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A STUDENT GUIDE TO MESSING UP
YOUR FIRST ENGLISH PAPER

The Mess-up Attitude

Panic. Forget that you have a whole se-
mester ahead of you to improve your com-
position skills. Forget what you already
know about writing. Just think that you
can’t think of anything to say and that you
have to grind out so many hundred words
to have something to hand in.

Do your own thing. Don’t pay any atten-
tion to the speciﬁc assignment the teacher
gives you. Figure the teacher will be hap-
py just to get anything vaguely related to
the subject. Don’t consider the idea that the
teacher might be trying to get you to work
on some Very speciﬁc skills.

Assume you already learned everything
about writing in high school. Why are they
making you take English again when you
have done it all? Don’t think that writing is
a complex art that can be done on many dif-
ferent levels, Forget that as your knowl-
edge gets more sophisticated you need a
better-developed language to communicate
your ideas,

The Mess-up Method

Just write from the top of your head. Do
the paper a few minutes before class. Don't
think through your ideas. Don't try different
ways of saying what you want to say. Don't
think about the best way to get vour point
across. (Of course, if the teacher tells you
to write whatever is running through your
mind, so that you can loosen up, then refuse
to write, saying “My mind’s a blank.”)

Don’t bother to focus your paper on one
specific idea. Say that you have so much to
write about that you can’t just write about
one thing at a time. Write about all relig-
ions, the whole world, the meaning of every-
thing. Assume that some vaguely connected
ideas sort of around the same topic are
close enough to a central idea.

Don't relate what you write about in the
main part of the paper back to the central
idea which you didn’t bother to state in the
beginning. Figure the reader will see the
connection. Besides, why should things al-
ways be logically connected? The mind
doesn’'t work that way, so why should writ-
ing?

Ramble. Talk about anything interesting
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that comes up. Forget your main idea to fol-
low up on a curious or fact-filled side issue.
Don’t worry about the organization of the
paper, the best order to put your ideas in, or
the connection between ideas.

Just mention your idea and go on. Why
develop your point? You've said it. Why
waste time explaining yourself or going into
details or giving examples? One idea is pret-
ty much like another. And the teacher
knows what you are trying to say. The read-
er, especially a teacher, can read your
mind.

Write only about big, general ideas. No-
body cares about nitpicking details. Be-
sides, if you talk about big enough ideas
with big enough words, who can argue
with you?

Don’t bother to go over your paper.
Youve already written it; why spoil the
spontaneity by changing things? You have
something to hand in; why worry if parts
are unclear, out of order or irrelevant® It
won’t hurt your grade that much. Anyway,
it’s too hard to be objective about your own
writing.

The Mess-up Gremmar

Any thought being a sentence. Subject,
verb, Isn't important, Parts not joined to-
gether. Just a fragment. Because you think
that way. Sentences seem to go together,
connect them with a comma, this is called
a comma splice. Fuse sentences together
don’t use punctuation don’t use connecting
words. Very clever people can leam to tan-
gle sentences go in two directions at once.

The teacher don't care if verb agree with
subject or if you will switch verb tense or
if wrong form of verb is use. A person drop
final ’s and s just like he talk yesterday.

Don’t let us know who he or she is. He
writes to him and her about it. Do you think
they care? Not unless he tells her about
him. But what about it?

Who cares about splelling?

The Mess-up Follow-up

Don’t look at corrections the teacher
makes. They’ll just remind you how bad
things are. Besides, they just mean the
teacher doesn’t like your work and you just
can’t hack it. Just go straight for the grade,
then shove the paper in the back of the
notebook. Don’t even ask where you went
wrong. It’s all too depressing.
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Forget about the rest of the semester.
There’s no hope: you can't do it, and the
teacher is set against you. You are stuck
with low grades. But if you happen to get
a good grade, youre set. Take it easy:
you've got this teacher’s number,

CHARLES BAZERMAN
Baruch College, CUNY

LINGUISTIC SICKNESS & HEALTH
ARE WELL IN ILL.

The Illinois Public Aid Department re-
cently sent a letter to a dead man in Free-
port, Il The letter said, “Beginning Feb. 1,
1976, vour medical assistance will be dis-
continued. . . . It has been reported to our
office that you expired on January 1, 1976.”
It then continued, “This action will not be
taken if vou can show that it is wrong.
You can meet with a local representative
frem our office to question this action. . . .”
John Dotzel, a regional director in the de-
partment, said the letter, Form DPR 157,
is sent routinely. “It is possible,” Mr. Dot-
zel said, “that the wording of the letter
could be improved or changed.”?!

The wording here distinctly cannot be
improved or changed or altered one iota,
Mr, Dotzel. Keep it—and tell it—like it is.
We, for one, savor and love it.

As a devotee of the national entirety of
Public Doublespeak, we enthusiastically
endorse your commitment to this Business,
and we'd e’en like to lend your idea to Our-
selves, for everyday use in Higher and
Higher Education. We can think (for the
moment) of certain particular pertinent
pragmatic Uses for such letters in this, Qur
Oldest Profession.? Academia could readily
do worse than to support such meaningful
verbal demurrage. Let us immediately pre-
sent some pertinent and tender examples:

1. LETTER FROM A PROFESSOR TO
HIS PERISHED STUDENT:
Dear Robert,

It is my understanding, from innu-
merable sources, that you are utterly
dead. As you may perfectly well com-
prehend, this circumstance is prevent-
ing you from meeting the due (as it

1From the Des Moines Register, February 1,
1976,
2I.e., Teaching.
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were) “deadline” for your Milton Paper,
and must inevitably cause your absence
from my very important Final Exami-
nation.

Although I am a man of feeling, as
vou know from experience and from
other informants, I am a Professor—
first and foremost—of the Most Rigor-
ous Standards. I will not brook deliber-
ate recalcitrance on the part of any
Student Body, regardless of race, color,
or creed, I wholly submit to the propo-
sitions of Equal Opportunity, Your
work must be completed according to
schedule, and I must take appropriate
measures.

Consequently, I regret to inform you
that I am submitting to the Registrar
for vour English 475 course the grade
of “F” in your behalf. I have also in-
formed the Dean of these developments
and desiderata, and regrettably and
forcibly urge your expulsion from this
University.

With cordial best wishes,

Most sincerely,
Mortimer Shrike
Associate Professor
Department of English

LETTER FROM THE BOARD OF
REGENTS TO A UNIVERSITY
PRESIDENT, DECEASED:

My very good President Carthage:

It has been brought to the Board’s
attention, over the past seven months,
that you have taken into your heart
and mind to have expired. In making
such a decision for yourself, we believe
vou to be extremely ill-advised, and
possibly rash. You have refused, stead-
fastly and increasingly of late, to meet
with students, to crush riots, to encour-
age bureaucracy, to proliferate commit-
tees, or to cow the professors.

Perhaps most tellingly of all, you
have ceased to solicit and to acquire
procurable college funds. Absolutist
State Normal University cannot tolerate
these lapses of sound administrative
behavior. Therefore, although with
hesitancy and remorse, the Board, at
vesterday’s meeting, voted 5-3 that, of
your own free will, you will immedi-
ately tender your resignation. Should




