, the
first body paragraph will apparently
elaborate on the first point mentioned in
the introduction.

Kyle has a great deal of elaboration here,
but the paragraph becomes something
ofarant.

The use of slang is all right for this journal
entry, but Kyle will have to be more careful
of his word choice in an actual assessment
essay.






