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Foreword 
 

This document gives one way of teaching the autobiographical essay to students, although it 
should also be useful to people who are not students, but who want to write this kind of essay. 
 
Feel free to copy this and give sections of it or all of it to your students, other teachers, and your 
friends. 
 
In my 50-minute classes, usually I will go over one or two essays by professional writers, one or 
two essays by student writers, and I will let students work on one or two exercises. I try to tell 
lots of anecdotes because students usually will write humorous essays about growing up. 
 
No professional writing appears in this guide because of copyright issues. (My students own the 
copyright to their essays and have given me permission to use their essays in this document.) 
You may bring to class samples of professional writing of your own choice, if you wish. 
 
An excellent source of funny autobiographical essays about growing up is William Sleator’s 
Oddballs, an early draft of which can be downloaded here: 
 

http://www.cs.cmu.edu/~sleator/oddballs/oddballs.html 
 
An advantage of using that source is that you can compare the early drafts with the final pub-
lished draft, and you can speculate about why Mr. Sleator made the changes he made. Another 
advantage is that I have written William Sleator’s Oddballs: A Discussion Guide, which can be 
downloaded free at 

http://www.lulu.com/spotlight/brucebATohioDOTedu 
 
If you wish to have more examples of student essays, go to <http://stores.lulu.com/bruceb> and 
download any of the collections of student essays there: 
 

Fantabulous! 
The Great American Essay 

Happiness! 
Life in America: Tales of Love and Laughter 

Love and Laughter: Stories About Growing Up 
Me, Myself, and My Family and Friends 

Outstanding! 
 
Remember that teachers can make copies of essays for distribution to students because that is 
free use: 
 

§ 107. Limitations on exclusive rights: Fair use Release date: 2004-04-30 
 

Notwithstanding the provisions of sections 106 and 106A, the fair use of a copy-
righted work, including such use by reproduction in copies or phonorecords or by any 
other means specified by that section, for purposes such as criticism, comment, news re-



porting, teaching (including multiple copies for classroom use), scholarship, or research, 
is not an infringement of copyright. In determining whether the use made of a work in 
any particular case is a fair use the factors to be considered shall include— 

(1) the purpose and character of the use, including whether such use is of a com-
mercial nature or is for nonprofit educational purposes;  

(2) the nature of the copyrighted work;  
(3) the amount and substantiality of the portion used in relation to the copyrighted 

work as a whole; and  
(4) the effect of the use upon the potential market for or value of the copyrighted 

work.  
The fact that a work is unpublished shall not itself bar a finding of fair use if such 

finding is made upon consideration of all the above factors. 
 

Source of Fair Use information: 
<http://assembler.law.cornell.edu/uscode/html/uscode17/usc_sec_17_00000107——000-.html>. 
 
Good luck. 
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Class 1: Autobiographical Essay Project— 
Assign the Project 

 
Assign the Autobiographical Essay Project 

 
Teacher’s Expectations 

 
What are your teacher’s expectations for the autobiographical essay? 
 
• You will keep up with the reading, which is interesting. In addition, you will talk in class. 
• You will start writing this autobiographical essay at least four days before the peer review. 
• You will spend at least five hours on this paper. 
• You will revise this autobiographical essay at least once. 
• You will bring a good, complete, typed draft to the peer review session. 
• You will get feedback on your autobiographical essay during the peer review session. 
• You will get feedback on your autobiographical essay from at least one other person outside of 
class. 
• You will proofread this autobiographical essay at least three times. 
• You will run a spelling check on the final draft of your autobiographical essay. 

 
Benefits of Writing an Autobiographical Essay 

 
• One of the benefits of this assignment is that you can focus on the personal aspects of life. Yes, 
working and making money and getting good grades are important, but family and friends are 
also important. 
 
• One fact of life is that we forget things. By writing down some events of your personal life, you 
can remember them and share them with family and friends. 
 
• Autobiographical essays tend to make interesting reading for family and friends, and often for 
other people. 
 

Autobiographical Essay Assignment 
 
• Write an essay about your life. For example, you can write a humorous story about when you 
were a child. 
 
• Write 750 to 2,000 words. Yes, you may write more than 2,000 words—but be sure to proof-
read carefully. A shorter, well-written, carefully proofread paper will receive a better grade than 
a longer, badly written, poorly proofread paper. 
 
• Double-space your autobiographical essay. (The autobiographical essays you will read in this 
Study Guide are not double-spaced in order to save paper. Double-space the autobiographical 
essays you hand in to be graded.) 
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• Make your essay entertaining.  
 
• Use dialogue.  
 
• Do not write an encyclopedia entry. Make it more like a short story.  
 
• You need not be 100 percent truthful. Feel free to make yourself better, funnier, wittier, etc., 
than you are in real life. 
 
• Use the autobiographical essays in this Study Guide as models of good autobiographical writ-
ing. 
 
• Optional Reading: Read the stories from William Sleator’s online version of Oddballs: 
 

Oddballs: <http://www.cs.cmu.edu/afs/cs.cmu.edu/user/sleator/www/oddballs/>. 
 
This online version of Oddballs is an earlier version than the published version. It has a couple of 
additional essays. In addition, some things have been added or changed. For example, the chapter 
titled “Games” in the book is titled “Danny and Tycho” in the online version. In addition, some 
names have been changed. This book of autobiographical essays is entertaining to read. 
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Advice for Writing an Autobiographical Essay (or Anything Else) 
 
• Rise above.  
Theater director Tyrone Guthrie advised his actors and crew to do this. The advice means to rise 
above whatever forces are working against you. All of us have personal problems. No one’s life 
is perfect. Sometimes, life seems to conspire against us. Rise above all that, and produce the best 
work you can. 
 
• Astonish me.  
Dance impresario Sergei Diaghilev advised his choreographers to do this. The advice means 
what it says. Do such good work that the person who commissioned the work—and of course the 
audience—is astonished. (Tyrone Guthrie also used this phrase.) 
 
• Do it now. 
As a young man, choreographer George Balanchine nearly died and so he believed in living his 
life day by day and not holding anything back. He would tell his dancers, “Why are you stingy 
with yourselves? Why are you holding back? What are you saving for—for another time? There 
are no other times. There is only now. Right now.” Throughout his career, including before he 
became world renowned, he worked with what he had, not complaining about wanting a bigger 
budget or better dancers. One of the pieces of advice Mr. Balanchine gave over and over was 
this: “Do it now.” 
 
• Go out and get one. 
Ruth St. Denis once taught Martha Graham an important lesson when Ms. Graham was just start-
ing to dance. Ms. St. Denis told Ms. Graham, “Show me your dance.” Ms. Graham replied, “I 
don’t have one,” and Ms. St. Denis advised, “Well, dear, go out and get one.” (Everyone needs 
an art to practice. Your art need not be dance. Perhaps your art can be writing autobiographical 
essays. Of course, you may practice more than one art.) 
 
• Ignore bad critics. 
If the Moldy Peaches (the main members were Adam Green and Kimya Dawson) had asked me 
for career advice, I would have told both of them to keep their day jobs because neither of them 
can sing. Of course, they would have ignored me and gone on to record “Anyone Else But You,” 
which appears on the soundtrack of the movie Juno and which I think is a very good song (but I 
still don’t think that either of the Moldy Peaches can sing). 
 
• Work a little harder. 
“I think high self-esteem is overrated. A little low self-esteem is actually quite good—maybe 
you’re not the best, so you should work a little harder.”—Jay Leno. 
 
• The only way to do it is to do it. 
Asked “What’s the best advice anyone ever gave you?” choreographer Merce Cunningham re-
plied, “‘The only way to do it is to do it.’ It’s advice I gave myself as a young man, and I contin-
ue to give to students now.” 
 



 4 

Uses for Autobiographical Essays 
 

What is an autobiographical essay good for? Once you write an autobiographical essay, what 
will you do with it? If you can figure out what it is good for, you can figure out the audience. 
 
•  You can mail or email your autobiographical essay—perhaps as a pdf file—to your friends 
and family. 
 
•  If your autobiographical essay is a fun paper about your parents, you can write the most sen-
timental and loving letter you have ever written in your life, then mail both the letter and the es-
say to your parents. They will love to receive both. 
 
•  You can keep on writing autobiographical essays and collect them into one volume. After 
proofreading carefully, you can go to <www.lulu.com> and have your book professionally 
bound. This can make a very nice holiday (Christmas or otherwise) gift, especially for a close-
knit family. 
 
•  You can post your autobiographical essay on a personal website. Your readers will be family 
and friends. You can add a few (or many) more autobiographical essays if you want. 
 
•  You can write for yourself and your future children. When your oldest child turns 18, you 
can give him or her a volume of autobiographical essays—and a new car. 
 
•  It’s easy with Microsoft Word to make a pdf file of your Autobiographical Essay and then 
use email to share it with others.  
 
•  A zine is a personal magazine. With a personal computer, you can create your own personal 
magazine with your autobiographical essay as the main piece. You can also add anything you 
want to your zine: jokes, anecdotes, song lyrics, news and opinions, etc. Then you can e-mail 
your friends a copy of your zine as a pfd file.  
 
•  You may be able to get published, but this can be difficult. However, if your autobiograph-
ical essay turns out well and interesting, why not send it to a magazine, newspaper, or relevant 
website? You may be lucky and get published. (Don’t worry about rejection. Every writer gets 
rejected, including some very famous authors: Mark Twain, Stephen King, etc.) 
 
•  Everyone needs to have an art; perhaps autobiographical writing can be your art. 
 

Why Read Essays like the Ones in this Study Guide? 
 

These essays can be an inspiration for you. You may read an essay about games you played 
with a friend when both of you were children, then say, “Hey, I’ve got great stories about the 
games I played with a friend when both of us were children! I’ll write them down!” You may 
read an essay about dogs, then say, “Hey, I’ve got great stories about my dog! I’ll write them 
down!” 

 



 5 

Water, Rocks, and Our Imaginations 
By Rebecca Waddell (1,326 words)  

 “Three, two, one, go!” I shouted as I pushed my cousin with all of my might. We were 

doing what we did almost every summer day, playing in the creek that runs beside my grandpar-

ents’ house. But today was not an ordinary summer day. Today we were testing our newest 

adrenaline-pumping scheme. I don’t know whether it was my cousin Tori’s idea or mine, but it 

was brilliant! We realized that our green plastic winter sleds didn’t need to be cooped up all 

summer. We knew that when we used them to ride down the place where the slate-bottomed 

creek runs off the hill into a large water hole, they would create the perfect waterslide.  

“Woo hoo!” Tori exclaimed as she slid down the embankment quickly approaching the 

drop-off at the end of the slide. Everything seemed to be in slow motion, like those scenes from a 

movie when the final batter hits a home run to win the game or when two people see each other 

after a long period of time and begin running toward each other. It was a hold-your-breath-in-

hope-of-sweet-success kind of moment. If our latest experiment was a success and she landed in 

the water below, avoiding the large rocks, we would be elated in finding a new heart-pounding 

summer thrill. I watched from the top of the hill as she hit the drop-off, went airborne, and land-

ed in the pool of water below with a huge “Splash!”  

 “YES!” I screamed. Success. “Oh my gosh, I can’t believe it worked…it actually 

worked!” I excitedly babbled on as I ran down our newest form of entertainment and high-fived 

my sopping-wet cousin. “Was it totally awesome?” I asked. “I mean, I’m sure that it was.” I con-

tinued to chatter on as I grabbed the sled from my cousin’s wet hands. “I have to try it!” 

That was the beginning of a long series of trips down our waterslide. We rode on our 

stomachs, backwards, and any other way we could think of. We even tried surfing once, which I 

wouldn’t recommend unless you enjoy headaches and scraped knees. This slate-bottomed de-

cline behind our grandparents’ house became the ultimate source of entertainment for two skin-

ny, sun-kissed, adventure-seeking kids.  

The waterslide was not the only thing that our long winding creek had to offer. It was full 

of tiny creatures that could be captured with just a bucket. And that is just what we did. We spent 

many days lifting up rocks searching for a crawdad that was a bit bigger than the one that we had 

caught the previous day. Being the chicken that I am, I would lift the rocks while Tori, my brave 

adventurous cousin, would catch the crawdad with her bare hands and place it into our bucket 
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with all the other catches of the day. We (well, I guess I should say Tori) caught crawdads of all 

shapes and sizes. There were baby ones, which I was brave enough to hold, and huge “big papa 

crawdads,” as we liked to call them, that I would not go near, even if they were tinier than me. I 

was not taking any chances.  

At the end of our hunting excursion, we would have buckets full of crawdads and sala-

manders to show off to our parents and grandparents. They always acted interested although I 

know they hated it when we brought our buckets into the house, because in all of our excitement 

we sloshed creek water all over the floor. My grandma, a calm and cheerful lady, always said, 

“That’s nice. Now take all of your little creatures outside and let them go. They need to go back 

to their families.” Although we never wanted to let them go, we always did. We would dump the 

bucket into the knee-deep creek and watch all of our catches disappear behind the rocks.  

Our creek was full of rocks of every shape, size, and color. My cousin and I found a great 

way to make “Indian paint” by smashing tiny colorful rocks with much larger ones to create a 

powder. When this powder was mixed with water, it made the perfect paint. We created various 

colors by grinding different-colored rocks and mixing them together. We would paint pictures or 

write our names on large pieces of slate that we found lying along the babbling creek.  

When we got bored painting the slate, we would take turns painting each other’s faces. 

We promised each other over and over again that we “would not draw or write anything stupid” 

on one another and that the other one would get her turn at painting next. Sometimes we could 

barely keep our finger in line because we were laughing so hard. We made all kinds of designs 

that made us look like we were ready for battle or just spending the day at the spa.  

But the rocks weren’t always kind, and our ideas weren’t always a success. One idea that 

I later regretted came to us on a cold winter day when the creek was frozen over from the frost 

the night before. We were outside playing in the snow and decided to test the ice in the creek to 

see if it was frozen. Sure enough it was, and so we began to slide on it with our winter boots. 

Everything was going great and we were pumped to tell our mothers about our newest adventure 

until “it” happened.  

And by “it” I mean the painful event that ruined this perfectly good time that we were 

having. I tripped on my shoelace that had come untied and came crashing down on the ice. My 

mouth just so happened to hit one of the only rocks poking up through the ice like a groundhog 

in February. My mouth immediately began to bleed, and my cousin looked over in shock. She 
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tried to help me up, but it was nearly impossible because of the slippery unpredictable ice. When 

we finally got inside the house, my mother was making dinner. She took one look at me and ex-

claimed, “What in the world happened to you?”  

Since I was in no shape to talk, my cousin spoke for me. “We were skating on the ice in 

the creek and Becky tripped on something and she fell and she hit her mouth on this big rock that 

was sticking through the ice and her mouth started to bleed,” she explained. “Is she gonna be all 

right?”  

My mother reassured her, “It’s just a busted lip. I promise she will be perfectly fine,” as 

she placed a damp rag on my lips to wipe away the blood. “I know it looks bad now,” she said, 

“but when it stops bleeding it will not be so terrible.” As the bleeding came to a stop, my mother 

handed me an ice pack to place on my swollen mouth. 

“You’re lucky you didn’t knock out your teeth, Miss Rebecca Nicole!” my mother de-

clared. I just looked up at her through my blood-shot puffy eyes; I had nothing to say. My day 

had been ruined. “Looks like you will be having chicken noodle soup for dinner!” my mother 

added. I had chicken noodle soup for dinner that night and for lunch the next day. My lips were 

so swollen that I looked like a platypus. Eventually the swelling went down and I was out sliding 

on the ice again. One of the advantages of my youth was that I still lacked the ability to dwell on 

my mistakes and could face each day with newfound courage. 

The creek beside my grandparents’ house provided Tori and me with many wonderful 

adventures and memories. Whether we were sliding down our waterslide or making Indian paint, 

we were having a great time. We did not need any fancy high-tech toys—just some water, rocks, 

a bucket or sled, and our imaginations.  

 

Note: Rebecca Waddell was an Ohio University student when she wrote this essay. 
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“Water, Rocks, and Our Imaginations” Questions: 
 
• What you learn from this autobiographical essay that may help you to write your autobiograph-
ical essay? 
 

• Rebecca Waddell has interesting stories to tell about her childhood. If you wish, you may write about in-
teresting stories from your childhood. 
 
• In an autobiographical essay, it’s OK to use words like “gonna” in dialogue if that is the way that the per-
son talks. 
 
 • Rebecca Waddell jumps right into the action with the first sentence of her autobiographical essay. 
 
• Rebecca Waddell puts a couple of words together to create a very good descriptive adjective: “Today we 
were testing our newest adrenaline-pumping scheme.” 
 
• Rebecca Waddell puts a lot of words together to create a very interesting g descriptive adjective: “It was a 
hold-your-breath-in-hope-of-sweet-success kind of moment.” (Note the use of rhyme.) 
 
• Rebecca Waddell makes excellent use of a simile: “Everything seemed to be in slow motion, like those 
scenes from a movie when the final batter hits a home run to win the game or when two people see each 
other after a long period of time and begin running toward each other.” 
 
• Rebecca Waddell uses all capital letters to indicate loudness: “‘YES!’ I screamed.” (Note: In writing the 
previous sentence, I followed the punctuation rule of using single quotation marks (‘) within double quota-
tion marks (“). 
 
• Rebecca Waddell uses an echo word to form a transition between two paragraphs. The echo word is 
“rocks”:  

 

…We would dump the bucket into the knee-deep creek and watch all of our catches disappear be-

hind the rocks.  

Our creek was full of rocks of every shape, size, and color. 
 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
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Houdini Dog 
By Molly Gilmore (1,815 words) 

Unlike most people, I got to pick out my sister when I was six years old. My sister did 

not look like me or my parents. She was white, fluffy and weighed only fifteen pounds fully 

grown. However, she worked tirelessly throughout her life to earn equality and prove that, con-

trary to her appearance, she was a true member of our family. Biologically, she was a West 

Highland White Terrier but she wouldn’t let a little thing like genus and species stand in her way. 

My first dog played an important role in my childhood and her entrance into our life was as 

unique as she proved to be.  

After months and months of me begging my parents for a puppy, they finally relented and 

we headed to the local pound. We searched and searched through what seemed like endless cages 

of dogs of all shapes, sizes, colors and degrees of manginess. My parents and I ended up with 

different favorites. As the smallest in the family, I felt a need to show allegiance to the runts in 

the pack, so I was pushing for a minute black puppy, the smallest in the lot. My parents’ pick 

was a white little puffball with soulful brown eyes. However, I begged and pleaded and used my 

own soulful eyes to convince my parents to choose my puppy. They broke under pressure and we 

put our names down to pick up the new member of our family that Friday.  

The days of that week dragged on like an eternity. They say that time flies when you’re 

having fun, so I tried to play my little heart out but it didn’t help. All I could think about was that 

little bundle of joy that we would be bringing home at the end of the week. Unfortunately, how-

ever, my little black runt did not make it to the end of the week. My parents got a call from the 

pound, informing them that our puppy had a terminal condition and had to be put down. I was 

devastated, but my tears were soon stemmed when we learned that my parents’ choice was still 

available. I would still be getting a puppy! 

That Friday, my mom picked me up from school and we drove toward the pound. The 

moment was approaching! I was going to be a big sister! As soon as she got in the car with us, I 

fell in love. She rode home next to me in a cardboard box we had set up as a bed for her. She sat  

there so politely, giving no clues of the sly genius that lie dormant within her. However, that side 

of her personality would not stay hidden for long.  

Unsure how the pup, as yet unnamed, would react to her new habitat, we set up a safe ar-

ea for her in the laundry room. We covered the floor with an old, comfy blanket and blocked off 
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the entrance with an old screen door that we had in our garage. My mother was delegated the job 

of standing guard. She set a chair against the screen and dutifully watched her ward until the 

phone rang. While in the midst of a conversation with my aunt, Mom looked down and found 

soulful, brown eyes gazing innocently back up at her. The puppy had escaped! Baffled, my 

mother returned to the laundry room to find the screen door still securely in place. The only way 

out was through a tear in the screen, four feet up. Unbelieving, my mother returned the dog to 

her prison. In no time, the puppy had escaped not once, but two more times. My mother finally 

accepted defeat and from that day forth, the dog did everything in her power to keep from being 

separated from us. 

The new puppy quickly assimilated into our family, winning all of our hearts. After much 

deliberation, we decided to call her Annie, because she was our “little orphan.” She continued 

her refusal to be locked away from us in a number of ways, earning the nickname “Houdini 

Dog.” After the failure of the screen door to keep her in, my parents purchased a state-of-the-art 

dog gate, similar to the contraptions used to keep toddlers from falling down stairs. The gate fit 

in the laundry room door and could be opened only by unhooking a hook on the kitchen-side of 

the gate. However, Annie soon learned how to use her paw to reach through the gate and unhook 

the latch. When vacations forced us to board her at a local kennel, she would scale the walls or 

unhook the gate latch—anything she could do to gain her freedom. If her escape tactics failed 

her, she would simply bark constantly until someone came and let her out due to pure annoyance. 

Many a time, we returned from vacation to find Annie as hoarse as a chain-smoking bullfrog and 

banned from yet another kennel.  

My father viewed this ingenious little pup as a challenge and commenced building a pen 

in our backyard that would hold her in. He constructed an enclosure about the size of half a bas-

ketball court with five-foot-high chain-link fence and a padlocked gate. Unsurprisingly, the 

maiden usage of the pen was not a success. Annie dug out under the fence. My dad then added 

two feet of cement under the fence. Confidently, he boasted, “Let’s see the little mutt get out of 

that one!” We tried out the improved pen that Sunday and locked Annie up when we went to 

church. Houdini struck again. On our return, we were greeted by a smug puppy, casually loung-

ing on the porch, far from the pen. She leapt up and gave my dad’s hand a gloating little lick, as 

if to say, “Nice try, buddy!” 
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We were stymied by this latest break out. She hadn’t dug out, the gate was locked tight 

and no holes were in the fence. We devised a plan. We set up the video camera in the backyard 

and climbed in the car for a trip around the block. When we returned, Annie greeted us at the car, 

just as we had hoped. We hurried back to the camera. Inside, we gathered around the TV to 

watch our little Houdini in the act. The tape commenced and we watched Annie mill around her 

pen nonchalantly. You could tell she would have been whistling an innocent little tune if doggy 

lips allowed that utterance. Her ears perked up as she heard our car pull away. She glanced to-

ward the gate, started toward it at a trot and climbed that fence with less effort than a five-star 

chef making Easymac. Our petite pup, no bigger than a loaf of bread, scaled that five-foot fence 

with ease. My parents were so impressed that they couldn’t bring themselves to be mad. Our lo-

cal pound had really delivered. We had a puppy with brains to rival Stephen Hawkins and spunk 

that would put any high school cheerleader to shame. Plus, she was fifteen pounds of pure adora-

ble. When she walked in a room, all babies were robbed of the customary ‘cooing’ because eve-

ryone realized they weren’t so great compared to this dog.  

With the tape as evidence, my dad decided that the only way to keep Annie in her pen 

would be to chain her to a pole inside the fence. This effectively rendered the fence useless, but 

my mom and I didn’t mention it, allowing my dad this small victory. Whenever we chained her 

up, Annie would give us a pleading look as if to say, “What are you doing? I am a person! Don’t 

you see?” Dad soon caved in to his guilt and decided to build Annie a doghouse to improve the 

time she spent in her pen. It was a nice thought, but a total waste of time. Annie never set foot in 

her house. She glared at it disdainfully with a look that said, “What do you think I am? A dog?” 

However, the house did end up serving a purpose, as Annie took to sitting on top of it to improve 

her vantage point. From the top of the house, she could see our car from about a mile up the 

road. We grew used to searching out our house from afar so we could see the tiny white speck 

jumping up and down with excitement on the roof of her doghouse, celebrating our imminent 

return.  

Annie and my family got along like peanut butter and jelly. We were meant to be togeth-

er. Annie had a way of knowing when you were sick or feeling blue, and she would come over 

and lay her small head on your knee or give your cheek a soft, sympathetic lick. She was such an 

important part of our family that I often was greeted by my parents with “Hi, Annie—I mean 

Molly.” Most people’s parents confuse them with their siblings. My parents confused me with 
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the dog. Annie was my only companion when my parents were busy, so we spent a lot of time 

together. I would try to dress her up in my doll’s clothes but this was one human habit that she 

did not approve of. She was the sourest-looking doll in history and when I finished with her she 

would hide in embarrassment until I removed whatever frilly frock she was currently wearing.  

During the summer, my canine companion and I would spend days in our pool: me 

swimming and Annie floating on a raft. She hated water, but she couldn’t stand to be on the edge 

of the pool while I was in the water. She would stand on the edge whining until I brought her raft 

over so she could float along and join the fun. Annie hated water so much that when we finished 

giving her a bath she would roll around on the carpets, trying to rid herself of as much of the vile 

liquid as possible. We had to take to drying her with the hairdryer to avoid our carpets getting a 

wet rubdown every time she needed cleaned, which was often. Annie was a curious, rambunc-

tious dog, so she often returned from an adventure completely filthy.  

One night, we heard a pitiful whining at the door. When we opened the door, we were 

greeted by a pathetically comical scene. The reason for the whining was immediately obvious as 

a wave of nauseating skunk aroma washed over us. Between gags, we saw that Annie had tried 

to wipe off the scent in the garden mulch so she was covered in woodchips and looked complete-

ly miserable. We couldn’t help laughing and I am not sure she ever completely forgave us for 

that. We carried her to the bathroom. My mom had heard that washing a dog in tomato juice 

helps to rid the hair of the stench of skunk. In our defense, the smell was so overwhelming that 

immediate action was required, so we didn’t think through our plan very well. We simply started 

pouring the tomato juice on the wretched dog. We worked as an assembly line. I opened cans, 

Dad poured and Mom scrubbed and scrubbed. After what seemed like hours in our tiny bath-

room, we had used the last drop of tomato juice in the house and we were ready to rinse Annie 

and see the results. My dad and I filed from the room, as the rinsing promised to be a wet ordeal 

because of Annie’s aversion to water. We heard the tap turn on and then the hairdryer. After the 

hairdryer was turned off, my dad and I watched the door with anticipation. The hinges creaked 

and out bounded a pink dog that smelled just as much like skunk as before. She looked like a 

mutant puff of cotton candy. I don’t know if I have ever laughed louder or longer in my life. Her 

pink dye job faded in about a month, but the memory will be with me forever.  

Another fond memory is the debut of “Annie the amazing tree-climbing dog.” As a terri-

er, Annie was bred to chase things smaller than her. She was born to hunt and the sound of her 
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bark struck fear into the hearts of all cats and rodents in our neighborhood. Since we lived in a 

residential area, we walked Annie on a leash but occasionally she would sneak out of the house 

untethered. One day, Annie spied a neighborhood cat across the road and before anyone could 

stop her, she pushed her way through the screen door and was in hot pursuit. Her prey, an orange 

tabby, sprinted toward her only chance of safety, a nearby tree. Annie, yapping her head off and 

moving so fast her feet were a blur, came to the tree and kept right on going. Her speed carried 

her about five feet up the tree, where she came to rest between two branches. The terrified feline 

clung by her toenails to the spindliest branches at the top of the tree. Annie found herself five 

feet up with nowhere to go. Adrenaline and speed had carried her up the tree—not high enough 

to reach the cat but too high to jump down safely. Luckily, her faithful family came to her res-

cue. My mom lifted Annie down to solid ground and returned her to the house, while my dad 

coaxed the terrified cat from the treetop.  

Annie died when I was fifteen years old. She kept her sweet demeanor to the end, alt-

hough her spunk had ebbed a little with age. Annie was a constant throughout my childhood and 

was a full-fledged member of our family. Although she was small in stature, her heart and spunk 

made up the difference. She had more personality in her smallest toenail than most full-grown 

men have in their whole body. She taught me many things, including loyalty, unconditional love 

and not to let your looks dictate who you are. I will always miss and fondly remember my fluffy, 

white, brown-eyed sister.  

 

Note: Molly Gilmore was an Ohio University student when she wrote this essay. 
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“Houdini Dog” Questions: 
 
• What can you learn from this essay that can help you write better—including perhaps the paper 
you are writing now? 
 

Having eccentric pets is a blessing for a comic writing. 
 
Note that Molly Gilmore uses excellent similes: 
 

Many a time, we returned from vacation to find Annie as hoarse as a chain-
smoking bullfrog and banned from yet another kennel. 
 
She glanced toward the gate, started toward it at a trot and climbed that fence with 
less effort than a five-star chef making Easymac. 
 

In this sentence, Molly Gilmore puts the funny thing at the end: 
 
We searched and searched through what seemed like endless cages of dogs of all 
shapes, sizes, colors and degrees of manginess. 

 
• What is your opinion of the beginning of this essay? 
 
 
• Is Molly Gilmore’s essay worth reading? (Yes.) How has she made it interesting?  
 
 
• What is your favorite anecdote from Molly Gilmore’s essay? 
 
 
• In your opinion, why did Molly Gilmore write this essay? 
 
 
• How is this essay organized? 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the ending of this essay? 
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 Writing Rules: Sentences 
 

Simply knowing a few terms and a few types of sentences can be useful. If you know what some 
types of correctly punctuated sentences look like, you can recognize those types of sentences in 
your writing and know that they are correctly punctuated. 
 
An independent clause is a clause that can be correctly punctuated as a complete sentence. 
 

Ex: I saw Marcus Garvey hit three home runs in one game. 
 
An independent clause may be joined to an introductory clause. (Note: After an introductory 
clause, you should use a comma.) 
 

Ex: On a hot June afternoon, I saw Marcus Garvey hit three home runs in one game. 
 
Two closely related independent clauses may be joined with a semicolon. 
 

Ex: The Yankees are in first place; the Mets are in last place. 
 
Two independent clauses may be joined with a semicolon, a connecting word or phrase such as 
therefore, however, moreover, or as a result, and a comma.  
 

Ex: The Yankees are in first place; however, the Mets are in last place. 
 

Two independent clauses may be joined with a comma and a connecting word such as and, or, 
but, nor, yet, or so. 
 

Ex: The Yankees are in first place, but the Mets are in last place. 
 

Two independent clauses may be joined with a dash. 
 

Ex: The Yankees are in first place—the Mets are in last place. 
 
Of course, these are just a few of the many patterns in which correctly punctuated complete sen-
tences can be formed. 
 

Don’t Make the Errors Below 
 
Comma Splice — Two Independent Clauses Joined by a Comma Only 

The Yankees are in first place, the Mets are in last place. 
 
Run-On Sentence — Two Independent Clauses Not Joined by Any Punctuation 

The Yankees are in first place the Mets are in last place.  
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Miscellaneous Writing Rules 
 

How Do I Use Amount And Number? 
 

Use number for things you can count. 
 

Ex: I spilled a large number of bags of flour on the floor. 
 
Use amount for quantities you can’t count. 
 

Ex: I spilled a large amount of flour on the floor. 
 

• Actor Jack Nicholson is aware that two Jacks exist. Big Jack is the image, a raiser of hell 
complete with sunglasses and smokes and other stimulants. Regular Jack is a lot quieter, espe-
cially at age 70. Occasionally, people see Big Jack when Mr. Nicholson wants them to see Regu-
lar Jack. This occurs a lot with bartenders. Mr. Nicholson says, “I can’t tell you how many bar-
tenders I’ve had to grab by the lapel and say: ‘Look, give me a very big glass with a lot of ice 
and a small amount of bourbon.’ They see Big Jack and they want to give Big Jack that extra 
shot of bourbon. But you can’t be Big Jack all the time.” 

 
• Alexander Fleming, the discoverer of penicillin, had an older brother named Tom who 

wanted him and yet another brother, who was named Robert, to keep up their studies after they 
had started to work for a living. Tom would ask Alexander and Robert to each contribute a coin, 
then he would quiz them on math, geography, and history. The brother who answered the great-
est number of questions correctly got both coins. 

 
Capitalize the Names of Holidays such as  
Halloween, Thanksgiving, and Christmas  

 
• While creating E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, director Steven Spielberg worked with young 

children, including a six-year-old Drew Barrymore, and so he wanted to make the filming fun. 
On Halloween, he went to work dressed up in costume—as a woman. Drew remembers, “He 
looked great!” He was also filmed in costume, and he said to the camera, “This is Halloween, 
folks. I don’t dress this way all the time.” 

 
• In 1939, May Wale Brown left Austria to come to New York City to be with her two broth-

ers. She arrived on Thanksgiving Day, and of course the big Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade 
was being held. Her brothers, who loved to tease her, told her that they had arranged the parade 
in order to welcome her to America. (Later, Ms. Brown became a Hollywood script supervisor.) 
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Exercise: Q&A 
 

Fill out the following questions. This may give you some good topics to write about. 
 
• On which day of your life were you the most embarrassed you have ever been? 
 
 
 
• On which day of your life did you look your cutest (or most handsome)? 
 
 
 
• On which day of your life did you feel most grateful to be alive? 
 
 
 
• On which day of your life did you learn the most important thing you have ever learned? 
 
 
 
• On which day of your life did you make a radical change for the better in your life? 
 
 
 
• On which day of your life were you at your most entertaining or wittiest or smartest or 
best? 
 
 
 
• On which day of your life did you achieve a worthwhile goal that you had long wanted to 
achieve? 
 
 
 
• On which day of your life did you do the stupidest—and funniest—thing you have ever 
done? 
 
 
 
• On which day of your life were your parents most proud of you? 
 
 
 
• On which day of your life were you most proud of yourself? 
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Exercise: Brainstorming Ideas 
 

Do some brainstorming for your autobiographical essay. Think of anecdotes that you can use in 
your paper or that you can expand into an autobiographical essay. For example, can you write 
about how your parents met, about prom night, about your favorite dog, about funny things that 
happened when you were a child, and so on? (You will get more ideas by reading this Study 
Guide and, if you want, the stories from Oddballs.) Following the brainstorming session, you 
will break up into small groups and discuss your ideas. 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
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Class 2: Autobiographical Essay Project— 
Clichés 

 
Spice to the Rescue 

By Nicholas Weiner (1,045 words) 

On Easter morning a few years ago, my mother surprised our family with a new member. 

The latest addition to our family was small in stature with soft white fur covering the majority of 

his body. His tail was pumpkin orange with a burnt orange providing the stripes and on his head 

was that same orange combination. This new and welcomed member of our family was a kitten. 

My brother Adam, who was a freshman in college at the time, took the honor of naming our kit-

ten. He decided to name our kitten after a pet pig that one of his fraternity brothers at school 

owned and therefore our new pet was dubbed “Spice.” 

At first my mother preferred Spice to be an indoor cat, but he had much different plans. 

Anytime a door would crack open, even for only a split second, Spice made his escape to the 

outdoors. Eventually we grew tired of chasing after him, so we conceded and allowed Spice the 

freedom he so desperately craved. Although we live in a relatively large neighborhood, Spice 

always managed to find his way home. As Spice grew older and larger, he began what my family 

refers to as hunting. That is to say that Spice would bring back to our yard trophies of captured 

prey that I would have to dispose of. Although that may seem grotesque, it is an important detail 

to mention because I feel it allows for a greater perspective on Spice’s courageousness and ad-

venturous demeanor.  

Spice has lived with our family for years; however, we recently adopted my sister Erin’s 

dog because she was moving and could no longer care for him. Spice and my sister’s dog, “Co-

co,” have never gotten along. Erin has owned Coco for just about as long as we have owned 

Spice, and the two pets are at each other’s throats anytime they are in the same proximity. Coco 

is a rather large dog. He is a Rottweiler and German Shepherd mix. He has dark brown fur with a 

tan underbelly and two little tan eyebrows. Coco has always been a rather sweet dog even though 

he is large and could be a devastatingly mean dog if he preferred. However, one thing about Co-

co might lead one to believe that he is a vicious dog and that is his bark. The old expression “his 

bark is worse than his bite” could not have been truer about any dog than Coco. He would bark if 

he heard a car door shut, he would bark if he wanted out, he would bark at the television, he 
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would bark at the doorbell, he would bark at other dogs, he would bark if he was hungry. He just 

loved to bark, which drove my mother crazy. An expression quite frequently uttered by my 

mother was, “Coco, shut up and go lie down!” 

One day, in our typically quiet neighborhood, we discovered a hero. My nephew Gage, 

who was about five years old at the time, was visiting us for the weekend while my sister went 

on a business trip. It must have been right around 2 p.m. on a warm summer day. The sun was 

shining bright in a clear blue sky and so my mother had decided to allow my nephew to swim in 

his small pool to cool off a bit. After frolicking for a while and splashing my mother, Gage had 

decided he had enough water wrinkles on his hands and was ready to come inside. My mother 

had left me in charge of drying Gage off and getting him into the house. For whatever reason, I 

had entered the house just prior to Gage. Perhaps I had not felt like waiting to get out of the blis-

tering hot sun while he was picking dandelions, but he could not have been more than a couple 

of steps behind me. All of a sudden Coco jumped off his couch and began barking. I could al-

ready hear it in my head when my mother said, “Coco, shut up and go lie down!” I began to walk 

towards the front door and looked out our glass storm door when I saw a small Beagle spring out 

of nowhere and confront Gage. Gage, who has a small fear of dogs, most particularly dogs for-

eign to him, began to cry, and I had just prepared myself to go out and shoo this pint-size dog 

away. At the last second, as I opened the door, I noticed Spice standing by the door with his fur 

spiked up like that of a porcupine. I opened the storm door, and Spice sprang out like a jack out 

of the box and darted directly for the Beagle as big, burly Coco only stood there and barked. 

Spice went right up to this Beagle, which was larger than him, and swiped him across the 

nose what appeared to be fifty times. Spice looked like Muhammad Ali going toe-to-toe with Joe 

Frazier the way he boxed that Beagle with his little paw. The Beagle, in sheer and utter terror, 

did the only thing he could and ran like Michael Johnson in a 100-meter race away from Spice. 

Obviously, Spice had not felt as if he had done enough as he peeled down the street after this 

poor Beagle who had decided to wander into the wrong yard at the wrong time. The course of 

these events happened in what seemed like the length of a legendary prizefight, but in actuality 

was only a matter of seconds. I went and picked up Gage and wiped his tears away. As I came 

into the house, my mother asked what had happened, and I began to tell her the magnificent story 

of Spice coming to the aid of Gage. 
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I waited for Spice to return from his battle, which he eventually did. I picked him up and 

sat him down on my chest and we just enjoyed each other’s company on the couch for a while. I 

got him a special treat later—a can of tuna—and told him what a good cat he was. Spice still 

lives with our family to this day, and I always look forward to seeing him when I come back 

from school. 

 
Note: Nicholas Weiner was an Ohio University student when he wrote this essay. 
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 “Spice to the Rescue” Questions: 

• What you learn from this autobiographical essay that may help you to write your autobiograph-
ical essay? 
 

Nicholas Weiner had a very good opening that creates interest in his essay: “On Easter 
morning a few years ago, my mother surprised our family with a new member. The latest 
addition to our family was small in stature with soft white fur covering the majority of his 
body. His tail was pumpkin orange with a burnt orange providing the stripes and on his 
head was that same orange combination.” 
 
Nicholas Weiner makes good use of repetition in this sentence: “He would bark if he 
heard a car door shut, he would bark if he wanted out, he would bark at the television, he 
would bark at the doorbell, he would bark at other dogs, he would bark if he was hun-
gry.” The reader certainly gets the idea that this dog barks. 
 
Nicholas Weiner arouses the reader’s interest with this sentence: “One day, in our typi-
cally quiet neighborhood, we discovered a hero.” 
 
Nicholas Weiner makes good use of similes in these sentences: “At the last second, as I 
opened the door, I noticed Spice standing by the door with his fur spiked up like that of a 
porcupine. I opened the storm door, and Spice sprang out like a jack out of the box and 
darted directly for the Beagle as big, burly Coco only stood there and barked.” Also: 
“Spice looked like Muhammad Ali going toe-to-toe with Joe Frazier the way he boxed 
that Beagle with his little paw. The Beagle, in sheer and utter terror, did the only thing he 
could and ran like Michael Johnson in a 100-meter race away from Spice.” 

 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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Wicked 
By Haley Butler (1,597 words) 

Ever since I was a little kid, I’ve had the luxury of traveling all over the world. When I 

was in fifth grade, my parents surprised my sister and me with a trip to Australia. Again when I 

was in eighth grade, my parents tricked us Christmas morning when all we saw under the tree 

were two big presents. To our surprise, they were giant suitcases, filled with tourist items and 

plane tickets to London, Ireland, and France. Unfortunately at this time, I was more concerned 

with zits and getting a date to the eighth-grade formal than I was going on this vacation. While it 

was a great experience, I was too young to really appreciate anything. Fortunately, I had the 

chance to go to Switzerland the summer of my freshman year in college to visit my friend Kevin 

Imhof and his family.  

I planned on staying in Switzerland for the whole month of July. At the end of the month, 

I also wanted to travel to London by myself, to explore the city again. This time around, I would 

appreciate the art museums and the historical sites that I once blamed my parents for dragging 

me to such boring places. If there’s anything I’ve learned from my mother, it’s to travel while 

I’m young and before I have children, because after that, “Life is nothing but bills.”  

My parents had a hard enough time accepting that I was going to Switzerland, even 

though they knew I would be staying with Kevin’s family. Knowing that I was going to London 

by myself, however, gave my mother gray hairs. My mother has always been a cautious person. 

She drives at least five miles per hour under the speed limit at all times and insists on sitting with 

the strap from her purse on her knee while in a restaurant, out of fear that her wallet may be sto-

len. Before I left, I assured her that I already had my youth hostel picked out in the nice part of 

London and that she had nothing to worry about. After some compromise, I promised to call at 

least twice a day so she knew I was alive, and I promised that I would never be out alone past 

nine o’clock. 

When traveling to London, it is almost customary to see a Broadway musical. When I 

went with my family in eighth grade, we saw Chitty Chitty Bang Bang and of course, I fell 

asleep. I saw a Broadway musical, in London, and fell asleep! I was not going to make the same 

mistake twice and be a naïve traveler. This time around, I had my heart set on seeing Wicked, a 

musical about the friendship of the Wicked Witch of the West and Glinda the Good Witch and 
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how they meet in the Land of Oz. I already knew all of the songs by heart, but it was time to add 

the stage, costumes, and real-life characters! Being that this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, 

I purchased my ticket and was very excited.  

While I loved Switzerland and spending time with my friend, it was time for a change of 

scenery. Living in New York City has always been a dream of mine, and lucky for me, walking 

fast has always been my forte; everyone is always on the go, and unlike Switzerland, there isn’t 

any place to stop and admire the view. From what I remembered, London was the European ver-

sion of New York City, and I was so excited to get to my youth hostel and explore everything the 

city had to offer, again.  

As soon as I got to the hostel, I put on my nicest outfit and got ready for Wicked. I didn’t 

know what the theatre looked like inside, but I was sure Row 9, Seat 12 had to be a prime loca-

tion. You never want to sit so close that your neck gets a cramp or so far back that you get a 

headache from squinting at the performers. I made sure to put my mace in my purse, just in case 

anything was to happen. It’s better to be safe than sorry, I thought.  

The show let out around 11:30 p.m., and while I knew I was disobeying my mother, see-

ing Wicked was the highlight of my trip. The show exceeded all of my expectations and was well 

worth the $150 ticket. I left the theatre while humming the songs in my head, looking forward to 

going back to the hostel to listen to the soundtrack on my iPod.  

As I bought my ticket for the subway and entered the station, I looked down at my map. I 

knew I had to get onto multiple subways, and I made sure to map out exactly how to get back to 

my hostel once I got off at my stop. Leaving Piccadilly Circus, I got on the first subway, and to 

my surprise, only two other people were in the car. I thought to myself, It must be too early for 

those out partying to come home. While I sat in the car, I noticed a man standing a couple feet 

over. He looked to be around forty years old and was black. I got a strange vibe that he was dan-

gerous, but I figured I was just being paranoid.  

I got off at Hammersmith and headed towards the second subway. As I was walking, I 

noticed that the same man in the last car got off as well and followed me onto the next car. He sat 

right across from me and stared, but still I thought nothing of it and took out my program to 

glance at the pictures. Five minutes later, I got off the car again to switch subways. Again, he got 

off and continued to follow me. When I walked faster, he walked faster. When I walked slower, 

he walked slower. As the hot air dramatically hit my face and the rattling subway train flew by, I 
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thought, This is getting ridiculous. The slimy, yellow walls, dim lighting, and my foot sticking to 

the ground were the only things that made sense to me at the moment; and all I could hear is a 

woman’s creepy, robotic voice in the station, repeating “Mind the gap, mind the gap,” reminding 

the passengers to watch their foot while stepping onto the subway train.  

When he got on the next car with me, I knew something wasn’t right, but I continued to 

avoid making eye contact and tried to remain as calm as I could. It was only a couple more stops 

and then a five-minute walk, and I would be back safely at my hostel. As I stood to get off at the 

next stop, I heard a woman on the speaker report that the next two stops are closed. It was just 

my luck. I had no idea how to get to my hostel after going two additional stops.  

Out of nowhere, I heard, “Was that your stop?”  

“No, it’s fine. I know where I’m going,” I responded nervously to the man who had been 

following me for the last twenty minutes.  

“No, I can tell you don’t know where you’re going. Let me help you. I can get you where 

you need to be.”  

“No, seriously, I don’t need any help,” I said rudely, hoping he would get the hint. 

I got off at the next stop, and the man continued to follow me. “I’ll help you, I’ll help 

you,” he kept saying, inching closer and closer. I walked faster, heart pacing, mace in hand, 

ready to take any necessary action. I knew that I needed to take an elevator to get to ground lev-

el, and thought to myself, There is no way in hell I’m getting in the elevator with that man. I was 

trying so hard not to cry and tried pushing the horrible thoughts out of my head: He’s going to 

rape me. He’s going to rape me, and then kill me. I prayed to God that someone else was in the 

elevator.  

The doors to the elevator opened, and what seemed like a minute later, I hear, “Oh my 

gosh! How are you? I can’t believe I ran into you!” The man in the elevator gave me a hug, and 

while I did not recognize this man, I decided to play along.  

“I’m great! It’s so good to see you,” I responded as he put his arm around my shoulder. 

As the elevator rose, we continued to chat and the man who was following me left as soon as we 

arrived on ground level.  

“You saved me. That guy was following me, and I didn’t know what to do!” I felt so re-

lieved, like I had just crossed the finish line of a marathon.  
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The man responded, “I know. I could tell by the look on your face! You seemed so 

frightened.”  

He had a charming face and a light London accent. He told me his name was Mark and 

explained to me that he was twenty-three years old and had a girlfriend in Washington, D.C. 

What a small world. He knew exactly where my youth hostel was and insisted on walking me 

back the whole twenty-four blocks that it took. We continued to chat and the whole time I kept 

thinking about how he was my angel. As I lay down in my bed that night, I took a deep breath. I 

should have listened to my mother.  

 

Note: Haley Butler was an Ohio University student when she wrote this essay.
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“Wicked” Questions: 

• What you learn from this autobiographical essay that may help you to write your autobiograph-
ical essay? 
 

In this essay, we read the story of a remarkable good deed. This may make a good topic 
for your essay. 
 
This essay has regular dialogue, and it has thoughts. To indicate that a character is think-
ing, Haley Butler uses italics: “It’s better to be safe than sorry, I thought.” 
 
Haley Butler knows to use italics for the titles of plays such as Wicked. 
 
Haley Butler does not just say that her mother is cautious; she shows it: “My mother has 
always been a cautious person. She drives at least five miles per hour under the speed 
limit at all times and insists on sitting with the strap from her purse on her knee while in a 
restaurant, out of fear that her wallet may be stolen.” 
 
Haley Butler engages in foreshadowing when she writes, “I made sure to put my mace in 
my purse, just in case anything was to happen.” Foreshadowing is a hint about what will 
happen later. Sure enough, something does happen. 

 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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A Glory Moment 

By Grant Burkhardt (1,430 words) 

Reporter: “Mr. Burkhardt! Mr. Burkhardt! How’s it feel? How’s it feel to be a champi-

on?” 

Oakland Athletics Number Four: “Oh, man, it feels great. There’s nothin’ quite like it.” 

Reporter: “What were you thinking on that last play?” 

A’s #4: “Honestly? I don’t even know. There wasn’t much goin’ on up there. I just knew 

that I wanted the ball.” 

Let me straighten out a few facts about the interview excerpt you just read. First, we 

weren’t playing to be champions of the world; we were simply playing to finish on top of a Little 

League in a little baseball suburb of Pittsburgh. But, today, that championship game still feels 

like Game 7 of the World Series. From the outside looking in, that’s exactly what this game was: 

The Oakland Athletics against the St. Louis Cardinals. In reality, however, these two rosters 

weren’t filled with over-paid megastars; they consisted of (sometimes) highly talented eleven-

year-olds playing only for eternal bragging rights. “Number Four” was me, nicknamed “Clutch” 

for the number of game-winning plays I made that season. The “reporter” was my best friend’s 

dad, using the neck of his celebratory beer bottle to conduct a very-fake-but-very-awesome mock 

interview. The “last play”? That, ladies and gentlemen, is the story longing to be told. 

As an eleven-year-old baseball player, I peaked. I experienced my best days as an athlete 

in many sports before or near Y2K. Now, every time I hear Bryan Adams sing of the “Summer 

of ’69” or Bruce Springsteen rock his “Glory Days,” I think of my own. This game. This play. 

This moment. 

The A’s took the field on a sweltering June afternoon as regular-season champions. We 

were nearly unblemished, falling only once in twenty games. Our opponent, the Cardinals, gave 

us much trouble in an early-season victory at “The Park,” the site of that day’s league champion-

ship game. The atmosphere was just as hot as the still-rising temperatures. Everyone was excited 

to get the game started. After our coaches helped us cool off with a garden-hose-to-the-spine 

shower, we raced onto the diamond and prepared for the first pitch. Our flamethrower, a kid 

named SP, toed the rubber and heaved the ball toward home plate. 
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“STRIKE!” 

“And now we go, boys!” was the message from the dugout. Our signature chatter began, 

loud as ever, before every pitch.  

“Hey nowwww, one-five! Give it to him again!” 

“Atta-boy, SP! Sit him down!” 

He did just that. One, two, three. We couldn’t have paid for a better start.  

We didn’t have any luck at the plate in the bottom half of the first, though. Our leadoff 

man walked, but was stranded at second after three straight groundouts. The second inning ended 

exactly the same as the first. The score after two: nil-nil. 

In the third, the offenses picked up some momentum. First, the Cardinals’ best player 

crushed a high heater over the left-field fence for a solo home run and a 1-0 lead. After the in-

ning, we got a speech from our coach: “Boys, Vegas just called and they want their money back. 

They wanna know where the offense is. Show them why you’re the champs.” 

After another team cool-off, we went to work. I led off by cranking a fastball into the gap 

in left center for a double. Then, after a walk and a hard liner was caught by a very alert first 

baseman, our best hitter, Greg, stepped into the box. He worked the count full. Three balls, two 

strikes. Runners on first and second. Then, he got his pitch. Change-up, right down Broadway. I 

took off at the sound of aluminum striking leather, so I didn’t see the ball hit the fence, but that 

didn’t matter. I scored, and so did the runner on first. The real drama came after the second run 

touched home. The Cardinals defense missed its mark trying to catch Greg at third base, so while 

they were busy tracking down the ball, he was frantically sprinting home. It was going to be a 

close play. The ball got there just as he slid in… 

“SAFE!” said the blue-clad umpire. 

We celebrated the inside-the-park home run and a two-run lead, 3-1. But this game was 

far from over. The Cardinals didn’t reach the championship game by accident. After the exciting 

bottom of the third, the Redbirds started to pick away at our lead, scoring once in the fourth, and 

once more in the fifth to tie the game at three while our offense sputtered. 

They had picked up some serious momentum, and we knew we were going to have to 

score in the bottom of the fifth to make sure we were at least tied going into our last at-bat.  
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Our half of the fifth inning started like every other one (except for the third) up until this 

point. The first two batters took their respective seats on the bench in order. But then, something 

remarkable happened. Out of nowhere, our bats awoke.  

The first to arise was a very unlikely source, the last batter in our order, a kid named Jo-

ey. He found the courage to stand in against the Cardinals’ best pitcher and slap a base hit 

through the gap between first and second. His next task: steal second base to get into scoring po-

sition. If there was one thing I could say about Joey, it was that he had phenomenal speed. He got 

the sign from the third-base coach and when the pitcher dealt to the plate, Joey took off. The 

throw from the opposing catcher was too late and Joey succeeded again. Now came the tough 

part, we had to drive him in. 

The next pitch, to our leadoff hitter, was right down the middle, and he took advantage. 

Our bench leapt up and grabbed the fence while the ball soared toward the fence, struck it, and 

fell to the grass. Joey rounded third and crossed the plate, completing our two-out rally and giv-

ing us a 4-3 lead. That was all for the inning, however, as the next batter was too excited to make 

contact with the ball and struck out. 

We had the lead going into the last inning and all we needed was three simple outs. I ran 

out to my position as it had been all year, third base, and prepared for the most nerve-racking 

twenty minutes of my athletic career. Our new pitcher, Christian, walked the first two Cardinal 

batters, most likely out of nervousness, and then settled in. He recorded two straight outs to 

move us within one batter of a championship. I think he realized the hugeness of the moment be-

cause he promptly threw the ball ten feet over the catcher’s head, allowing the runners to ad-

vance to second and third. Now, we were all shaking a bit. 

The situation: Two outs, red jerseys on second and third, and the count was worked to 

two balls and one strike. I stood at my place near the runner at third base and waited for Christian 

to throw the ball. The only words going through my mind were, “I want the ball in my glove. I 

want the ball. I want the ball.” The batter, ironically the same one who crushed the third-inning 

home run, was anxiously awaiting the pitch as well. Christian set, and delivered. 

CRRRACK! 

The sharply hit ball took a hard hop in front of the plate and barreled my way. I pivoted 

hard to my left, engulfed the ball on its short hop, grabbed it with my right hand, and threw as 
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hard as I could toward a championship. The ball zipped through the air toward the first base-

man’s outstretched glove. 

At that moment, time simply stopped. 

Everyone froze, just waiting to make sure that the first baseman had actually caught the 

ball. There was a painfully long moment where there was a collectively skipped heartbeat. No 

one moved. No one breathed. But he caught it. 

Exhale. And excitement. We celebrated on the field as we dog-piled on the pitcher’s 

mound. The feeling was absolute jubilation. I will never forget that moment: the moment when 

the world stopped turning as we won a championship.  

The best story inside the story is what I heard at the party afterwards. A friend’s mom had 

taped the famous last play: the play that defined my “Glory Days.” But I still have such a vivid 

mental filmstrip of the play that I don’t plan on ever watching that video.  

The moment in my head is way too good.  

 

Note: Grant Burkhardt was an Ohio University student when he wrote this essay. 
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“A Glory Moment” Questions: 

• What you learn from this autobiographical essay that may help you to write your autobiograph-
ical essay? 
 

Many autobiographical essays use chronological order, which is fine. This essay, howev-
er, is more sophisticated. It skips around in time. At first, we are in the past, after a game 
has been played. Then we are in the present, and the author is remembering how good he 
felt during and after that game. Then we go back and experience that game, including the 
moment that Grant Burkhardt made the game-winning out that defeated the other team.  
 
Usually, writers avoid fragments. However, writers can use stylistic fragments, as Grant 
Burkhardt does: “Now, every time I hear Bryan Adams sing of the ‘Summer of ’69’ or 
Bruce Springsteen rock his ‘Glory Days,’ I think of my own. This game. This play. This 
moment.” 
 
Grant Burkhardt has an attention-getting introduction in which he is being interviewed af-
ter winning a championship game—although the interview is a special kind of interview, 
as he immediately explains. 
 
Grant Burkhardt uses a good simile in this sentence: “But, today, that championship 
game still feels like Game 7 of the World Series.” 
 
Grant Burkhardt uses a very good and very long hyphenated adjective in this sentence: 
“The ‘reporter’ was my best friend’s dad, using the neck of his celebratory beer bottle to 
conduct a very-fake-but-very-awesome mock interview.” He also knows how to use quo-
tation marks to point out that a word is being used ironically: The ‘reporter’ is not actual-
ly a real reporter. 

 
• What is your opinion of the title of this essay? 
 
 
• This is an interesting essay. What makes it interesting?  
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this essay? 
 
 
• Why does Grant Burkhardt use italics occasionally? 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the way Grant Burkhardt introduces his autobiographical essay? 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the way Grant Burkhardt concludes his autobiographical essay? 
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Writing Rules: Autobiographical Essays 
 

• The American style is to put commas and periods inside quotation marks. 
 

Ex: “Hello,” he said. “I haven’t seen you for ages.” 
 
• Set off speaker tags with a comma or other punctuation. 
 
Speaker tags are short phrases such as “he said” or “she replied” or “David yelled” or “Sally 
asked.” 
 

Bill asked, “How are you?” 
Sally replied, “I am well.” 
 

Note: These sentences are also correct. 
 
“How are you?” Bill asked. 
“What time is it?” the stranger asked. 
“Help!” he shouted. 

 
• Set off direct address. 
 
Direct address occurs when someone is addressed directly by name or by a name. 
 

“Stay close, people, and don’t get lost,” he ordered. 
 John shouted, “Bill, wait for me!” 

George said, “How are you, Sally?” 
“How are you, sir?” he asked. 
“What time is it, Mom?” I asked. 
“Hi, kid,” she said. 
“Hello, guys,” I said. 
“What’s up, doc?” Bugs Bunny asked. 
 

• Delete throat-clearing words, especially when they are not part of dialogue. 
 

Bad: Well, the next thing that happened was …. 
Better: The next thing that happened was …. 
 

• Use hyphens for compound nouns such as “a six-year-old” and “a seven-year-old.” If needed, 
use hyphens for adjectives that you create by combining words IF the adjective appears BE-
FORE the noun it modifies. 
 
Compound Noun 

I was a strange seven-year-old. 
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Adjective That Appears Before the Noun It Modifies 
I was a strange seven-year-old boy. 

 
Adjective That Appears After the Noun It Modifies 

The boy was seven years old. 
 
• An excellent way to learn the rules for punctuating dialogue is to look at autobiographical es-
says or novels. (You may also look at newspaper articles to see how the reporter handled quota-
tions.) For example: 

 
How Do You Know Who is Speaking? 

 
Which rules for quotation marks and commas are being followed in this passage from pp. 8-9 

of William Sleator’s Oddballs? How do you know who is speaking? (In the first paragraph, “we” 
refers to Billy and Vicky.) 

 
“Tycho, will you please do it on the toilet,” we would beg him as we cleaned him in 

the bathtub. 
“When I’m five,” he would obstinately insist. 
“Big boys don’t do this, Tycho, only disgusting little babies,” I told him. 
“No one will ever want to play with you if you have smelly BMs in your pants,” 

Vicky added, dumping bubble bath into the tub. “The other kids will hate you and make 
fun of you.” 

“Four-year-olds who go in their pants get a horrible disease and die, Tycho; it says so 
in Mom’s medical books.” 

“Please just do it on the toilet, and we’ll give you all the candy you can eat for the rest 
of your life.” 

He remained steadfast, unyielding, true to his principles. “When I’m five” was his 
constant refrain. 
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Q&A #2 
 
Be original, witty, and interesting when you answer these questions, either while working in a 
small group, or alone. 
 
When were you happiest? 
 
 
What is your earliest memory? 
 
 
Which living person do you most admire, and why? 
 
 
What is the trait you most deplore in yourself? 
 
 
What is the trait you most deplore in others? 
 
 
What’s the most expensive thing you’ve bought? 
 
 
What is your most treasured possession? 
 
 
Where would you like to live? 
 
 
What would your super power be? 
 
 
What makes you depressed? 
 
 
Who would play you in the film of your life? 
 
 
What is your most unappealing habit? 
 
 
What is your favorite smell? 
 
 
What is the worst thing anyone’s said to you? 
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Cat or dog? 
 
 
What do you owe your parents? 
 
 
What or who is the greatest love of your life? 
 
 
What was the best kiss of your life? 
 
 
Have you ever said ‘I love you’ and not meant it? 

 
Which living person do you most despise, and why? 
 
 
What is the worst job you’ve done? 
 
 
What has been your biggest disappointment? 
 
 
If you could edit your past, what would you change? 
 
 
If you could go back in time, where would you go? 
 
 
When did you last cry, and why? 
 
 
How do you relax? 
 
 
What single thing would improve the quality of your life? 
 
 
What is the most important lesson life has taught you? 
 
 
Source of Questions: Q & A with Philip Glass; Interview by Rosanna Greenstreet (slightly edit-
ed) 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/2008/nov/29/music-philip-glass-composer 
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Exercise: Clichés 
 
According to Maxwell Nurberg, clichés “are generally fixed idiomatic phrases, some of which 
may have originally been valid, fresh, and colorful but through constant use have become about 
as personal as a rubber stamp or a mimeographed love letter.” Clichés used to be original and 
fresh; now they are overused and old. 
 
Cliché examples: Right off the bat 
  As quiet as a mouse 
  Avoid him (her, or it) like the plague 
 
Write five clichés: 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
How Can I Fix Clichés? 

 
1) Simply state what the cliché means. 
 
For example:  “Avoid him like the plague” means “Avoid him.” 
   “Right off the bat” means quickly. 
   “As quiet as a mouse” means quiet. 
 
Take three of the clichés you have written above and simplify the phrase. 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
  
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
  
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
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2) Give the cliché a “twist.”  
 
For example:  
“Live and let live” can be changed to “Live and let die.” 
 
“Better late than never” can be changed to “Better late than later.” 
 
Can you twist any of your clichés and give it an alteration that makes it original and interesting?  
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
3) Make up a completely new image or phrase.  
 
For example: Mark Twain could have written, “Miles Hendon was shocked.” Instead, Mark 
Twain wrote this: Miles Hendon “felt much as a man might who had danced blithely out to enjoy 
a rainbow, and got struck by lightning.”—From Mark Twain’s The Prince and the Pauper 
 
Can you make up a completely new image or phrase for one of the clichés you wrote down pre-
viously?  
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
Source: Adapted from web.cn.edu/KWHEELER/documents/Cliches_Trite_phrasing.pdf 
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Class 3: Autobiographical Essay Project— 
Writing Vividly 

 
Ivan the Idiot 

By Roman Goldman (1,169 words) 

When I was younger, living in the Soviet Union, my grandmother and I had a Sunday 

morning tradition. We would walk over to a local small grocery store to get ingredients for Sun-

day dinner. I would always receive a special treat for going, usually chocolate. I would always 

look forward to Sunday mornings and eagerly await those magical words to come from my 

grandma: “Come on, let’s go. I’ll get you something real special.” I would jet out of bed, quickly 

get dressed and fly out the door full of excitement when those words came out of her mouth. 

On a typical cold winter Sunday, when I was five years old, my grandma and I were 

faced with a very unusual situation. It was already a chaotic period of time with the Soviet Union 

falling apart. We were moving to the United States in a few weeks, so we were just trying to get 

by without problems. We put on our heavy coats and hats and set out on our weekly journey. It 

was usually a 10-minute walk to the store, but the weather was awful, so it took us a little longer. 

We finally arrived, and I went off on my own to look for something tasty to snack on. My 

grandma knew that she had nothing to worry about because we knew everyone in town, so I 

could walk around freely. I spotted this delicious-looking monster-sized chocolate bar across the 

aisle and ran over to it. I picked up the bar, getting ready to bring it to my grandma and suddenly 

I heard a loud commotion coming from the front of the store. I paused and debated what I should 

do. Should I go see what is happening or hide and wait for my grandma to come get me? Finally, 

I had made my decision. 

I quickly ran to the front of the store looking for my grandma and found her standing in 

the corner with a confused look on her face. I quickly scanned the room and discovered what had 

caused all the havoc. I caught a glimpse of a giant man with a black eye waving a knife in the air 

and yelling, “Everybody shut up and do as I say!” But I didn’t have time to react as I heard my 

grandma from the corner shouting, “Roman, get away from that man! Come here now!” I quick-

ly obeyed and ran over to the corner. As I was standing in the corner, the man was shouting at 

everyone, “Give me all your money,” flashing his knife in front of people’s faces. I looked 

around and no one seemed intimidated although this guy had a knife because he looked com-
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pletely clueless. But nobody wanted to provoke him into doing something stupid, so they stayed 

quiet. He was stumbling all over the place, talking to himself, and being an unproductive robber. 

Later, I learned he was heavily intoxicated. 

After about 20 minutes of standing silently in the corner, I was getting restless and bored. 

I kept whining to my grandma, “I wanna go home. Let’s go home. I am tired of being here.” My 

grandma calmly whispered, “Keep it down. Can’t you see we are in a terrible situation here?” I 

just kept complaining and crying until she just snapped at me, and shouted, “SHUT UP!” Those 

two words caught the ugly giant’s attention and he stumbled over to my grandma. As he was try-

ing to intimidate her, I heard a woman’s voice from the crowd, “Ivan, stop this nonsense. You’re 

a big idiot. You’re going to go to jail.” Ivan responded in a slurred manner, “Shut the hell up. I 

know exactly what I am doing!” I was now standing by myself, completely ignoring Ivan and 

sour at my grandma; I began to think to myself that this guy really is a huge idiot, what’s he do-

ing? I’ve seen plenty of movies when a robbery happens and all those guys use guns. I decided to 

take things into my five-year-old hands because I knew that bad guys never end up on top. 

During my childhood years, I idolized various superheroes and pretended to be them and 

save the world from evil. In my mind, I was untouchable, an invincible superhero. I was going to 

finally save the world for real. I finally gathered all my courage and shouted at the robber, “Stop 

it, you big meanie!” As I shouted, I charged Ivan with all my might and punched him with all my 

strength near the knee area. Unfortunately, that punch was ineffective seeing that I was five years 

old and this man was the size of a bear. Ivan barely felt it and retaliated with a quick slap across 

the back of my head and shouted, “What the hell are you trying to do, kid?” As I got wacked, I 

fell on a small display of boxes, causing them to scatter all over the ground. After a minute, I 

awoke from a dazed state; I realized I had a huge cut on my leg. I looked down and saw the sharp 

corner of a box covered in blood and with a small piece of skin hanging from it. I began to cry 

and scream at the top of my lungs, “Ouch, it hurts, it hurts!” My grandma quickly ran out from 

her corner and grabbed me by the collar and tugged me into the corner. “Shut up and don’t 

move; someone is coming to help us,” she calmly whispered in my ear. She told me someone 

had snuck out of the store while Ivan wasn’t looking. I calmed down a bit and suddenly the 

sound of sirens caught my attention. 

Everyone, including myself, rejoiced as they heard the sirens and began to start yelling at 

Ivan about how stupid he was and how he was going to end up in jail. He began to panic and at-
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tempted to stumble out the back door, but his feet got caught up on the boxes that I had knocked 

over. He fell to the ground, and his weapon of choice slid across the room, leaving him com-

pletely unarmed. He was too drunk to get up and attempt a getaway from the cops. An average-

sized man came out of the crowd and pounced on Ivan’s back, holding him down for the police. 

The police came asked some customers a few questions about the situation and let everyone go 

home. The man who snuck out and got the police told my grandma the reason he was able to 

sneak out without Ivan noticing was because of my antics. In the end, it turned out my stupidity 

led to the defeat of Ivan. My grandma cleaned out my cut and we started to walk home. As we 

walked off into the sunset, she said, “Well, all those hours you spend playing Superman paid off, 

didn’t they?” I responded, “You know it, Grandma, you know it.”  

 

Note: Roman Goldman was an Ohio University student when he wrote this essay. 
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“Ivan the Stupid” Questions: 

 
• What you learn from this autobiographical essay that may help you to write your autobiograph-
ical essay? 
 

Roman Goldman is from Russia, where many of the tsars had names such as “Ivan the 
Terrible.” His title is a humorous take on those names. 

 
 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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The Candle Wax Castle Club 
By Kevin Dean (1,544 words) 

Every year when the first snowfall came to Ohio, and the days grew shorter and consider-

ably colder, I would look forward to another unforgettable Christmas. Christmas time meant 

crackling fires, music, dusty family photo albums, and hours spent outside with my brother and 

sister building another snow fort that we would never quite finish. We would have our usual days 

of sipping hot cocoa by the fire, watching How the Grinch Stole Christmas yet again, and pen-

ning ridiculously long Christmas lists to be delivered to the North Pole—which we later found 

out to be located in my parents’ closet. 

When Christmas Eve was finally upon us, I could hardly contain my excitement. I knew 

the day would consist of eggnog-drinking, cookie-eating, fireside-napping, movie-watching, 

snowman-building (provided snow was on the ground), present-wrapping, carol-singing fun. Af-

ter an exhausting day of jubilee and merry making, it would be time for us to don our gay apparel 

and go to church. Our church, like every other church I would imagine, put on an incredible 

evening. The young ones would act out the nativity scene and the night that the wise men fol-

lowed the star to the birth of Jesus. Then the choir would sing some engaging hymn about joy 

and happiness in the world, accompanied by my piano teacher who always smiled at me during 

our church services as if to say, “Yes, I know that you have not practiced for your upcoming les-

son.” How she could tell, I have never quite figured out but on a night like Christmas Eve I 

didn’t have time to be worried. I was too busy scrawling a personal letter to Santa on my service 

bulletin, playing with the unlit candle we were handed as we were being seated, and fidgeting 

like I had been put in the timeout chair and told not to move.  

 Just when I thought I couldn’t last any longer, the lights would be dimmed, and the 

whispering congregation grew silent as the altar boys came down the aisles to light our candles. 

Having been through this procedure many times, I knew to carefully tilt my candle into the flame 

of the candle next to me to prevent the hot wax from dripping on my hand, my clothes, and 

sometimes the people around me, which used to happen rather frequently. As we began singing 

the words to “Silent Night,” I knew I had to get to work as quickly as possible. I had only a few 

minutes to accumulate a larger pile of wax on my bulletin than my brother, who always seemed 

to have twice as much. The catch to this was that if you were foolish enough to get caught by 

Mom or Dad, then not only did you lose the game, but according to the rules set forth by the 
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founding fathers of the Candle Wax Castle Club, you had to run around the house twice in noth-

ing but snow boots, while the winner threw snowballs at you.  

As juvenile as this may sound, it was the highlight of the evening for my brother and me, 

and it was no laughing matter. This was life or death, and I wasn’t about to lose again. Securing a 

win gave you the freedom to boast about your victory for an entire year, not to mention it meant 

that you didn’t have to brave the freezing cold and run around the house, fearing the sting of an 

icy snowball against your bare skin, and the embarrassment of being in the nude in the first 

place. Unfortunately, despite my best efforts, I lost yet again, and I got caught by Mom and Dad 

yet again. 

On this particular Christmas Eve, just hours after thanking God for giving us his only son 

and all that good stuff, I found myself facing the chilling reality of my task. The one rule for the 

game was that you were allowed to start in any direction you chose, which never really gave you 

that much of an advantage anyway.  

So there I was: pale skin, and awkward body glowing under the Christmas Eve moon-

light, hiding behind those snow-covered bushes that never seemed to be tall enough to provide 

any real cover. Without warning I leaped over the bush and fell into the rhythm of a full sprint as 

I tore across the frozen tundra. I could hear the snowballs exploding like gunshots on the win-

dows and siding all around me as I made the curve around the house to the backyard where I 

could catch my breath and prepare for another surge. I was feeling especially good this time be-

cause I realized that my brother had been unable to strike me with his tightly packed snowballs 

that felt like stones when they hit you.  

I made the turn to the front of the house at full speed, and I could feel the adrenaline that 

had been carrying me begin to fade in the presence of burning lungs and fatigue. Still, I was find-

ing energy to push through the lactic acid that was filling my legs with each stride I took. In the 

final surge I shot a glance over my shoulder to see my brother standing up from behind his 

manmade snow wall. I threw my hands up in the air like I had seen sprinters do at the end of a 

race when they know that they’ve just won, and I let out a celebratory yelp that sounded like the 

noise a cat makes when you accidentally step on its tail.  

I was still smiling as I lay there on my back in the snow, the wind completely knocked 

out of me after I had hit an unmovable object. Steam was rising all around from the heat of my 

body in the snow, and my head was spinning so fast that I thought maybe I had run into a wall of 
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some kind. It took me a few seconds to put it all together but when I saw my father’s tall figure 

towering over me, and the pieces of firewood scattered around, I could see I was in big trouble. 

He reached his arm down to pull me up from the ground as he dusted the white flakes from my 

hair. He had been out gathering more wood for the fire when I had been abruptly stopped by his 

6’ 2’’, 200-pound frame like a fullback being rejected by a linebacker. In my confusion I looked 

up at his face, bracing to see the mask of sheer anger that I had been witness to only one other 

time, but instead I saw that he was laughing uncontrollably. It was the kind of laughter that hap-

pens without any sound at first and continues to the point when people begin to stare at you 

wondering if you are ever going to breathe, when all at once the laughter erupts and you find 

yourself on the ground for minutes, clutching your side from the pain, and gasping for air. My 

brother came racing over to join in the fun and we three ‘men’ carried on for a while. Pretty 

soon, however, I realized that I was as standing in front of my Dad and brother in nothing but my 

snow boots, so I ran inside as quickly as I could.  

A few minutes later the two of them came in through the front door still chuckling, their 

cheeks hurting from smiling so much, as they settled down in the living room where the rest of 

the family was laughing as well. I came downstairs in my fleece Batman bathrobe and tried to 

slip into the room with my mug of hot chocolate without being seen. It was no use; they were all 

turned to face me as I sunk into the cushions of the sofa. Apparently a certain younger sister of 

mine had compromised the secrecy of the Candle Wax Castle Club, and my family had wit-

nessed the entire ordeal by peeking out through the blinds. The rest of the night was spent retell-

ing the story with many absurd variations, playing that gosh darn Christmas trivia game where 

every other answer is Bing Crosby or “White Christmas,” and consuming an inordinate amount 

of eggnog, freshly baked cookies, and marshmallows with some hot chocolate on top.  

My brother is now working in Washington, D.C., at the Pentagon designing ships for the 

Navy instead of pristinely crafted snowballs, and my sister is studying journalism at Kent State 

University, where she has probably written about the incident many times. Though we are much 

older now and surely do not engage in childish games anymore, each year when the first snow 

falls and the days grow shorter, we all look forward to another unforgettable Christmas with the 

family. Instead of continuing the tradition of the Candle Wax Castle Club, we find it much more 

enjoyable to sit around that old familiar living room and retell the story as if it were yesterday. 

When the stories are over and our bellies are full of Christmas cookies, and our hearts with 
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Christmas cheer, we never forget to leave a plate of carrots and cookies out for old Kris Kringle 

and his reindeer.  

 

Note: Kevin Dean was an Ohio University student when he wrote this essay. 

 
 

 



 47 

“The Candle Wax Castle Club” Questions: 
 
• What you learn from this autobiographical essay that may help you to write your autobiograph-
ical essay?  
 
Kevin Dean puts the punch (the funny and/or surprising thing) at the end of the sentence: 
 

We would have our usual days of sipping hot cocoa by the fire, watching How the Grinch 
Stole Christmas yet again, and penning ridiculously long Christmas lists to be delivered 
to the North Pole—which we later found out to be located in my parents’ closet. 

 
Kevin Dean piles on adjectives to create a descriptive and entertaining effect: 
 

When Christmas Eve was finally upon us, I could hardly contain my excitement. I knew 
the day would consist of eggnog-drinking, cookie-eating, fireside-napping, movie-
watching, snowman-building (provided snow was on the ground), present-wrapping, car-
ol-singing fun. 

 
Kevin Dean uses a very good simile at the end of this sentence: 
 

I was too busy scrawling a personal letter to Santa on my service bulletin, playing with 
the unlit candle we were handed as we were being seated, and fidgeting like I had been 
put in the timeout chair and told not to move.  

 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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When Chris Met Emily 

By Emily Kresiak (2,306 words) 

“What are you talking about?” he asked. “I did not stalk you!” 

“That’s fine. You loved me from the start, though. I know what I know, and you know,” I 

paused, then joked, “nothing!” 

At that moment, as my boyfriend chased me into the living room, picked me up and 

tossed me onto the couch, I thought back to my days as a freshman, not knowing, or even caring, 

who Chris was. And now here he is, tickling me until I almost pee my pants. This isn’t your typi-

cal love story. It isn’t filled with those movie moments (well, maybe a few, but nothing with pi-

anos and Tom Jones in the background, I swear) and it doesn’t have a normal boy-meets-girl be-

ginning, because I really met him two years after we were first introduced. 

I never really had trouble finding someone of the opposite sex to be with. I didn’t date the 

bad boys or the jocks; I tried to attract men who were quiet and nice. The less drama, the less se-

rious the whole situation had to be. It was my first year of college; I was not expected to marry 

and buy that white-picket-fence house quite yet. Chris was apparently in the same situation. He 

dated a lot of people, too, and while most of his relationships were fairly long-term or serious, 

some were not. Freshman year of college we both crossed ways, not only in the streets but 

amongst mutual friends. Still, we never quite knew each other, just of each other. He was my 

friend’s roommate, some guy who played guitar, was obsessed with movies, and had funky in-

your-eyes hair—that and, oh yeah, he had an enormous crush on me. But I never thought much 

of guys who laid back and watched—chasing wasn’t my job. 

I had been dating a boy who lived nearly four hours away for the majority of my first 

year. He was sweet, but a bit of a pretty boy if you ask me, and definitely looked at his reflection 

while passing mirrors more than I did. He even carried a pocket-size mirror in his “man purse.” 

Regardless, it was long distance, it was easy to keep up, and it was nice when he visited once a 

month. I enjoyed the nonchalant feeling of the whole situation, but not of course his high 

maintenance—there were too many gifts to him of expensive hair gel and designer jeans. 

Chris, on the other hand, had his hands full, very full, with a girl here at school. Kevin, 

his roommate, who was also my friend, had informed me of their relationship, and the night-

mares it was causing him day and night. Apparently she was in a sorority, tall, fairly thin, with 

shockingly blonde hair, and a voice that could make Fran Drescher turn her head and stare. She 

was controlling, judgmental, and nasty. The girl sounded crazy, period. I mean, from what I had 
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seen of Chris, he seemed like a good guy with his head on straight, but why on earth was he with 

this, and I quote his roommate, “bitch on wheels.” 

The few times Chris and I spoke, we really had nothing to say to each other. When we 

would be forced to talk, it was only because his roommate had left the room, and the awkward 

silence was too much to bear. We asked about each other’s classes, exchanged music tastes a few 

times, and we even once went on an excursion together for a friend’s birthday. Chit-chat here 

and there went in one ear and out the other. Typically, we never really had an opportunity to 

speak one on one because either Kevin was in the room already holding my attention, or Chris’s 

crazy girlfriend was there doing crunches on the floor and rolling around like a fish which had 

jumped out of its tank.  

Since we shared mutual friends, we would occasionally be invited to the same parties 

during the end of freshman year, beginning of sophomore year. This caused for much drama be-

tween him and the fish. “Oh no, she can’t be going—we were invited, hunny! I don’t want to go 

if she is going to be there,” she would whine endlessly to him about me. I found it amusing—it 

never much bothered me. Numerous occasions my friends and I would leave parties because the 

two of them would show up together. They were sort of like Jekyll and Hyde. 

I recall a few times being left alone smoking outside on the porch or on the stoop of one 

of these parties. Chris would come out and join me. I found it strange when we spoke to one an-

other, and the way that he looked at me, or rather, the way he looked at the ground. It was 

months before I knew he had beautiful brown eyes; I never once saw them. He would sit and 

chat and shake a little—a nervous habit, I imagined. His cigarette drags were quick and short, as 

if enjoying this little moment we were having together, but waiting to hurry back inside to catch 

his breath. It was cute, I must admit. 

As nonchalant and fabulously convenient as I thought my long-distance relationship was, 

it wasn’t. It ended badly, and so did my next two relationships. Everything began so quickly and 

wonderfully, and ended so soon and horribly. I was always fine on my own, but it was nice to 

have that company, either here with me or at least over the phone.  

At the same time as I was mourning over my newly single life and the boxes of memories 

I had no use for, Chris was ripping out his hair over his soon-to-be wife, but she wouldn’t be if 

he could help it. He had already ended things with her four or five times, but it just wasn’t get-

ting through that blonde shield. There was yelling and arguing around the clock. He would leave; 

she would chase. He would meet someone new; she would introduce herself, too. He would lock 
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the door; she would climb through the window. He may have gotten rid of all of her stuff, but 

there was no getting rid of her. 

This was all thrown at me one night during a get-together. Kevin and I had decided to 

watch Sideways, drink wine, and pretend to have sophistication far beyond our real selves—a 

typical night, I would say. Chris tagged along reluctantly. He knew his company was originally 

needed because he could purchase the wine, as we could not. Halfway through the film, we 

stepped outside for a cigarette and then, all at once, there it came—word after word of hatred to-

ward this female shot from his mouth. I had never heard him speak so much. I don’t think I had 

ever seen this much emotion ever. He shook his arms about, got it all out, and gave a sigh of re-

lief, and a small but obvious smile. I could tell that he had to leave, even if it was halfway 

through the movie, but at some point, I knew he’d be back.  

Fall quarter of my junior year, everyone returned to school with crazy summer stories, 

lots of money from their seasonal jobs, and much excitement because finally, we were out of the 

dorms. Kevin and I decided to room with a girlfriend of mine. We were all very anxious to get 

settled in and throw a get-together for all of our friends, a sort of welcome-back party. For the 

first time ever, I had returned to school a single lady. The entire summer I told myself that being 

alone was what I needed because men were the scum of the earth, and women were better off 

without them. Better off without them until you meet someone new, that is. 

To my surprise, Chris was one of the people who showed up to our party that night, 

though he was not the same person. He looked completely different, with a much sharper, de-

fined style. He was sophisticated in his mannerisms and edgy with his remarks. We had hours of 

discussions on my front porch until the early hours of the morning. Not only did we finish each 

other’s sentences, but also we were blurting out each other’s thoughts. We talked about every-

thing that night, from bad relationships to good music, favorite foods to worst books. The weird 

thing was, we did not have one disagreement. The good thing was, I found out his eyes were 

brown. 

Despite our obvious flirting, we held back, again. I’m not sure why, but we both made it 

very clear to one another that we were done with relationships for a long time. Both men and 

women were scum, apparently. Starting up a new relationship was a bad idea. Somehow I knew 

when he left, as the sun began to rise, we would do the exact same thing the next night, and per-

haps the following weekend. Men and women can’t be friends anyways—everyone knows that. 

Besides, I didn’t need any more friends. 
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Sure enough, Chris and I were together every single night after that party. We learned 

more and more about each other and could not believe this hadn’t happened sooner. The awk-

wardness was still there, but I loved it. We would get up from the couch, and I would trip and 

fall. He would pour me a glass of water, and then spill it all over my lap. I even recall walking 

down the street once and nearly falling over when I mentioned his name.  

Eventually we both got over the awkwardness. Many times a break in our conversation 

would send my stomach into knots. For two people who were so alike, it took forever for us to 

not be nervous around one another. I think the defining moment for us was about two weeks after 

the party. We were sitting out on my porch, as usual, and a woman walked by, carrying bags full 

of groceries. She appeared to be in her mid-forties, most likely a resident of the town, not a pro-

fessor or student. As she walked by, she waddled back and forth and hummed some old, cheesy 

television theme song. Chris and I smiled and waited for her to pass before continuing our con-

versation. She approached our porch and the moment she walked past us she let out one of the 

loudest farts I had ever heard in my life. I can’t remember the last time I laughed so hard with 

someone else and acted so childishly. It took about ten minutes of pure silence after that in order 

to catch our breath.  

A few months into our relationship, I decided to tell Chris that I loved him. Some people 

had said those words to me and vice versa, and he had reluctantly said them to other girls, but 

never had we really meant it. I wanted it to be special, maybe even a little cheesy like a love sce-

ne in a movie. Perhaps I even wanted that piano and Tom Jones. I decided to write a poem and 

read it to him New Year’s Eve. Romantic, cute, and creative, I thought. 

Of course with such bliss, there was sure to be a downfall at some time. Little arguments 

here and there never seemed to threaten our relationship, though. Since we were so alike, we 

knew how each other worked immediately. This was good and bad. We knew that since we were 

both so goddamned stubborn, nothing was going to end a fight until one of us grabbed the other 

and did one of those Hollywood kisses. We both like to be right, so knowing that both of us were 

going to be wrong was horrifying to accept at first, until you realize loving someone matters 

more than being right. 

Once the awkwardness had been tackled, something else had to plague us. That, of 

course, turned out to be that everything good would somehow go wrong. It had started small at 

first, with little things, like restaurants we wanted to go to were closed, or things we had bought 

each other got lost in the mail. These little things didn’t seem to come close to what happened on 
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New Year’s Eve. The night started out a little rocky. Chris was late to pick me up, and two of the 

parties we planned to attend were cancelled. I could not find a perfect outfit, and was somewhat 

flustered and frustrated. My roommate’s boyfriend had broken up with her. One of my ex-

boyfriends approached me in front of Chris and made a scene. The list goes on. What tops it all 

is that by the end of the night, we were both crying, back on my porch. I thought, though, what 

better time than now to read this poem. Who cares if things aren’t perfect—nothing thus far had 

been. No matter how well we got along, there was always something, but we just didn’t seem to 

mind because we were always happy with one another.  

After I read the poem, I looked up at him with wet, puffy eyes. 

“Well, I guess there is just one more thing to do,” I began to choke up, “Chris, I love you. 

And I’m sorry about tonight, and everything went wrong and I wish it had been perfect but here 

we are crying, and … and ….” 

He grabbed my face: “I love you, too. This was perfect. I’d like it no other way.” 

 
Note: Emily Kresiak was an Ohio University student when she wrote this essay. 
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“When Chris Met Emily” Questions: 
 
• What can you learn from this essay that can help you write better—including perhaps the paper 
you are writing now? 
 

Like Emily Kresiak, you may write a story about a significant other for your autobiographical essay. 
 
Emily Kresiak uses a flashback in this essay. She starts at the present time, then flashes back in time and 
tells about the early days of her relationship with her boyfriend. 
 
Emily Kresiak did not use her boyfriend’s real name. 
 
Emily Kresiak does an excellent job with descriptions:  
 

“Apparently she was in a sorority, was tall, fairly thin, with shockingly blonde hair, and a voice 
that could make Fran Drescher turn her head and stare.” 

 
“Typically, we never really had an opportunity to speak one on one because either Kevin was in 
the room already holding my attention, or Chris’s crazy girlfriend was there doing crunches on the 
floor and rolling around like a fish which had jumped out of its tank.” 

 
Emily Kresiak uses parallelism to excellent effect in these sentences:  
 

“Everything began so quickly and wonderfully, and ended so soon and horribly.” 
 
 “He would leave; she would chase. He would meet someone new; she would introduce herself, 
too. He would lock the door; she would climb through the window.” 

 
• What is your opinion of the way that the story begins? 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the way that the story ends? 
 
 
• What is your opinion of Emily’s description of her long-distance boyfriend? 
 
 
• Write a short character analysis of Emily.  
 
 
• Write a short character analysis of Chris.  
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this essay? 
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Advice for Writing 
 

• “If something is worth doing, it is worth doing badly.” 
G.K. Chesterton’s advice has an element of truth in it. Some things are worth doing even if we 
aren’t perfect at doing them. Choreographer George Balanchine played the piano, but he made a 
lot of mistakes while playing the piano. Still, he enjoyed playing the piano, so he didn’t let his 
mistakes bother him, and he continued playing the piano. Writing is something that is worth do-
ing, so it is worth doing badly. Two points: 1) You may get better at it. The Ramones played 
very, very badly when they started making music, but now they are in the Rock and Roll Hall of 
Fame. 2) The grade of “C” indicates competence, so even if you are disappointed because a pa-
per got the grade of “C,” your teacher still thinks that you are a competent writer. (Your teacher 
does give D’s and F’s, but your teacher hopes that these are rare grades and that students can re-
bound from an occasional bad grade.) 
 
• Q: What advice would you give to new writers? 
A: “The Three Ps: practice, practice, practice. Writing is like everything else: the more you do it 
the better you get. Don’t try to perfect as you go along, just get to the end of the damn thing. Ac-
cept imperfections. Get it finished and then you can go back. If you try to polish every sentence, 
there’s a chance you’ll never get past the first chapter.”—Iain Banks, novelist and science-fiction 
writer 
 

Avi’s Five Secrets That Lead to Good Writing 
 

One: Write! It’s not writing until it’s on the paper. Story telling is a great art, but it’s not story 
writing. 

Two: Rewrite! No one ever writes anything well the first time. The first draft cannot be the last 
draft. (I rewrite my work fifty to sixty times, or more.) Here’s a tip: read your first draft, and 
if you think it’s good, you are in trouble. But if you read it and you see it’s not that good, you 
are in great shape—to get going. The more you rewrite, the better your writing will be. 

Three: Write for a reader. Maybe you understand what you have written, but the writer’s job is to 
have the reader understand it. Keep in mind: writers don’t write writing, they write reading. 

Four: Listen: Read your work out loud (pencil in hand) and it will let you hear your own writing. 
It will almost improve itself. 

Five: Read, read, read. Reading is the key to good writing. The more you read, the better the 
writer you can be. You can NEVER read too much. 

 
“… friends, writing is hard. And writing well is very hard. Never believe any writer who 

suggests otherwise. Scratch the surface of any successful author. Just below—in fetal position, 
sucking a thumb—is an insecure writer. For all of us writing well is always a struggle.”— Avi, a 
children’s book author who has written more than 50 books despite having dyslexia 
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Writing Rules: How Do I Correct Comma Splices? 
 
Definition 
 
A comma splice consists of two independent clauses that are connected with a comma only. 
 

Ex: Bottom is a fool, Puck is a trickster. 
 
Note: An “independent clause” is a clause that can be correctly punctuated as a complete sen-
tence. 
 
How to Correct a Comma Splice 
 
You may correct a sentence with a comma splice in several ways: 
 

1. Make two sentences out of it. 
 
Bottom is a fool. Puck is a trickster. 
 
2. Join the sentences together with a comma and a connecting word such as and, or, 
but, nor, or yet. 
 
Bottom is a fool, and Puck is a trickster. 
 
3. If the sentences are closely related, you may join them with a semicolon. 
 
Bottom is a fool; Puck is a trickster. 
 
4. If the sentences are closely related, you may join them with a semicolon, a transi-
tion word such as however or moreover, and a comma. 
 
Bottom is a fool; however, Puck is a trickster. 
 
5. Make one of the independent clauses a subordinate clause. 
 
Although Bottom is a fool, Puck is a trickster. 
 
6. If appropriate, use a dash. 
 
Bottom is a fool—Puck is a trickster. 
 

The way that you correct a comma splice will depend on the context of the sentence. 
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Writing Rules: How Do I Punctuate Speaker Tags?  
 

Set off speaker tags with a comma or other punctuation. 
 
Speaker tags are short phrases such as “he said” or “she replied” or “David yelled” or “Sally 
asked.” 

Bill asked, “How are you?” Sally replied, “I am well.” 
 

Note: These sentences are also correct. 
“How are you?” Bill asked. “What time is it?” the stranger asked. 
“Help!” he shouted. “Ouch!” she exclaimed. 
 

• Theatrical director Tyrone Guthrie once made a mistake in directing an actress in Henry 
VIII. Diana Wynyard was playing Queen Katherine, and Mr. Guthrie told her that she was saying 
a line wrong and to look it up. Later, they were rehearsing the scene again, and Ms. Wynyard 
said the line the same way she had said it previously. Once again, Mr. Guthrie told her that she 
was saying the line wrong and to look it up. Ms. Wynyard said, “I have looked it up. I am right, 
and you are wrong.” Mr. Guthrie replied, “In that case I apologize and I have a very red face.” 

 
• A teacher thought about having each of her students make up a list of the 10 greatest Amer-

icans, but then she decided that 10 was too obvious a number, so she instead asked her class to 
make up a list of the 11 greatest Americans. One boy spent longer than the others in making up 
his list, and she asked why he needed so much time. The boy replied, “I can’t decide on the 
fullback.” 

 
• Ludwig van Beethoven comforted Baroness von Ertmann after the death of one of her chil-

dren by saying to her, “We will now talk to each other in tones,” then playing the piano for over 
an hour for her. The Baroness said later, “He told me everything with his music, and at last 
brought me comfort.” 

 
• When World War II hero John F. Kennedy first entered politics, he became a United States 

Representative, and then he started campaigning for a seat in the Senate. While running for Sena-
tor, he campaigned in Fall River, Massachusetts. Unfortunately, his Fall River manager, Ed 
Berube, made a notable mistake when he introduced Mr. Kennedy at the very first Fall River po-
litical meeting. Mr. Berube stood up and said, “Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like you to meet Con-
gressman Joe Martin.” Not only did Mr. Berube get Mr. Kennedy’s name wrong, but Joe Martin 
was a Republican! Mr. Berube thought he would be fired, but Mr. Kennedy thought the mistake 
was funny and went ahead with his campaign speech, saying, “Maybe Ed would rather be work-
ing with Joe Martin, but I’d rather have him working for me.” 

 
• At the Oscar awards ceremony, Shelly Winters announced a winner but didn’t want to hand 

over the Oscar, explaining, “This is very hard for an actress to let go of.” 
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Miscellaneous Writing Rules 
 

Note: The writing process consists of two major activities: 1) the creative part, and 2) the critical 
(editing and proofreading) part. While writing, you may want to put the critical part of your mind 
on hold and concentrate instead on producing new material; however, later in the writing process 
you need to examine what you have written with a critical eye. It is an excellent idea to know the 
major writing rules; that will help in the critical part of the writing process. 
 

How Do I Use Apostrophes to Show Possession? 
 

How do I make singular words possessive? 
 
Answer: Add an apostrophe and an -s. 
 

• Great art is frequently earthy. One of the most famous scenes in Ingmar Bergman’s Fanny 
and Alexander shows the character Uncle Carl amusing children with his virtuoso farting; his 
talents include being able to blow out a candle with his wind. Was the actor who played Uncle 
Carl really farting? Unfortunately, no. Bertil Guve, who played the boy Alexander, explains, 
“They had a person sitting right next to the candle with a tube.” Watch the scene carefully. When 
the candle is blown out, the wind does not come from Uncle Carl’s backside. 

• Sir Laurence Olivier paid attention to the little things in his effort to make his wonderful 
acting even better. For example, when he was going to play Dr. Astrov in Chekhov’s Uncle 
Vanya, he was extremely happy when he acquired an authentic pair of 19th-century pince-nez to 
wear when he played the role. He explained, “No one else might know it is real, but the fact that 
it is adds authority to my feeling about the role.” 

 
How do I make plural words possessive? 
 
Answer, part 1: If the word does not end in -s, add an apostrophe and -s. 

 
• Children do strange things sometimes. When he was a child, Will Hobbs, author of such 

young people’s novels as Beardance, bought a ticket to a movie, and then he stood in line. When 
the doors opened, the line moved forward, but when young Will reached the ticket-taker, he dis-
covered that he had been chewing on his ticket, turning it into a spitball. 
 
Answer, part 2: If the word does end in -s, add an apostrophe only. 
 

• Charles Laughton directed the movie The Night of the Hunter, in which an insane preacher 
played by Robert Mitchum chases a small boy named John, played by Billy Chapin, to get him to 
reveal where some money is hidden. After the film had been released, Mr. Laughton heard Mr. 
Mitchum ask Billy, “Do you think John’s frightened of the preacher?” Billy replied that John 
wasn’t, so Mr. Mitchum said, “Then you don’t know the preacher, and you don’t know John.” 
Billy, who was somewhat cocky, said, “Oh, really? That’s probably why I just won the New 
York Critics’ Circle Prize.” Mr. Laughton, hearing this, roared, “Get that child away from me!” 
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Exercise: Twenty Questions 

 
Be original, witty, and interesting when you answer these questions, either while working in a 
small group, or alone. 
 
 1. The latest book or movie that made you cry?  
 
 
 
 2. The fictional character most like you?  
 
 
 
 3. The greatest album, ever?  
 
 
 
 4. Star Trek or Star Wars?  
 
 
 
 5. Your ideal brain food? 
 
 
 
 6. You’re proud of this accomplishment, but why?  
 
 
 
 7. You want to be remembered for…?  
 
 
 
 8. Of those who’ve come before, the most inspirational are?  
 
 
 
 9. The creative masterpiece you wish bore your signature? 
 
 
 
 10. Your hidden talents…?  
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 11. The best piece of advice you actually followed?  
 
 
 
 12. The best thing you ever bought, stole, or borrowed?  
 
 
 
 13. You feel best in Armani or Levis or…?  
 
 
 
 14. Your dinner guest at the Ritz would be?  
 
 
 
 15. Time travel: where, when and why?  
 
 
 
 16. Stress management: hit man, spa vacation or Prozac?  
 
 
 
 17. Essential to life: coffee, vodka, cigarettes, chocolate, or…?  
 
 
 
 18. Environ of choice: city or country, and where on the map?  
 
 
 
 19. What do you want to say to the leader of your country? 
 
 
 
 20. Last but certainly not least, what are you working on, now? 
 
 
 
 
 
Source of Questions: These questions come from the Web site <popmatters.com>.  
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Exercise: One Secret of Writing Well is Writing Vividly 
 
One secret of writing well is writing vividly. For example, you could write, “We had always 
heard that nuns are mean,” and then stop. Or you can write like this: 
 

We had all heard horror stories about the nuns who taught at the Catholic school, how 
they used yardsticks like broadswords and dipped the edges in salt so they would hurt 
more and didn’t care if you bled as long as you didn’t drip on the floor. Whenever I had 
seen nuns, they always seemed quiet and almost nice, but there were Catholic boys so 
mean they scared bad dogs, and these boys would cross the street and hide in back of a 
garbage can in terror when they saw Sister Eunicia walking by. — from How Angel Pe-
terson Got His Name and Other Outrageous Tales About Extreme Sports, by Gary 
Paulsen. 
 

Take one of these topics and write vividly about it. 
 
• The best-looking girl in school. 
 
• The best-looking boy in school. 
 
• The worst driver in the state. 
 
• The most risk-taking daredevil in the state. 
 
• The date from hell. 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Class 4: Autobiographical Essay Project— 
Writing Dialogue 

 
Homework Due Today: Hand in a typed 1-page memo telling me the topic of your Autobio-
graphical Essay. Proofread carefully. If you wish, include a short anecdote or a short passage of 
dialogue that you may use in your Autobiographical Essay. However, do not give me a copy of 
your entire Autobiographical Essay. 
 

Their Personal Lab Rat 
By Peggy Metzger (2,039 words) 

Being the youngest of the family can sometimes make people as cracked as a brick-paved 

street. With two significantly older sisters, I am no exception to this rule. My two older sisters, 

Angie and Susie, are 7 and 5 years older than me. This caused many problems, because as my 

oldest sister was going into her teenage years, I was still in grade school. However, they did find 

out that they didn’t need lab rats on which to test many of the things they learned at school, or on 

television; they had a younger sister, who as long as she got to hang out with them, was happy to 

do whatever they wanted. This got both them and me into more trouble with Mom than was real-

ly necessary.  

As was usual when we were kids, my mother would shoo us outside every chance she 

got. We didn’t have computers or videogames to distract us from the wonderful adventures of 

our back yard, and the neighborhood. The only things that we could do then was watch the tele-

vision, with its wonderful characters including Bugs Bunny, Mickey Mouse, Tom and Jerry, and 

most of their friends. Mom always made sure that we never sat in front of the brain-sapping box 

when it was a bright sunny day. Once outside, our brains would kick into overdrive and we 

would run, or ride our bikes throughout the small neighborhood, never once wondering about 

what was going on outside of our little town. At that time I didn’t know anything about the fail-

ing economy or the problems in the Middle East with oil, and 9-11 was the number I called if 

something went wrong and Mom wasn’t home. Life was simple. 

However, being a lab rat to two maniacal Einsteins does not make for a healthy life, or 

diet. While “hanging out” with my two older sisters, I have eaten a plethora of items at their in-

sistence. When I was about three, they had fun seeing what they could get me to eat just to find 

out what it tasted like. They fed me “popcorn,” which in reality was chalk. Mom was not as 

amused as I was about the pretty pastel colors my floaters took, as I exclaimed over them in the 
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toilet. My father, with his off-the-wall sense of humor, found it even more amusing when I 

thought I was going to turn into a dog, because I had eaten some of the dog’s food and his bis-

cuits that my sisters, whom I looked up to with adoration, had given me. There was also the time, 

when I was a bit older, but still as enamored of my sisters as ever, that they had me eating grass.  

On one fateful summer day, though, my sisters had decided to cause even more trouble 

than usual. After hanging out with their friends, they found out that you could put a blade of 

grass in between your thumbs, and if you’d blow into the hole that forms, the grass will whistle 

loudly and rudely, sounding like a goose that is scolding its delinquent gosling. Being the cooler 

older sisters, and my personal tormentors, they did it around me, but did it covertly so that I nev-

er saw how it was done. I followed them around and begged them to show me how it was done. 

They traded looks and fed off of each other like two comedians. 

“Look, we would tell you how to do it, but it is a secret,” Angie whispered. 

“Come on, I’m your sister. I won’t tell no one.” They both appeared to think rather hard 

about it. 

“Well…okay but you can’t tell anyone,” Susie responded before leaning closer. “The se-

cret is you have to eat the grass.” 

I looked from one angelic face to the other. “I never saw you guys eat it! You are all big 

liars.” I ran away going from the front yard to the back, and out of their sight. I sat and swung on 

the small swing set, while the dog ran around psychotically chasing birds, and I listened to their 

honking and laughter. My thoughts were tumbling around in my head like a gymnast during the 

Olympics. I finally made the decision: they are my big sisters, and they would never lie to me! 

Did I mention, I was utterly devoted to them, and had short-term memory loss as a kid? I decided 

to take precautions, though, from anyone making fun of me, and ran behind the garage where no 

one could see me. I grabbed a long blade of grass and slowly and thoughtfully started to chew on 

it. To my dismay, it tasted like the smell of fresh-cut grass. I then held my hands up to my mouth 

and blew. Nothing happened. I chewed some more and actually swallowed it this time. Nothing. 

I threw the grass down and rushed inside in a temper. Later, they found out that I had tried what 

they suggested, and laughed their butts off. My mom frowned at them, and my dad just smiled 

and shook his head.  
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My sisters have several other stories they love telling people about me, and about how 

gullible I was as a kid. But my sisters are not the only ones who tell stories about me; my grand-

father delights in one, and Susie delights in embellishing it, especially since it was all her fault. 

To this day my sister Susie is someone whom words cannot describe, though I will try as 

hard as I can. Even then, she was physically daunting at 5 foot, 11 inches, and had the build of a 

sturdy Amazonian woman. She has a halo of curly brown, shoulder-length locks that those with 

ironing-board hair are jealous of. She has a stern face that intimidates people when she frowns, 

but many don’t know that she is one to smile, and cause others to smile, more often than frown. 

The most impressive features about her, though, are her mind and wit. She thinks faster than any 

person I know. She thinks of good comebacks and thinks of several, in the time I can barely 

think of one. Her mind is like a spider web. The thoughts might all converge at one point, but 

they all branch out and connect to each other. Some might not see the connection of the topics 

that she brings into a conversation, but she can always manage that path effortlessly and ridicu-

lously.  

Once I turned 12, I started to go with my dad when he went on weeklong trips up to his 

dad’s for fishing (and the lies that come along with such a sport). When I was 11, though, I spent 

a couple days before dad came up with my grandparents, aunt, and uncle. Susie came up two 

days later.  

By this time, we had grown a little more out of our animosity toward each other and were 

starting to become the great friends that we are now. She did, and still continues, to pick on me, 

though. On this certain day, we were fishing; my grandpa, aunt, sister, and I were all spread out 

along 30 feet of shore. The lake sparkled as the sun reflected off its rippled surface, as a gentle 

breeze played along its face like a harp player. Our fishing had been going well, catching the 

fish, showing them to each other, and then releasing them back into the water when they were 

too small to clean and eat. We were all in high spirits after my grandfather had pulled up a snail 

on his bottom line. I was having fun fishing among the rocks, where the little fish played with the 

bait, and caused giggles to erupt from my throat, as I watched them swim up, bite the worm, then 

sprint away as I jerked the line. 

We all watched as a line of about eight ducks went gliding past, about 40 feet out from 

where we were standing. Grandpa, furthest up shore, pointed them out as they glided past him. 

Susie leaned over next to me and I looked up at her. 
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“You know, there are always fish around ducks. They follow the ducks around because 

their feathers scatter bugs as they swim.” I looked out to the ducks and then to my pole. My mind 

was cranking, scattering its layers of rust on the ground.  

I reeled in my line and watched as the ducks glided further up the shore, passing my aunt, 

then Susie, and finally me. Just as the last duck crossed in front of me, I cocked my arm, getting 

ready for the cast it was going to take to get behind that last duck 40 feet out. Right then, my 

grandpa saw my figure out of the corner of his eye and had an idea of what I was going to be do-

ing. 

“Peggy Ann, don’t you cast behind…”—it was already too late. My arm had launched 

my line out. It made a beautiful arch, which then slowly started to descend. “…that DUCK!” he 

finished as my red and white bobber plopped into the water. We all stared stupefied as the last 

duck turned, as if it heard the yell, and looked behind it in surprise, before taking advantage of 

the free food and ducked down grabbing the worm, and the hook, in its bill. I did what any great 

fisherman would do when they felt a tug on their line, and jerked the pole setting the hook.  

I don’t think the duck appreciated the hook being sunk into it, because it then tried to fol-

low its buddies. I am not sure which was louder at that point, grandpa’s yelling, the duck’s 

quacking, or my sister’s hysterical laughter. I tried to reel in the duck so I could get the hook out 

of the poor thing, and it worked until the duck was halfway to the shore. The bird finally decided 

it didn’t want anything else to do with me, and tried to take off. Reeling in a swimming duck is 

quite different from reeling in a flying duck. It is so much more fun when they are flying! 

Grandpa was about to have a heart attack at this point. He got out his pocketknife and 

when the duck was as close as I could get it, which was still at least 15 feet out, he cut the line. I 

was of course upset that we couldn’t get the hook out of the poor duck, Susie was crying because 

she was laughing so hard, and grandpa was a pretty shade of red in the face. He pointed across 

the lake at a low building. He then started explaining how that structure was the game warden’s 

building, and how if we got caught, there would have been a rather large fine. We immediately 

packed up and headed home. In the car my grandfather had calmed down, but was still muttering 

to himself. My aunt was trying to calm him down, and Susie was just smiling. She turned to me 

in the back seat and chuckled.  

“That looked like it fought pretty well,” she commented and I stopped for a second, 

thinking. Then I broke into a huge smile.  
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“That was AWESOME!” That of course sets off my grandpa again, and we just laughed 

the rest of the way home. This story is always brought up on fishing trips, most of the time by 

Susie, to get me in trouble, because grandpa always goes off yelling at me again. I never got to 

tell any of them what Susie told me, and why I did it. I just comment, “It was the best fight I’ve 

ever had.” 

Despite my messed-up childhood, due to the pranks we played on each other, the argu-

ments we got into, the several threats from Mom about locking us in a closet together, and my 

sisters trying to convince me I am adopted, my sisters are now the best friends, I could ever have. 

I wouldn’t trade them for anything—even if they do still try to convince me I am adopted. 

 

Note: Peggy Metzger was an Ohio University student when she wrote this essay. 
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“Their Personal Lab Rat” Questions: 

• What can you learn from this autobiographical essay that may help you to write your autobio-
graphical essay? 
 
Peggy Metzger begins her essay with a good simile: 
 

Being the youngest of the family can sometimes make people as cracked as a brick-
paved street.  

 
Peggy Metzger does a good job of describing the innocence of her childhood: 
 

At that time I didn’t know anything about the failing economy or the problems in the 
Middle East with oil, and 9-11 was the number I called if something went wrong and 
Mom wasn’t home. Life was simple. 

 
Peggy Metzger ends her essay with a final joke, which is a good way to end a humorous auto-
graphical essay: 
 

Despite my messed-up childhood, due to the pranks we played on each other, the ar-
guments we got into, the several threats from Mom about locking us in a closet together, 
and my sisters trying to convince me I am adopted, my sisters are now the best friends, I 
could ever have. I wouldn’t trade them for anything—even if they do still try to convince 
me I am adopted. 

 
 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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Payback: The Harrison Way 
 

By Rachelle Harrison (1,819 words) 

“SETH!” shouted my mother at the top of her lungs. The voice came from the bottom of 

our old, creaky staircase. When my mother yelled, we all listened.  

“Yeah!” answered my brother nonchalantly as he continued to aim all his focus on what 

level he was playing on his precious Xbox.  

“The phone is for you, and it’s a girl!” Mom said in a goofy, smooth-talking voice. 

 Almost instantly my sister, Taylor, and I stopped watching our traditional Tuesday night 

shows. Seth seemed as shocked as we were. This was the first time that a girl had called our 

house for him. Which was typical, considering my brother was only twelve. As a matter of fact, I 

don’t think my brother even thought about girls. (Personally, I think his Xbox was of more value 

to him.) Seth didn’t even seem excited that his first phone call from a girl was even occurring, 

but for my sister and me, this was the first step to payback.  

Seth slowly put his controller down and ran downstairs to answer the phone. Once Seth 

was clearly downstairs and out of sight, we ran down our long skinny hallway into our computer 

room. Taylor picked up our second receiver and pressed the mute button. She held the phone 

slightly away from her ear so we both could hear Seth’s conversation. At first nothing special 

was taking place—it was the typical pre-teen jitters of calling your first boy. The girl was just 

giggling and her friends were in the background. I looked at Taylor, who rolled her eyes. Seth 

sounded annoyed that he had been torn away from his intense game to listen to some stupid girl 

giggle into the phone. 

 “Who is this?” Seth said in a rather annoyed voice. 

 The girl finally found the courage to reveal her identity, “It’s me, Jo, from swim prac-

tice.”  

Taylor and I immediately locked eyes. Swimming was something that our entire family 

participated in, and we were all members of the same club team.  

Taylor whispered, “It’s Jo Beachy.” 

I gave her a look of confusion. I was much older than Seth’s crowd and the only swim-

mers I interacted with were my own age.  

“What are you doing?” asked Jo in a shaky, nervous voice.  
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Seth replied in an odd voice that we had never heard before. He was trying to act as if he 

were the coolest person on the earth. 

 “I was just chilling,” replied Seth. 

 I found this whole situation comical. When I looked over to see how my sister was react-

ing to this conversation, she had this gleam in her eye, and slowly a smirk came across her face.  

“What?” I asked her, wondering what the evil smirk was about.  

“I have the most brilliant idea of all time!” she said, almost jumping up and down with 

excitement.  

I was excited that she was excited. I knew something good was about to come next.  

“It’s payback,” she said, and that’s all she had to say to get me involved.  

As Seth chatted on the phone with his new “girlfriend,” Taylor and I started thinking of 

embarrassing things to do. I had the idea of getting out cheesy love songs and playing them in 

the background. Taylor agreed that this was a good idea. We got out the cheesiest Mariah Carey 

songs and played them into the phone. Seth was mortified! He came running up the stairs to get 

the phone from us; luckily we had hidden the phone once we heard him running. We then sat in 

our room like we were completely innocent. He was so embarrassed. His first girl calling him 

and his horrible older sisters had humiliated him. Once Seth realized we weren’t going to give 

the phone back, he got right back on the phone, and began to try and act even cooler to make up 

for the incident. Taylor and I decided to wait awhile to pull our next trick. After about two 

minutes or so, we decided to get on the phone and make kissing noises. Once again, Seth was 

embarrassed.  

“It’s just my older sisters—they’re kind of mean,” he said to poor Jo. 

 Jo seemed embarrassed also, probably because we were listening in on her intimate con-

versation with our younger brother.  

“Well, I think I’m just going to go. I’ll see you at school!” she said.  

Seth tried to sound unbothered by this comment, “All right, dude, see you around.” Seth 

hung up the phone and went straight back to the Xbox.  

After that, Seth really didn’t get that many phone calls from other girls, so my sister and I 

had to think of an alternative way to embarrass him. We began to invent silly things to do to Seth 

and his friends when they slept over. There were times when I Saran Wrapped Seth to his bunk 

bed, while Taylor did the same to his friend sleeping on the futon. We also shaved one strip of 
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their leg hair, and mastered the famous prank of shaving cream on the hand, all while they were 

sound asleep. Now, these tricks may seem a little over the top, but so far you’ve only heard what 

Taylor and I had done to Seth. Seth, of course, had to earn such a punishment. Our dad also had a 

goofy side to him, and we think this is where Seth gets his crazy ideas. Although we are able to 

pay Seth back for all his tricks, we are sadly unable to pay our dad back.  

For example, I began dating my boyfriend, Adam, when I was a sophomore in high 

school. We met at swimming practice. He was the team captain for our rival school, and I was 

the team captain for my school. We began to flirt a lot, and since I was Adam’s first real girl-

friend, he was extremely shy. It took him awhile to get the guts to actually come over to my 

house. It was the first real “date” that we had been on. Adam had arrived at my house wearing 

his Dover basketball tee shirt. My dad, unfortunately, answered the door.  

He immediately saw his Dover shirt and asked, “Are you from Dover?”  

“Yes, sir, I am,” answered Adam nervously. 

My father then slammed the door in his face. I ran down the stairs as fast as I could. 

 “DAD!” I screamed, horrified.  

“What, hunny, I was only kidding!” he said laughing hysterically while re-opening the 

door. 

 “Adam! I am so sorry. He was just kidding,” I apologized. 

 Luckily Adam had a sense of humor. My dad apologized and shook his hand, then thank-

fully left us downstairs to watch television. We sat on the couch, talked, and watched TV. I 

couldn’t believe he was still here after what had just happened to him. I thought that was the 

worst the night could get. 

 Enter Seth. He was eight at this time, small as can be, with as much energy as the sun 

gives off. He came running down the steps in his whitey-tighties.  

“Hi there, guys!” he said as happily and jauntily as could be.  

I was so shocked. How could he be doing this to me? At this time we had just bought a 

treadmill and it was currently claiming its spot in our living room.  

Seth jumped on the treadmill and shouted, “I’m just going to go for a quick jog and I’ll 

be out of your way!”  

I couldn’t believe it. First, my dad slammed a door in his face and now, here was my 

eight-year-old brother in his whitey-tighties, running on a treadmill. It was completely ridicu-
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lous, and I was completely mortified. Now that this memory is in our past, we can tell this story 

and laugh about it. My sister’s story, on the other hand, is even more mortifying.  

My sister is the most amazingly beautiful girl. She’s the type of girl who all the boys 

think is gorgeous. She’s thin, she has ocean-blue eyes, and her gorgeous long blond hair could be 

used in a Pantene hair advertisement. Boys often called the house asking for Taylor, which gave 

my brother lots of opportunities to embarrass her. He had done many cruel tricks, but the one 

that stands out the most is the one he did to her while she was talking to her biggest crush, Mi-

chael. Taylor had been flirting with Michael for a long time. He was the popular boy who was 

extremely good looking and all the girls wanted to date him. She would talk to him for hours on 

end, and one night Seth decided to strike. While Taylor was giggling on the phone and twirling 

her hair while talking to the boy most girls considered a god, Seth was sneaking on the other line. 

He quietly picked up the receiver, put it on mute, and carried the phone upstairs. I watched him 

creep up the stairs, and I just thought he was being his usual weird, annoying self. I knew I had 

been wrong when I heard the high-pitched, glass-breaking screams. While Taylor had been talk-

ing to her crush, Seth had snuck the phone upstairs into our bathroom. When the moment of si-

lence came, he would make his move. That moment of silence would be the end of her, and the 

poor thing had no idea.  

As they both were quiet for a moment on the phone, Seth flushed the bathroom toilet and 

made a noise like “aahhh” as if he had relieved himself, then quickly hung up the phone. Taylor 

was completely humiliated! How could she explain that to Michael? Michael asked her what she 

was doing and Taylor, so completely humiliated, quickly replied, “I have to go,” and hung up. 

She then screamed at the top of her lungs in such a way you’d think she was in a horror film. 

This was Seth’s cue to run for his life. Although Seth may have had to run for his life, our family 

is very close. We are a fun, loving family who enjoys a good laugh.  

Underneath all the torture and the humiliation, our family is pretty amazing. My brother, 

although eight years younger than me, is the most protective person I know. He once kicked an 

ex-boyfriend of mine in the privates for making me cry, and punched a boy in the face for calling 

my sister a nasty name. We may have our little prank wars, and maybe even a few fist fights here 

and there, but we always have each other’s back. No one messes with one sibling, without taking 

on the other two. We love each other. Our family lives by a quote that my father says often,  
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“You will have plenty of friends, and significant others come and go throughout your life, 

but family will always be there.” 

 

Note: Rachelle Harrison was an Ohio University student when she wrote this essay. 
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“Payback: The Harrison Way” Questions: 
 
• What can you learn from this essay that can help you write better—including perhaps the paper 
you are writing now? 
 
Note that Rachelle says positive things about her family. Yes, the essay is mainly about pay-
back—funny payback—but at the end Rachelle makes it clear that members of her family love 
each other. 
 
Rachelle also has a good title: “Payback: The Harrison Way.” 
 
Rachelle has an excellent description of Seth, her younger brother: 
 

Enter Seth. He was eight at this time, small as can be, with as much energy as the sun 

gives off. He came running down the steps in his whitey-tighties. 

 
Rachelle does a good job when she writes a two-word sentence introducing her brother when he 
made things worse.. 
 

I thought that was the worst the night could get. 

 Enter Seth. He was eight at this time, small as can be, with as much energy as the 

sun gives off. He came running down the steps in his whitey-tighties.  

 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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The Bonnie Bell Invitational 
By Sarah Morrill  

 “Morrill, don’t get excited!” said The Lusker as he lit a cigarette. Greg Lusk, or “The 

Lusker” as he was known to most of us, wasn’t your ordinary cross country and track coach. 

From his grey hair, Coke-bottle-shaped lens in his glasses, and two-pack-a-day smoking habit, 

you could tell that he didn’t care about two things: his appearance and his health. And, one more 

thing, the boys’ team. He despised the boys’ team and yelled at them to “Go play in traffic” 

whenever they crossed paths. Although my coach wasn’t the friendliest coach around, there was 

always a reason to his madness. That is, until the Bonnie Bell Invitational rolled around. 

It was a warm, sunny day in May, and our track team was headed for the Bonnie Bell In-

vitational. You could almost taste the excitement in the air. This wasn’t any ordinary track invi-

tational—it was the Bonnie Bell Invitational complete with free Bonnie Bell lip balm for anyone 

who participated. Not only was this a big deal because I was a freshman going to a big invita-

tional, but we were going to get free lip balm and all of the flavors Bonnie Bell had were deli-

cious. The senior girls on the team had been telling us about The Bonnie Bell Invitational since 

the beginning of the season. They even told us what flavors they got the previous year. 

My friend Amanda and I went over the different flavors we might choose.  

“Root-beer or strawberry,” she said, licking her lips.  

“MMM…grape, chocolate mousse, or pineapple,” I chimed in.  

After an hour and a half of dreaming about Bonnie Bell products, we finally arrived at 

our destination: The Bonnie Bell Invitational. All of the excitement of the free lip balm had 

helped me avoid thinking about the inevitable, until now. The one and only Lusker had decided 

to put me in the 400-meter dash.  

“Dash!” I complained to Amanda. Under no circumstances was I going to be running a 

dash. I was a distance runner—dash was not in my vocabulary.  

“Don’t worry, you’ll be fine,” Amanda said positively. She didn’t understand, though, 

because she was a sprinter. She could dash.  

“But, I’m a long-distance runner,” I whined to The Lusker as I begged for him to put me 

in another event. “Morrill, don’t get excited!” said Lusk. Not getting excited seemed to be his 

solution to everything, but it still didn’t solve the fact that I was being put in the 400-meter dash 
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although I was a long-distance runner. I guess my experience as a veteran distance runner in 

middle school was of little use to me now.  

As I was sitting alone watching everyone else warm up, something hit me. It was the fact 

that I hadn’t run the 400-meter dash in a very long time and I might actually do well in it! A new 

wave of self-confidence rushed over me, and I started to get ready for my heat. I ran up to The 

Lusker with a little more excitement this time and asked what lane I was in.  

“Morrill, you’re in lane eight,” he said in his raspy smoker’s voice.  

“Lane eight!” I shouted disapprovingly. Lane eight was quite possibly the worst lane ev-

er. It was the last lane on the track, and I had to stay in it the whole race! I couldn’t believe my 

ears. My self-confidence immediately went downhill. 

Before I knew it, it was time for me to race. I jogged to the starting line and lined up in 

lane eight. The official began to shout instructions, but everything was a blur. My legs shook as I 

waited for the gun. I tried to calm myself down by looking around. The sound of the gun going 

off brought me out of my daze, and I had to run. I started running faster and faster, and as I 

looked around, I noticed that I was ahead. But then another gun went off immediately. A false 

start! Someone had false started. In the back of my head, I was hoping it was me because then I 

wouldn’t have to run. Unfortunately, I wasn’t that lucky. I jogged back to lane eight for a gruel-

ing second time. “How can this be happening,” I thought to myself. It was bad enough I had to 

run the 400-meter dash as a sdistance runner and then, someone false starts. The next gun went 

off signaling the start of the race, the dash. Once again, I ran as fast as I could, glanced around, 

and saw that I was winning! I couldn’t believe it; I was winning 100 meters into the race! Sud-

denly, I hit the 200-meter mark and it felt like I ran into a brick wall. The rest of the girls in my 

heat zoomed past me and onto the finish. I struggled to move my legs. They felt like they 

weighed 1,000 pounds. I ran to the finish line as fast as I could, but it didn’t matter. Everyone 

else was already done and had been done for at least a few seconds.  

Out of breath and out of energy, I somehow managed to get to The Lusker. “Not too bad, 

Morrill,” he said in between coughing up a lung.  

At that point, I didn’t even care about my time. It was over. Somehow I had sprinted 400 

meters around a track despite being a long-distance runner. I was exhausted, but thrilled to find 

out that my time didn’t qualify me for the finals later that evening. What made me even happier 



 75 

was something I had forgotten about during my dreadful lap of death around the track: the free 

Bonnie Bell lip balm!  

I sat in anticipation as I watched the end of the meet. I couldn’t wait to get the lip balm! 

The team packed up the tent and began boarding the bus. As we started to leave, I asked one of 

the senior girls about the lip balm I had yet to get.  

She laughed and exclaimed, “Sarah, you actually thought you were getting lip balm?”  

“Yeah, it is the Bonnie Bell Invitational,” I said confidently.  

“Hahaha,” she said bursting into more laughter along with the other seniors.  

Through their laughter, I heard one of the girls say to Amanda and me, “It’s just a joke 

we play on freshmen! This invitational isn’t even called The Bonnie Bell Invitational—it’s The 

Bell Invitational. Bonnie Bell doesn’t sponsor it, and there’s no free lip balm!” she giggled.  

After having to run the 400-meter dash despite being a long-distance runner and then not 

getting the lip balm I was anxiously awaiting, I was really ticked off. All of the other freshmen 

also were upset that we were fooled into thinking we got free lip balm. Our role models, our 

mentors, the seniors, and the rest of the upperclassmen tricked us! We didn’t really know why 

they did it to us, but we decided that the next year we were going to trick the new freshmen into 

thinking they were going to get free lip balm, too.  

As for The Lusker’s explanation as to why I had to run the 400-meter dash in the first 

place, he told me it was to build character. He said, “I made you run the 400-meter dash to see 

how you would compete. Even though you are a distance runner, you won’t get any better if you 

just run long distances all of the time.” As much as I hated running the 400-meter dash that day, I 

realize now that he was right. 

 

Note: Sarah Morrill was an Ohio University student when she wrote this essay. 
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“The Bonnie Bell Invitational” Questions: 

 
• What can you learn from this essay that can help you write better—including perhaps the paper 
you are writing now? 
 
Beginning with dialogue can be a good way to introduce an essay: 
 

“Morrill, don’t get excited!” said The Lusker as he lit a cigarette. 
 
“The Lusker” is a living character. Sarah Morrill makes this character come alive in three ways: 
 

• Dialogue: “Morrill, don’t get excited!” 
 
• Actions: “He despised the boys’ team and yelled at them to “Go play in traffic” when-
ever they crossed paths.” 
 
• Description: “From his grey hair, Coke-bottle-shaped lens in his glasses, and two-pack-
a-day smoking habit, you could tell that he didn’t care about two things: his appearance 
and his health.” 

 
 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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Advice for Writing 
 

The main thing that a writer of autobiographical essays has to know is what is interesting. Fortu-
nately, what is interesting to your family and friends will be interesting to other people because 
all of us have families and friends and we can relate to your experience. Also fortunately, every-
one has at least one good story to tell. And remember: Embarrassment plus time equals comedy, 
so whatever you did that embarrassed you horribly in high school is probably very funny today. 

 
Everything Fades, So Write It Down 

 
“I tell kids that there are a number of ugly truths about their lives, and one of them is that 

everything fades. If I’m with a group of fifth-graders, I’ll say, ‘There’s probably not one of you 
here who can tell me in detail what happened your first day of first grade, a very important day in 
your life, but it’s all recorded in your brain. It’s all registered there, and there is a way to save it, 
and that’s by keeping a journal. Journal-keeping is a way of saving your life, saving yourself for 
yourself, a gift to give yourself, a gift to give yourself ten years later.’”—young people’s author 
Bruce Coville 

 
Proofread Three Times 

 
Tax cheat escapes $100 million repayment 

 
By MATT APUZZO, Associated Press Writer Tue Mar 27, 8:42 PM ET 
 

WASHINGTON - Poorly written Justice Department documents cost the federal government 
more than $100 million in what was supposed to have been the crowning moment of the biggest 
tax prosecution ever. 

Walter Anderson, the telecommunications entrepreneur who admitted hiding hundreds of 
millions of dollars from the IRS and District of Columbia tax collectors, was sentenced Tuesday 
to nine years in prison and ordered to repay about $23 million to the city. 

But U.S. District Judge Paul Friedman said he couldn’t order Anderson to repay the federal 
government $100 million to $175 million because the Justice Department’s binding plea agree-
ment with Anderson listed the wrong statute. 

Friedman said he could have worked around that problem by ordering Anderson to repay the 
money as part of his probation. But prosecutors omitted any discussion of probation—a common 
element of plea deals—from Anderson’s paperwork. 

“I’ve come to the conclusion, very reluctantly, that I have no authority to order restitution,” 
Friedman said. “I hope the government will appeal me.” 
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Writing Rules: Common Mistakes 
 
Proofreading 
 
If you know that you make one of the mistakes listed below, here is one way to help yourself 
correct that kind of mistake. After you have typed your paper, use your word-processing program 
to find the words you have trouble with. For example, if you have problems using then and than, 
use the Find command (the Find command is often found in an Edit menu) to find all occurrenc-
es of then and check that they are correct, then to find all occurrences of than and check that they 
are correct. 
 
Know the differences among its, it’s, and its’. 
 
its = the possessive form of it 

Ex: The dog played with its rawhide bone. 
Ex: The fox left its burrow. 
 

it’s = the contraction of it is 
Ex: It’s raining. 
Ex: It’s the day before my paper is due. 
 

its’ = ? 
 

Its’ is not a word. An apostrophe should never follow its. 
 

Know the difference between your and you’re. 
 
your = possessive form of you 

Ex: Your coat is in that closet. 
Ex: Your car is at the carwash. 

 
you’re = contraction of you are 

Ex: You’re standing in the rain. 
Ex: You’re an incredibly sensitive woman. 

 
Know the differences among there, they’re, and their. 
 
there = a place 

Ex: From here to there is not so far as from here to eternity. 
Ex: I parked my car over there. 

 
We also use there in this way: 

Ex: There are three solutions to this problem. 
Ex: There are a couple of things we must face. 

 



 79 

However, often there are is wordy and can be deleted: 
Ex: This problem has three solutions. 
Ex: We must face a couple of things. 
 

they’re = a contraction of they are 
Ex: They’re travelling on the Orient Express. 
Ex: They’re over there. 

 
their = the possessive of they 

Ex: Their cars are in the parking garage. 
Ex: Their problem-solving expertise is immense. 
 

Know the differences among to and too and two. 
 
To is used in infinitives such as to walk or to talk. 

Ex: To walk is not my style when I can run. 
Ex: To run for political office or not to run for political office. 

 
Too means also, very, rather, or excessively. 

Ex: This night is too hot for comfort. 
Ex: There go the cars, too. 

 
Two is a number. 

Ex: Two children sit in the swing. 
Ex: He has two dogs, two cats, and two children. 

 
Know the difference between then and than. 
 
then = a time word 

Ex: If it rains, then it pours. 
Ex: I went here, then I went there. 
Ex: This happened, then that happened. 
 

than = a comparison word 
Ex: This is sweeter than that. 
Ex: Anything is better than nothing. 
Ex: He is bigger than a locomotive. 
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Writing Rules: How Do I Punctuate Direct Address? 
 

Use a comma or commas to set off direct address. Direct address occurs when someone is ad-
dressed directly by name or a name. For example:  
 

“Hi, David.”  “Hello, Dad.”  
“What’s happening, man?” “Hi, David.” 
 

• American dance pioneer Ted Shawn worked with costumes and so became very familiar 
with colors. During World War I he joined the U.S. Army and was tested for color blindness. 
Asked to identity the various colors, Mr. Shawn called out, “Taupe. Lime. London smoke.” The 
sergeant told him, “Look, soldier, just answer red, yellow, blue, brown, gray.” Mr. Shawn then 
managed to pass the test. 
 

• During the 1946 game between Notre Dame and Army, Notre Dame quarterback Johnny 
Lujack was intercepted three times by Army safety man Arnold Tucker. After the game, Notre 
Dame coach Frank Leahy asked his quarterback, “Tell me, Johnny, why did you throw so many 
passes to Tucker?” Mr. Lujack replied, “Coach, he was the only man open.” 

 
• While John F. Kennedy was running for a seat in the Senate, he stopped in Fall River, Mas-

sachusetts, and ate some cupcakes baked by “Babe” Piourde. Enjoying the taste of the cupcakes, 
Mr. Kennedy told Ms. Piourde, “Babe, if I ever get married, you’re going to bake the wedding 
cake.” On September 12, 1953, Mr. Kennedy married Jacqueline Bouvier. “Babe” Piourde baked 
the wedding cake. 

 
• John Cho and Kal Penn are the Korean and Indian stars of the 2004 cult movie Harold & 

Kumar Go to White Castle, but they have done much more acting than that film and its sequel. 
Mr. Cho played Sulu in a Star Trek movie and appeared as a hip-hop-savvy accountant named 
Kenny in TV’s Ugly Betty. Mr. Penn appeared on TV’s House and landed a role in the dramatic 
movie The Namesake in part because of Harold & Kumar Go to White Castle. He explains that 
Namesake director Mira Nair let him audition because “her 14-year-old son, who was a Harold 
& Kumar fan, […] every night before bed said, ‘Mom, please audition Kal Penn for the part.’” 

 
• The brother of journalist Donald Liebenson once saw actor Paul Newman at an airport and 

asked him for an autograph for his mother, who was a big fan. Mr. Newman replied, “Sorry, pal. 
Tell your mom that I don’t sign autographs, but I’d be happy to buy her a beer.” Years later, Mr. 
Liebenson saw Mr. Newman at a publicity junket and recounted that story to him. Mr. Newman 
replied that he could remember the exact moment that he began declining to sign autographs: “I 
was standing at a urinal in Sardi’s, and this guy came though the door with a piece of paper. I 
thought this was inappropriate. It wasn’t just an invasion of privacy. It was an invasion of pur-
pose.” 
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Miscellaneous Writing Rules 
 

Note: The writing process consists of two major activities: 1) the creative part, and 2) the critical 
(editing and proofreading) part. While writing, you may want to put the critical part of your mind 
on hold and concentrate instead on producing new material; however, later in the writing process 
you need to examine what you have written with a critical eye. It is an excellent idea to know the 
major writing rules; that will help in the critical part of the writing process. 

 
Use Commas to Separate the Items in a Series of Three or More 

 
• Ernest O. Flatt, choreographer of Lorelei and It’s a Bird, It’s a Plane, It’s Superman on 

Broadway, found an interesting way to think in the midst of the bedlam that creating a musical 
can be. He went into a corner, looked at the two walls, and discovered that he was able to think 
very clearly. 

 
Use a Comma or Commas to Set Off Parenthetical Elements  

 
Set off parenthetical elements with commas. 
 

She, however, is not afraid of them. We know, of course, that he is tall. 
She, on the other hand, is not afraid of them. We see, though, that she is small. 

 
• Famous pianist Anton Rubinstein’s musical sense was, of course, well developed. When-

ever he didn’t want to get out of bed, his wife knew that all she had to do was to go upstairs to 
the piano and play an unresolved chord. Mr. Rubinstein would jump out of bed, run upstairs to 
the piano, and play the finishing notes. 
 

• Phyllis Diller found it easy to acquire experience as a comedian. She simply called the Red 
Cross and said, “I’m available for shows. Where do you want me?” There wasn’t any pay, of 
course, but the experience was valuable. 

 
Use a Comma and a Conjunction to Separate Two Independent Clauses  

 
An independent clause is a clause that can be corrected punctuated as a complete sentence.  
Note: The comma goes before the conjunction (the connecting word). 
 

Ex: I like this, and she likes that. 
 

• Judy Blume’s series of Fudge books have been amazingly popular. Elliott, her grandson, 
inspired one of the Fudge books. They were eating in a restaurant at Key West, and Elliott asked 
his grandmother to buy him some wearable art from a street vendor. She told him that she didn’t 
have any money, so he requested that she pay a visit to the nearest ATM machine. This inspired 
the book Double Fudge, in which Fudge becomes obsessed with money and with what money 
can buy. 
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Exercise: One Secret of Writing Well is Writing Vividly #2 
 
One secret of writing well is writing vividly. For example, you could write, “Dixon had a hango-
ver,” and then stop. Or you can write like this: 
 

Dixon was alive again. Consciousness was upon him before he could get out of the way; 
not for him the slow, gracious wandering from the halls of sleep, but a summary, forcible 
ejection. He lay sprawled, too wicked to move, spewed up like a broken spider-crab on 
the tarry shingle of the morning. The light did him harm, but not as much as looking at 
things did; he resolved, having done it once, never to move his eyeballs again. A dusty 
thudding in his head made the scene before him beat like a pulse. His mouth had been 
used as a latrine by some small creature of the night, and then as its mausoleum. During 
the night, too, he’d somehow been on a cross-country run and then been expertly beaten 
up by secret police. He felt bad. — from Lucky Jim, by Kingsley Amis. 

 
Take one of these topics and write vividly about it. 
 
• The ugliest mutt in the state. 
 
• The cutest puppy in the state. 
 
• The most beaten-down car in the state. 
 
• The rudest person in the state.  
 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Exercise: Writing Dialogue 
 

Write a short passage of dialogue on a separate sheet of paper. Be sure to use the following rules: 
 
• The American style is to put commas and periods inside quotation marks. 
 

“Hello,” he said. “I haven’t seen you for ages.” 
 
• Set off speaker tags with a comma or other punctuation. Speaker tags are short phrases such as 
“he said” or “she replied” or “David yelled” or “Sally asked.” 
 

Bill asked, “How are you?”  
Sally replied, “I am well.” 
“Hi,” she said.  
“Hello,” Brad Pitt said. 

 
Note: These sentences are also correct. 

 
“How are you?” Bill asked. 
“What time is it?” the stranger asked. 
“Help!” he shouted. 

 
• Set off direct address with a comma. Direct address occurs when someone is addressed directly 
by name or by a name. 
 

John shouted, “Bill, wait for me!”  
George said, “How are you, Sally?” 
 “Hello, son.” 
“Welcome home, dear.”  
“Back off, sis.” 
“Keep away from me, pest.”  
“How are you, granddad?” 
“Hello, Billy,” dad said.  
“Up and at ’em, girls,” my father said.  
“Stay close, people, and don’t get lost,” he ordered. 
“How are you, sir?” he asked. 
“What time is it, Mom?” I asked. 
“Hi, kid,” she said. 
“Hello, guys,” I said. 
“What’s up, doc?” Bugs Bunny asked. 
 

• Delete throat-clearing words, especially when they are not part of dialogue. 
 

Bad: Well, the next thing that happened was …. 
Better: The next thing that happened was …. 
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Class 5: Autobiographical Essay Project— 
Portmanteau Words 

 
You Can’t Fit Hiking Boots in a Carry-On 

By Sarah Tignor (1,678 words) 

This was it: my first trip without my mother closely chaperoning, my first plane ride, my 

first trip outside the United States, and as a fresh graduate from high school my first real-world 

experience. I was going to Germany for two weeks, under the loose direction of my native-born 

German teacher, Herr Brode, who was referred to mainly as just Brode. His son Noah, one of my 

best friends Elyse, and TJ and Seth, two juniors in high school, would join me on the trip.  

I found out that I was able to go at the last minute, so it gave me less than three months to 

prepare for this once-in-a-lifetime trip. I had a million things running through my head: “What 

will it be like?” “Is my German good enough?” and most importantly, “What am I going to 

pack?” That’s when the first warning sign came: Herr Brode told me I was allowed to bring only 

ONE suitcase. This I could accept; I had bags large enough to fit my entire self in (believe me, I 

did it once, but that is an entirely different story). Then the second warning sign came: the suit-

case had to fit in an overhead compartment. One nineteen-inch suitcase for two weeks is nearly 

impossible for any girl, let alone me, who could not pack one bag for a weekend. But for Germa-

ny, I was willing to suck it up and make an exception. 

The trip was nothing short of amazing. We spent the first week and a half touring differ-

ent cities and castles. I loved every single second of it, even dragging my over-packed suitcase 

around. We got to ride trains everywhere and really experience what German culture was about. 

Most of the time I caught myself wishing I never had to go home. 

Then it came time for our final stop: Salzburg, Austria. Salzburg is famous for being the 

home of The Sound of Music and Mozart, and for being surrounded by the Alps. I got to spend 

three days in a place so beautiful it took my breath away. As always the six of us would sit down 

after we got settled into our rooms and talk about what we wanted to do while we were there. 

Everyone agreed that the next day we would get up early and go for a hike on one of the smaller 

mountains that were literally across the road from our hotel.  

The Alps, even the smaller ones, are not beginner-level hiking by anyone’s standards, and 

my experience with nature was limited at best. This was my first hint that the experience might 
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not turn out as well as I hoped it would. But while in Germany I could not help but be excited 

about every experience I got.  

Our adventure began with showers, a quick breakfast, and Elyse and me packing our 

book bags for a hike with lip gloss, cameras, money and our trusty water bottles. It was around 

8am when we reached the spot where another group of hikers were exiting. My second hint that 

this hike was not going to be as pleasant as it sounded in my head came shortly after we got to 

the bottom of the trail: other hikers had what I called “metal walking sticks.” Being me, I ignored 

the second hint and went on ahead like I was an experienced hiker.  

Shortly after beginning the trail, we noticed we must have taken a wrong turn because all 

of a sudden the trail ended. Since the girls were greatly outnumbered during the voting process, 

“we” decided to make our own trail. According to Noah and TJ, they were certain that this would 

lead us right back to the trail and save us time, instead of back-tracking. So as a group we started 

up this hill fighting through small trees, shrubs, and the occasional briar patch.  

The one good thing about being lost in the Austrian Alps is that no poison ivy is in Eu-

rope. However, I was later informed that they do have something similar to poison ivy, only it is 

harder to spot and it causes excruciating pain and itching for fifteen to twenty minutes and then 

it’s gone. This is clearly a better alternative to the American kind. 

Finally, we came to a clearing and once again were faced with another tough decision: go 

up the seemingly completely vertical, grass-covered mountain in front of us or turn around and 

go back. Being in a group of mostly men really left Elyse and me with only one option: go up the 

mountain. We started our ascent up the mountain but quickly realized this was not going to be 

easy as it looked. About halfway up, you could no longer climb standing straight up, and there 

were not enough trees to continuously grab a hold of. This forced us to finish the rest of the way 

to the top on our hands and knees, gripping fistfuls of grass for stability. After what seemed like 

an eternity, we reached the top, to find that the top not only did not meet up with the trail, but 

also was actually a ledge that was not even wide enough for two people to stand on beside one 

another. On either side of this ledge was a grave possibility of death, either from falling down the 

side we just came up or from falling down the other side that was covered with rocks. It was fi-

nally then that our Eagle-Scout leaders decided that it was too dangerous, mainly for Elyse and 

me, to continue mountain climbing without the trail, and that turning back was the best decision.  
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The boys, minus Brode, decided to go back the way we came, while Brode, Elyse, and I 

thought the rock-covered side was a safer bet. I was definitely not prepared enough for the climb 

down, which for me consisted of holding on to a giant rock and letting my feet slide out from 

under me until they found another solid spot, and repeating the process. At one point my fool-

proof-or-so-I-thought plan failed and Herr Brode caught me by the back of my shirt as I came 

sliding past him. The boys beat us to the bottom and sure enough together we were able to make 

it back to the actual trail. 

At this time, the fun and excitement of going on my first actual hiking trip was long gone 

and I was ready to go back to the hotel, but the boys had other plans. They wanted to continue up 

the mountain and try to make it to the midway point, and once again Elyse and I were outvoted. 

Luckily for us, the rest of the way was not quite as bad as what we had just experienced. 

The extremely narrow path did take us up the mountain, but it was still a large amount of 

work considering that on one side of the path was a ravine that I’m fairly certain would cause 

great bodily harm if you fell down it. After many miles of listening to me complain, the boys fi-

nally agreed to let us take a break at the next small clearing. We got around the bend, and to our 

surprise was one of the most beautiful sights I have ever seen. A small but powerful stream of 

crystal-clear water poured down the side of the mountain and ran along the path. The tree line 

was visible and even though we were not above it, it felt as though you could see forever. The 

temperature was even starting to drop, and no one could even find the words to describe this lit-

tle, perfect piece of nature we had stumbled upon.  

We were incredibly thirsty and pushed our better judgment aside and drank from the 

stream. Honestly, after what we just went through, drinking potentially contaminated water was 

the least of our worries. The water was so cold that it made our hands hurt after only a couple 

moments in it. It was at this time that everyone decided to count our blessings, cut our losses and 

head back down the mountain.  

Everyone who thinks climbing up a mountain is the harder part clearly has never spent 

hours attempting to get up it just to turn around and go back. The path was dangerous going up, 

but the narrow twists and turns seemed nearly impossible for our now weak legs to manage. At 

any moment it seemed very possible that I was going to slip and end up tumbling all the way to 

the bottom. The worse part about this whole experience was the boys were now miles ahead of 

us, leaving no one in earshot of Elyse and me had the worst-case scenario actually happened. 
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We safely returned seven hours later to our hotel rooms, covered head to toe in dirt and 

sweat, and quite frankly angry. Outside on our balcony, I looked out to the mountains that sur-

rounded us and as I banged the dirt out of my shoes I said out loud, “I hate nature.” I heard 

laughing in the background and quickly realized Herr Brode had heard my rant about no longer 

being a nature enthusiast. Later that night, Brode informed us that tomorrow we would be giving 

another mountain a shot, but only after promising me that we could take the zip-line to the half-

way mark.  

This trip was really life changing. I learned about another country’s culture from the in-

side and just how beautiful the rest of the world was. It allowed me to learn many things about 

life and traveling: to always remember to appreciate the beauty of all things, take a lot of photo-

graphs, and never, under any circumstance, listen to your professional-mountain-climbing Ger-

man teacher when he says going on a “hike” is a good idea. Trust me on this, zip-lines are much 

more exciting, take less effort, and don’t leave you at the mercy of four boys and the Austrian 

Alps.  

 

Note: Sarah Tignor was an Ohio University student when she wrote this essay. 
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“You Can’t Fit Hiking Boots in a Carry-On” Questions: 

• What can you learn from this autobiographical essay that may help you to write your autobio-
graphical essay? 
 
Note this humorous sentence: 
 

I found out that I was able to go at the last minute, so it gave me less than three months to 
prepare for this once-in-a-lifetime trip. 

 
Sarah Tignor writes a good triple (a series of three things, with the funny one coming at the end) 
here: 
 

I had a million things running through my head: “What will it be like?” “Is my German 
good enough?” and most importantly, “What am I going to pack?” 

 
Sarah Tignor teases her audience a little here: 
 

This I could accept, I had bags large enough to fit my entire self in (believe me, I did it 
once, but that is an entirely different story).  

 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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Jenna Please Don’t 
By Jenna Iszauk (1,132 words) 

Family vacation is the highlight of most young children’s year, especially when it is in 

the summertime. Every year since I can remember, my family has been going on vacation in the 

Outer Banks of North Carolina. Although I dreaded the nine-hour car ride from Pittsburgh to the 

Outer Banks each year of vacation, I could not wait to sit on the sandy, sunny, and warm beaches 

of the Outer Banks. In addition, I could not wait to build my sandcastles, search for the most 

beautiful seashells, take late night walks on the beach and go crabbing on the sound with my dad. 

The Outer Banks is a place where I knew I could always escape from playing with the same 

friends on my swing set and sand box at home and relax and meet exciting new friends to bond 

and build sandcastles with. My family and I always found it refreshing to get out of the fast-

paced environment in Pittsburgh and spend a week in the easy-going, carefree environment of 

the Outer Banks.  

It was the summer of 1991 and I was three, going on four, years old. I could not believe 

that school was out and it was already time to go on vacation with my mom and dad. Six in the 

morning finally came along and the sun was starting to rise. This meant that we were getting 

close to the Outer Banks and the nine-hour restless car ride was almost over. With anticipation 

and excitement in my voice, I kept asking my dad, “Are we there yet?” It was so obvious by the 

tone of my dad’s voice after the first couple times of me asking that question that he was an-

noyed. All he wanted every year was a peaceful drive that consisted of my mom and me sleeping 

while my dad drove, drank lots of coffee, and jammed to all his favorite bands. This meant I was 

expected to either sleep the whole time or stay awake and keep my mouth shut. 

I remember pulling into the parking lot of Jolly Rogers, the restaurant that we always ate 

breakfast at on our first day in the Outer Banks. After an amazing breakfast of eggs, grits, toast, 

and coffee, we made our journey into the next town over called Duck to pick up the keys to our 

beach house for the week. A long fifteen minutes passed by, and I was so excited to finally make 

it to the rental office! 

“Dad, it’s time to get the keys, and this time I want to do it!” I shouted. 

“Eh, honey, I don’t know about that one,” Dad said. 

“Oh, come on, Alan! Just let her run up the four stairs to get them. We’ll be right in the 

car watching her,” Mom said. 



 90 

“Debbie, I still don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Dad replied. 

“I promise that everything will be all right,” Mom said ever so calmly. 

“Daddy, please!” I said. 

“All right, but be careful!” Dad said, finally giving in. 

I felt like such a big girl after finally getting my dad’s permission to run up the four steps 

and get the keys to our beach house. And you know what that means? Since I had the keys in my 

possession, I was able to jump out of the car as soon as we got to the beach house, run up the 

stairs, open the door all by myself, and be the first one to set foot in the house. I was so excited 

to do this. Needless to say, our beach house was amazing. I had a room with bunk beds, a televi-

sion, and a great view of the ocean. What more could I ask for?  

We made it out to the beach in less than an hour. I ran around in the sand for a bit while 

my mom and dad put down the blankets and set up the chairs and the umbrella. After they were 

done, I plopped down on the blanket and started filling my buckets with sand so I could make 

my sandcastles, one of the things that I looked forward to the most when I went to the beach with 

my family. And as I looked to the left of me, I saw a boy my age with his mother playing in the 

sand. I told my mom and she looked over and they made eye contact back with us. I noticed the 

boy and his mother walking over to us, and I got very excited. I remember thinking that I had 

found myself a new playmate to pass the time and make it more fun on the beach.  

As soon as the two made it over to our beach area, the moms of course started chatting 

away. My mom came to find out that this mother, Donna Rae Newby, and her son, Taylor, were 

from the southern state of Virginia. Donna Rae also mentioned that she had a husband and was 

expecting another child in a few months. Donna Rae had a thick southern accent and was the def-

inition of what is known as a southern belle with her southern hospitality and her charming beau-

ty, among other things.  

After my mom and Donna Rae finished getting to know one another for a few minutes, 

Donna Rae turned to me and asked in her thick southern accent, “Hunny, what is your name?” 

Immediately I replied, “Jenna.” She gave me a funny look and said, “No, darlin’, your full 

name,” and I giggled. I remember wondering to myself why she wanted to know my full name. 

Couldn’t Jenna suffice? So I decided to just tell her my full name. “Jenna Iszauk,” I replied to 

her. Now, I could tell by the look on her face that I still had not answered the question the way 

she wanted me to. So Donna Rae said, “No darlin’, your full name. I mean your first name, mid-
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dle name, and last name.” Immediately a light bulb went off in my head. I remembered that eve-

ry time my parents would get angry or frustrated with me, that they would call me by all three of 

my names; or at least I thought they did. So I said to Donna Rae, “Jenna Please-Don’t Iszauk!” 

with a huge grin on my face. My parents, Donna Rae, and Taylor all started laughing because 

they knew that my middle name really was not Please-Don’t; however, my parents had used that 

phrase with me so much when they got angry and frustrated with me that I had forgotten my real 

full name was Jenna Ariel Iszauk. To this day, my parents still tell the story to family, friends, 

and most embarrassingly, my boyfriends.  

 

Note: Jenna Iszauk was an Ohio University student when she wrote this essay. 
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“Jenna Please Don’t” Questions: 

• What can you learn from this autobiographical essay that may help you to write your autobio-
graphical essay? 
 
Funny stories from your childhood are entertaining to other people as well as to members of your 
own family. 
 
Jenna Iszauk writes about something that many families can relate to: 
 

Family vacation is the highlight of most young children’s year, especially when it is 
in the summertime. 

 
Jenna Iszauk has an excellent conclusion to her essay: 

 
To this day, my parents still tell the story to family, friends, and most embarrassingly, my 
boyfriends. 

 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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Advice for Writing 
 

Garrison Keillor 
 
Garrison Keillor of A Prairie Home Companion realizes that stories don’t have to be 100% liter-
ally true: 
 

Keillor’s invented world provides solace to his listeners, but not exactly a direct thrill of 
recognition: his fans are clustered not in small-town America, but liberal NPR strong-
holds, the big cities and university towns. “Actually, it’s better if people don’t have direct 
experience of life in small towns in Minnesota,” he says. “Those people would listen to 
these stories and think, ‘Well, no, that’s not what it’s really like.’ In the same way as if 
you tell stories about your own family, it’s best to tell them to people who don’t know 
your family. It’s not that your stories aren’t true—they are true, they’re true to you—but 
your family’s always going to be correcting you on the details.” 
 

Source: <http://www.guardian.co.uk/g2/story/0,,1814564,00.html>. 
 

Help out the Facts 
 

You don’t need to be 100 percent truthful in your autographical writing. As the great bard 
Fflewddur Fflam says, “I can’t help, ah, adding a little color to the facts—most facts need it so 
badly.” 

 
Your Brain: Use It or Lose It 

 
Your brain is an organ, not a muscle, but like a muscle, if you exercise it, it will grow strong-

er. If you don’t use it, it will atrophy and grow weak. So read other autobiographical essays, 
write more than one draft of major papers, proofread carefully, pay attention in class, and study 
any handouts I give you. Often, effort is more important and achieves better results than intelli-
gence—but effort and intelligence together make a great combination! 

 
Taking Music Seriously: A Well-Written Anecdote 

 
As you would expect, cellist Mstislav Leopoldovich Rostropovich takes music, including 

practicing music, seriously. One day, Olga, his daughter, was supposed to be practicing the cello, 
but thinking that her father had left their house, she decided to read instead. Big mistake. Her fa-
ther was present. Hearing that she was not practicing, he stormed in, grabbed her cello and start-
ed chasing her, threatening to kill her with it and ordering her to stop running. (She decided not 
to stop running.) Outside of their house, they ran into Dmitri Shostakovich, who convinced Mr. 
Rostropovich that his daughter did not deserve to die. (Presumably, she practiced assiduously 
after this experience.) 
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Writing Rules: How Do I Avoid Wordiness? 
 
If you want your teacher to quit teaching writing and instead enjoy a lucrative and satisfying ca-
reer as a con man or con woman, simply write like this: 
 

Objective consideration of contemporary phenomena compels the conclusion that success 
or failure in competitive activities exhibits no tendency to be commensurate with innate 
capacity, but that a considerable element of the unpredictable must be taken into account. 
 

If you wish to be a good writer, you should avoid wordiness. 
 

Don’t write: “It has come to my attention that ….”  
 
Write: “I have learned that ….” 

 
Good writers avoid wordiness; students who want to drive their teachers crazy welcome it. 
 

Drives Teachers Crazy: Due to the fact that she was working three jobs fall quarter, she 
earned a 1.1 gpa. 
 

 Does Not Drive Teachers Crazy: Because she was working three jobs fall quarter, she
 earned a 1.1 gpa. 

 
Drives Teachers Crazy: In spite of the fact that he is rich, he is cheap. 
 

 Does Not Drive Teachers Crazy: Although he is rich, he is cheap. 
 

Avoid wordiness: Avoid “there is,” “it is,” “there were,” etc. 
 

Wordy: There are three recommendations that I wish to make. 
 
Not Wordy: I wish to make three recommendations. 
 
Wordy: There are four problems that I will discuss: low morale, poor safety features, in-
creased costs, and decreased profits. 
 
Not Wordy: I will discuss four problems: low morale, poor safety features, increased 
costs, and decreased profits. 
 
Wordy: There are four things that happened next. 
 
Not Wordy: Four things happened next. 
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Miscellaneous Writing Rules 
 

Note: The writing process consists of two major activities: 1) the creative part, and 2) the critical 
(editing and proofreading) part. While writing, you may want to put the critical part of your mind 
on hold and concentrate instead on producing new material; however, later in the writing process 
you need to examine what you have written with a critical eye. It is an excellent idea to know the 
major writing rules; that will help in the critical part of the writing process. 

 
Use a Comma and a Connecting Word Such as “And” or “But”  

to Connect two Independent Clauses 
 

• ”I’ve been budgeting recently. I’m putting aside half of my paycheck each month for coffee 
and cigarettes. I know I shouldn’t complain, but if you buy yourself a pack of cigarettes and 
throw in a latte from Starbucks, that’s the equivalent of round-trip airfare.”—Cindee Weiss 
 

Use a Comma or Commas to Set Off Parenthetical Elements  
 

• Comedian Will Rogers was attending church one day when the minister spoke about the 
church debt and urged everyone to contribute generously so the debt could be paid off. As the 
collection plate was being passed around, the minister joked, “If you can’t give anything, give a 
pleasant smile.” When the collection plate reached Mr. Rogers, he didn’t give any money, but 
instead grinned widely. The next morning, however, he sent a check to the minister. The check 
was big enough to pay off the entire debt owed by the church. 

 
• As a very young financial writer—and the only woman financial writer—for the New York 

Post, Sylvia Porter went to a huge bankers’ convention, where she took many notes. Then she 
and the male reporters ran for the telephones so they could call in their articles to a rewrite man. 
However, when Ms. Porter was transferred to the rewrite man, she froze and was completely un-
able to speak—a common occurrence for young reporters. Fortunately, a male reporter for a rival 
publication saw what was happening, so he took her phone and called in her story for her. Ms. 
Porter says, “He was just wonderful. At that moment, I couldn’t have talked if my life depended 
on it.” Afterward, of course, Ms. Porter became an internationally famous financial writer. 

 
Use a Dash or Dashes for an Abrupt Break in the Flow of a Sentence or Dialogue  

 
• Donna Delfino Dugay of Harper Woods, Michigan, grew up in California, where her family 

had a picnic at the beach when she was 11 years old. Her mother fixed each of the children a 
plate of fried children and potato salad, and then, Donna says, “When I looked up from my plate, 
my mother was fixing one more plate …. She turned away from us and walked over maybe 20 or 
30 feet to where there was a man by himself. And he was picking his way through the trashcan. 
And my mother—I don’t know whether she just put the plate there or whether she touched him 
gently or whether she said a few words—but I remember him turning to her in a gesture of 
thankfulness.” Years later, when Donna asked her mother about this good deed, her mother 
claimed not to remember it; however, Donna says, “But for me, I remember it very well because 
for me, it was the touchstone for what good deeds became in my life.” 
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How Do I Make Dashes? 
 

A hyphen and a dash are different. A dash is longer. 
 
 hyphen -  dash — 
 
How do you make a dash on the computer?  
 
You can make a dash by pressing the shift, option, and hyphen keys at the same time. 
 
If that doesn’t work, you can use two hyphens to make a dash: --. 
 
The following passage from The Adventures of Tom Sawyer by Mark Twain uses dashes and hy-
phens: 
 

She went to the open door and stood in it and looked out among the tomato vines and 
“jimpson” weeds that constituted the garden. No Tom. So she lifted up her voice at an 
angle calculated for distance and shouted: 

“Y-o-u-u Tom!”  
There was a slight noise behind her and she turned just in time to seize a small boy by 

the slack of his roundabout and arrest his flight. 
“There! I might ’a’ thought of that closet. What you been doing in there?” 
“Nothing.” 
“Nothing! Look at your hands. And look at your mouth. What is that truck?” 
“I don’t know, aunt.” 
“Well, I know. It’s jam—that’s what it is. Forty times I’ve said if you didn’t let that 

jam alone I’d skin you. Hand me that switch.” 
 The switch hovered in the air—the peril was desperate— 
“My! Look behind you, aunt!” 
The old lady whirled round, and snatched her skirts out of danger. The lad fled on the 

instant, scrambled up the high board-fence, and disappeared over it.  
 

Use a Dash for Emphasis 
 

• Actress Angelina Jolie has the respect of people in the movie industry. In 2000, when she 
won a Best Supporting Actress Oscar for her role in Girl, Interrupted, she was making a movie 
titled Original Sin in Mexico. After flying back to the movie location following the Academy 
Awards, she was asleep when suddenly a mariachi band started playing outside her trailer. She 
went outside, where the cast and crew of Original Sin greeted her. Each member of the cast and 
crew gave her a rose—she ended up with almost 200 roses! Many of the crewmembers, includ-
ing director Michael Cristofer, had worked with her before in the television movie Gia, and they 
were ecstatic that she had won an Oscar. 

 



 97 

Portmanteau Words 
 
A portmanteau word is a combination of two words that combines the meaning of both words. 
For example: 
 

fantastic + fabulous = fantabulous 
 

chocolate + alcoholic = chocoholic 
 

breakfast + lunch = brunch 
 
Create your own portmanteau words. Use the list below plus a few other words of your choice.  
 
List of Words 
 
Beauteous Beautiful Serendipity 
Fantastic Fabulous Outrageous 
Wonderful Delicious Exquisite 
Bonny Glorious Gorgeous 
Stunning Pretty Tasty 
Happy Pleasant Idyllic 
Lucky Blessing Adoration  
 
Your Own Words to Use in Making Portmanteau Words 
 
____________________ ____________________ ____________________ 
 
____________________ ____________________ ____________________ 
 
How Many Portmanteau Words Can You Create? 
 
____________________ + ____________________ = ____________________ 
 
____________________ + ____________________ = ____________________ 
 
____________________ + ____________________ = ____________________ 
 
____________________ + ____________________ = ____________________ 
  
____________________ + ____________________ = ____________________ 
 
____________________ + ____________________ = ____________________ 
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Exercise: One Secret of Writing Well is Writing Vividly 
 
One secret of writing well is writing vividly. Chris Crutcher knows how to write vividly. He 
could have written that Leroy Payne was authoritarian. Instead, he wrote this: 
 

We had teachers at Cascade High School who could write nearly well enough to be 
published; we had teachers who could shoot the eyes of the basket from what would now 
be NBA three-point land; we had a teacher showing paintings in an art gallery in Boise. 
We had a teacher who could play the piano or the clarinet well enough to turn profession-
al. Mr. LeRoy Payne could play the ten-hole beveled paddle in the office like some kind 
of hardwood maestro. He couldn’t have been five feet, nine inches tall, and I doubt he 
weighed 150, but he had wrist action that lifted you a good six inches off the ground with 
only a half swing. Once, when a rumor sprang up that the Hell’s Angels were to pass 
through Cascade on the way to a motorcycle-gang gathering in Boise, Payne sat in a 
kitchen chair with a shotgun on his lap out on his lawn just off Main Street and threat-
ened to “pick them off” as they passed through. He was a thirty-year-old ex-juvenile de-
linquent with a D.A. haircut (ask someone over fifty what the D.A. stands for), whose 
sense of humor and temper were equally quick. — from King of the Mild Frontier, by 
Chris Crutcher 

 
Take one of these topics and write vividly about it. 
 
• Your first car. 
• Your first apartment. 
• The worst job you have ever had. 
• The best job you have ever had. 
• The worst date you have ever had.  
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Class 6: Autobiographical Essay Project— 
Similes and Metaphors 

 
The Youth in Asia 

By Maggie Wendell (1,970 words) 

I had already been awake for half an hour before my alarm clock went off at 6:30 a.m. 

The alarm was on my cell phone, and for some reason, instead of just turning it off beforehand, I 

had been holding it in my hand in a state of nervous anticipation so I could quickly hit the button 

before waking up my new roommate. It was the first day of my college career, and I wasn’t 

about to make the stranger I was sharing a bunk bed with despise her over-anxious roommate 

already. I clumsily hobbled down the end of the bed in an attempt to be as quiet as possible, but 

ultimately missed the last rung of the ladder and came crashing down on the brand-new leopard-

print shag rug that she had so graciously added to the room before I moved in. By the time I 

made it to my desk, it was 6:34 a.m.—I had less than an hour and a half before my first class as 

an Ohio University student.  

As I waited for my coffee to brew, I checked my schedule online and reviewed the build-

ing directory and map on the student webpage to make sure I knew exactly when and where I 

was going. After two bowls of cereal and a healthy dose of <people.com>, I finally slipped on 

my spongy flip-flops, grabbed my stylish stainless steel shower caddy, and headed down the hall 

for the showers. To my absolute horror, I wasn’t the only early bird on my floor and all the 

showers were taken but the smallest one in the corner! Of course I was too restless to wait the 

two minutes for a normal one, so I spent an endless ten minutes slammed up against the tile wall 

while shampoo poured into my eyes—there was no way I was closing them even for a second for 

fear that the moldy shower curtain would creep up and make contact with my skin.  

After getting ready and checking my schedule and campus map two more times, I finally 

walked out my door wearing my cool new outfit I had picked out the night before. Okay, maybe 

it was more like five nights before, but either way, my short-sleeved Abercrombie and Fitch polo 

and distressed jeans coupled perfectly with my Old Navy flip-flops in a way that definitely as-

serted my being a cool college student who OBVIOUSLY wasn’t trying too hard to look good on 

the first day of school.  
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The first class of my college career was Communications 103, a public-speaking course 

required for my major. I arrived a respectable seven minutes early, took a seat in the third row, 

and quickly realized that most of the people in the room were sitting in silence and constantly 

yawning. I immediately decided to hide how awake I was by slumping far back in my chair and 

“carelessly” tapping my pencil on the desk as I stared at my feet—I fit in perfectly with the 8 

a.m. class crowd. After a couple of minutes, a small elderly man hurriedly walked through the 

door and stood at the podium before us. 

“Good morning, wonderful public speaking students!” he practically shouted in his high, 

nasal voice. “It’s the first day of the new quarter, which means that you will all be giving your 

first speeches today!” 

We all looked around with dumbfounded expressions on our faces, wondering if we had 

heard our professor, Mr. Wilson (not his real name), correctly. Did he just say we were giving a 

speech TODAY? I thought. A tidal wave of hands flew into the air, with numerous outbursts: 

“Uh, excuse me?” “WHAT?” “Huh?” and “Dude, are you serious?” During this brief 30 seconds 

of apparent panic, Mr. Wilson stood at the podium with a look of sadistic pleasure on his face. 

“You all signed up for a public-speaking class, didn’t you?” he asked. “Let’s get right to 

it then!” He proceeded to explain to us that his way of taking roll on the first day of class was to 

call us up to the front of the class, where we would walk to the front of the room, stand at the po-

dium, and introduce ourselves. After this, we were given a random topic that we had to speak 

about for a minute and a half—and yes, we HAD to talk the entire time. It was the classic im-

promptu speech—the surefire downfall of any student (like myself) who lives for planned sched-

ules and ample preparation time.  

A collective groan thundered across the room as we were all suddenly not so tired and 

groggy anymore. When Mr. Wilson announced that we’d be going from the bottom of the alpha-

bet to the top, I had serious thoughts of wanting to inflict physical pain on this terrible man, who, 

it seemed at that time, had truly just ascended from Hades before entering this classroom. My 

last name starts with ‘W,’ which meant that only two people went before me. I sat at my desk, 

nervously cracking my sweaty knuckles and gnawing on the inside of my bottom lip. How am I 

going to do this? I’m going to make a fool of myself! I know I’m just going to freeze up. This is 

so cruel, I thought. My heart sank when the guy before me finished his speech. For the past mi-
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nute and a half, I had completely tuned out his quiet, shaky voice as he discussed his thoughts on 

high school hazing.  

“Let’s see here, Margaret Wendell?” said Mr. Wilson, whose annoyingly calm voice I 

had already managed to despise made me want to throw something at him. 

I slowly walked to the front of the room, trying my best to hide how nervous I was. After 

a brief introduction of myself, it was time for me to receive my topic. I clenched my fists behind 

the podium and prayed for something easy—something I had a chance of filling an entire minute 

and a half talking about. I stared at Mr. Wilson like I imagine a person on trial for second-degree 

murder would stare at the judge when being read the jury’s decision.  

“Okay, Margaret. Your speech topic is euthanasia. You have a minute and 30 seconds, 

and your time starts now.” 

As I heard the quiet beep of Mr. Wilson’s stop watch, I felt my stomach do some sort of 

advanced gymnastics move that it had never done before. I didn’t have time to panic—the clock 

had already started! So many thoughts were buzzing around in my head, but I couldn’t control 

them enough to make any sense of them. Finally, I was forced to succumb to the tried-and-true 

method that, while not desirable in asserting that I was a bright student with the ability to organ-

ize and present a coherent set of thoughts, would at least guarantee that I fill my time: verbal di-

arrhea. I just began talking, hoping that at some point I’d talk myself into a point that would get 

me on track. 

“Um, when I think about the youth in Asia, the first thing that comes to mind is how dif-

ferent they are from the youth here in America,” I began. “I would say that the biggest difference 

between Asian children and American children is the level of discipline in the school systems, 

and just what the adults expect of them in general. The youth in Asia seem to be more well man-

nered and respectful than the youth in America.” It all felt like an out-of-body experience—I lis-

tened to the words coming out of my mouth while never being able to recall ever telling my brain 

to say them. I went on to tell a story of a made-up friend I had in grade school who was from 

Asia and how he was so quiet and polite compared to other obnoxious and unruly boys in my 

class. Finally, after what seemed to be an eternity, the soft beep of the stopwatch sounded again. 

“Okay then,” Mr. Wilson said shortly, the corners of his mouth beginning to curl. 

For the first time in a minute and a half, I became aware of my surroundings. I had been 

concentrating so hard at the white wall at the other end of the room during my speech that I 



 102 

didn’t even take a second to realize that everyone in the room was smiling at me; in fact, quite a 

few were clearly holding back laughter. I racked my brain for reasons why my speech could pos-

sibly be considered humorous. As I stood there wondering if I said a bad word, or if my fly was 

undone, Mr. Wilson cleared his throat and sat up a little straighter in his chair. 

“Thank you, Margaret. I must say, your take on the Asian children of the world was quite 

interesting, and I think we would all agree that you did a great job delivering your speech. I think 

it’s right to point out, however, that you may have been a little confused about the topic I gave 

you. I actually meant for you to talk about euthanasia,” he said, speaking as if he were address-

ing a first-grader. “Euthanasia is actually one word. You might be more familiar with the term 

‘mercy killing’?” 

My heart literally skipped a beat. I felt a surge of extreme embarrassment coupled with 

acute nausea as I came to the realization of what I had done.  

“Oh, um, yeah, I know what euthanasia is,” I said as I felt my whole body go numb. Fi-

nally, the whole class burst out in laughter. “No, really! I swear I do. I do.” 

After a little more babbling and apologizing, I was eventually able to join the class and 

laugh at myself. While I was beyond mortified, I couldn’t help but think how ridiculous I must 

have sounded. Mr. Wilson thanked me for providing the comic relief, and assured me that the 

next time he issued that topic he’d be more careful in his pronunciation. I shook my head and 

looked at my feet, still bearing the now dying laughter of the class. The walk of shame back to 

my desk was particularly painful. I tried to hide how humiliated I was by acting like I didn’t care 

and that I was even somewhat pleased with myself for making everyone laugh. In reality, all I 

could think about was not just how all these people were laughing, but that they also all thought I 

was a complete ditz. The rest of the class time I just sat slouched back in my chair, counting the 

milliseconds until ten o’clock. Finally, after another hour of speeches, everyone had successfully 

made the journey through hell and back. I grabbed my book bag and was the first person out the 

door.  

The entire walk back to the dorms consisted of me trying to figure out exactly how many 

times I had said the words “youth in Asia” in my speech. A stint of nausea hit me every time I 

replayed that endless minute and half of my life over in my head. My friend called my cell phone 

as I was unlocking the door to my room, and I hit the silent key, knowing that I didn’t have time 

to talk to her quite yet. As soon I walked in, I marched straight over to my computer. After a few 
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swift clicks of the mouse, and a couple pecks of the keyboard, my computer landed on the screen 

I had been thinking about ever since I had made it back to my desk after the speech: ARE YOU 

SURE YOU WANT TO DROP CLASS # 03087 COMS 103? Without even a second of hesita-

tion, I hit the YES button, and called my friend back. 

 
Note: Maggie Wendell was an Ohio University student when she wrote this essay. 
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“The Youth in Asia” Questions: 
 
• What can you learn from this essay that can help you write better—including perhaps the paper 
you are writing now? 
 
Note these excellent similes:  

 
“I stared at Mr. Wilson like I imagine a person on trial for second-degree murder would 
stare at the judge when being read the jury’s decision.” 
 
“I actually meant for you to talk about euthanasia,” he said, speaking as if he were ad-
dressing a first-grader. 
 

Note that Mr. Wilson talks like a college professor, which he is. 
 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the beginning of this essay?  
 
 
• What is your opinion of the ending of this essay?  
 
 
• For an article to be printed in a newspaper, “The Youth in Asia” is long. How many paragraphs 
in the beginning can be cut without harming the article? (Sometimes a newspaper editor has to 
cut even well-written and interesting paragraphs.) 
 
 
• Can this article be revised so that the readers don’t know that Maggie’s professor gave her eu-
thanasia as the topic of her speech until after Maggie made her speech on the youth in Asia? 
Would that be a good revision? 
 
 
• Maggie Wendell did not use the professor’s real name. Is her choice of “Mr. Wilson” for a fake 
name a suitable choice? 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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Family Cooking: A Methodical Disaster 
By Josh Shaner (1,285 words) 

As a child growing up, I was afforded vast numbers of opportunities to help clean, pre-

pare, smash, cut and even sometimes cook my own food. My family likes to think of themselves 

as “underground chefs,” always making their own food with the strange experimentation you 

would see out of a college chemistry lab. Cooking with my family has made us what we are and 

contributes wholeheartedly to the relationship that we currently have. Home feasting doesn’t stop 

with just my immediate family, for all my grandparents, aunts, uncles and the like enjoy it as 

well. 

My grandmother is especially involved in the culinary arts. She is also a huge fan of food, 

and for that matter, everything else. She collects everything she ever had, from 30-year-old mail 

to magnets that must have come from the war effort back in the ’40s to old clothes used by my 

great-great grandparents coming over from the old country. One could say she is a packrat, but I 

know she just doesn’t like to waste anything that could be used later. One day my mother 

brought me over to her house for an evening dinner. She pulled the car up the long sloping 

driveway and plopped me out like I was a package about to be delivered. I was about five years 

old at the time, and there was little faith that I would make it to the front door by myself, so my 

grandmother and her dog, Misty, met me in the drive way. Misty was one dog I couldn’t stand to 

be around because she always snapped at me and was never friendly with anyone except my 

grandmother. My grandmother did love her more than anything in the world, however. On this 

day, she had a splint on her tail because my grandmother had slammed it in the car door on an 

evening trip a week prior. Mom gave me the traditional “I love you. Be good for your grand-

mother,” and sped away.  

I knew I was going to enjoy myself because every time I came over to my grandmother’s 

house, I knew she was going to prepare a special meal for the both of us. I stared up on the coun-

ter—to my utter satisfaction—at the symbiotic pair of spaghetti pasta and tomato sauce. My 

grandmother knew that spaghetti was one of my favorite meals so I was begging her, from inside 

my head, to let me help. She happily accepted my mental request and said, “You’re a big enough 

boy now, Joshie. Go to the basement and get some supplies.” When I heard this, I was over-

joyed! I had never been tasked with anything except for a measly stir of the pan or sprinkling of 

spice. Almost instantly, I rushed down the stairs in search of supplies. Going to the basement is 
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not such an easy task; I had to maneuver around old telephones, couches from the ’70s and what 

I even thought was the first time machine ever made just to get to this pantry. I finally made it in 

what seemed like hours, but that was irrelevant because I was excited to be at my destination. I 

looked up and down the pantry trying to find ingredients that I thought would work. Peanut but-

ter, mayonnaise and ketchup were all solid choices, but I ignored them and found what I had 

been requested to get: cheese and salt. I grabbed the elements of my mission and I double-timed 

it up to the kitchen. 

I handed my grandmother the supplies. I figured I was done doing my “cooking work” 

for the day, so I headed back to the room where my video games were waiting. I got almost to 

the door when I heard, “Joshie, where are you going? Aren’t you going to help your old grand-

mother cook?” I didn’t know what to say, I was so excited, and all that came out of my mouth 

was a high-pitched, slightly embarrassing, “YES!” I climbed up on the stepstool she had set in 

place for me and waited for my orders. “I’m going to have you do all the work today, Joshie, but 

I’ll be right here to help you along the way. Remember, everything in the kitchen is hot so 

DON’T TOUCH ANYTHING!” I was so excited that I just brushed the words she said off like 

water hitting a plastic surface and I started doing my cooking. My grandmother turned the burner 

on so I could heat the water for the spaghetti. I’d always seen my mother do this at home, and I 

was fascinated by the red rings that glow beneath the pan. Without hesitation, she turned the con-

traption on in front of me and the red rings popped up. I broke the spaghetti and started putting it 

in the water (well before it was boiling, but I didn’t care) and began stirring rapidly. The water 

began to boil and I began to stir more, thinking the faster I stirred, the quicker it would be done 

for the next step. My grandmother was already a pace ahead of me, and she put the pasta sauce 

on next to my cauldron of noodles. Again, the red rings mysteriously came on. They looked so 

amazing! I began to wonder about them, and thought to myself, “What do they do? How do they 

work? Why are they so awesome looking?”  

I made the decision to investigate as soon as my grandmother wasn’t looking. She turned 

away, and I made the most un-knowing and brainless mistake of my life: I touched the red-hot 

ring. I had never been hit with such an intense pain! “Ouch!” I yelped, but not before I fell com-

pletely off the stepstool. The crash of me hitting the floor must have been enough to dislodge a 

hanging pan from the ceiling, and I watched it tumble towards the stove. Everything went in 

slow motion as the dropping pan came in contact with the handle of the pot containing grand-
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mother’s pasta sauce. The sauce flew up at what seemed to be the speed of sound, directly in my 

grandmother’s direction. “Watch out!” I exclaimed, but to my horror, the sauce completely 

blanketed my grandmother from her head to her waistline. Obviously startled, she fell backwards 

right on top of Misty’s tail and caused Misty so much pain that she sped down the hall. In what 

seemed like hours (but was only a matter of seconds), I heard a huge crash of glass and metal hit 

the floor and as I got up off of the kitchen tile, I saw that Misty had gone completely through the 

bottom of the stormdoor. 

“I’m a dead little boy,” I thought to myself. I looked over at my grandmother, and she 

was still sitting on the floor, in shock, covered in sauce. I didn’t know what to say—words just 

couldn’t come out. I did the only thing a rational five-year-old would do—I started crying. I 

wailed for a few minutes, and then I heard the most shocking sound I’ve ever heard: laughing. I 

turned over, and saw my grandmother laughing harder than I’ve ever seen her, almost to the 

point of crying. I immediately stopped crying and began to hysterically laugh along with her. We 

both gained our composure. She came over and picked me up, and with her tomato-encrusted 

face she said, “Joshie, that was the funniest thing I’ve seen in a long time.” After laughing some 

more, she said, “What lesson did you learn here today?” I replied with, “Well…I found an easy 

way to get rid of Misty for you.” I have never been allowed to cook at my grandmother’s house 

since. 

 

Note: Josh Shaner was an Ohio University student when he wrote this essay. 
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“Family Cooking: A Methodical Disaster” Questions: 
 
• What can you learn from this autobiographical essay that may help you to write your autobio-
graphical essay? 
 
A child’s vivid imagination can be funny: 
 

Going to the basement is not such an easy task; I had to maneuver around old telephones, 
couches from the ’70s and what I even thought was the first time machine ever made just 
to get to this pantry.  

 
A child’s choice of ingredients for spaghetti and spaghetti sauce can be funny: 
 

I looked up and down the pantry trying to find ingredients that I thought would work. 
Peanut butter, mayonnaise and ketchup were all solid choices, but I ignored them and 
found what I had been requested to get: cheese and salt. 

 
A child’s reaction to an event can be funny: 
 

“I’m a dead little boy,” I thought to myself. 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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Advice for Writing 
 
• Revise. 
Comedian Joe E. Brown’s father was a house painter who took pride in his work. One day he 
was taking his son to a baseball game when they passed a house he had painted a few weeks be-
fore. However, as he looked at the house he noticed a spot on the porch that he had forgotten to 
paint, so the baseball game had to wait until he got some paint and finished the job. Mr. Brown 
writes, “I was a grown man before I realized examples such as this were the foundation of my 
desire to give my best in every job.” 
 
• Work. Don’t rest. 
Opera singer Mary Garden sometimes watched rehearsals of the Ballets Russes with Sergei Di-
aghilev, and she noticed just how much attention to detail he paid. On one occasion, he noticed a 
tiny flower in a dancer’s hair and ordered her to remove it because the color wasn’t right. Ms. 
Garden asked him, “Don’t you ever rest?” Mr. Diaghilev replied, “My dear Mary, there is all 
eternity to rest.” Ms. Garden writes, “I don’t wonder it was the greatest ballet company in the 
world.” 

 
• Assign yourself. 
The parents of Marian Wright Edelman were serious about education. Each school night, she and 
her siblings were expected to sit down and do their homework. Whenever one of the children 
said that the teacher had not assigned any homework, her father used to say, “Well, assign your-
self.” Ms. Edelman once made out a list of “Twenty-Five Lessons for Life,” based on the values 
she had learned from her parents. Lesson 3 was, “Assign yourself. Don’t wait around to be told 
what to do.” In 1973, she founded the Children’s Defense Fund, which attempts to get federal 
legislation passed to help children.  
 
• Challenge yourself. 
Joss Whelon created the TV series Buffy the Vampire Slayer, which is noted for its clever dia-
logue. Day after day, people told Joss that they watched the series because of its dialogue, so he 
decided to challenge himself by writing an episode in which the characters could not talk. The 
episode, titled “Hush,” is excellent and was nominated for an Emmy. 
 
• Practice an art.  
The father of choreographer Bella Lewitzky taught her the importance of having an art to prac-
tice. He worked at an ordinary job, but when he came home, he painted. Ms. Lewitzky says, “He 
taught me that it didn’t make a damn bit of difference what you did for a living, as long as you 
had something that rewarded your life.” He also didn’t feel that it was necessary to have an audi-
ence for his art because the act of creation was rewarding in itself. Bella and her sister used to 
steal their father’s paintings—because if they didn’t, he would paint another work of art on top 
of the one he had already created. 
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Writing Rules: How Do I Correct Run-on Sentences? 
 
Definition 
 
A run-on sentence consists of two independent clauses that are connected without any punctua-
tion. 
 

Ex: Hector is a good husband Paris is a bad husband. 
 
Note: An “independent clause” is a clause that can be correctly punctuated as a complete sen-
tence. 
 
How to Correct a Run-on Sentence 
 
You may correct a run-on sentence in several ways: 
 

1. Make two sentences out of it. 
 
Hector is a good husband. Paris is a bad husband. 
 
2. Join the sentences together with a comma and a connecting word such as and, or, 
but, nor, or yet. 
 
Hector is a good husband, and Paris is a bad husband. 
 
3. If the sentences are closely related, you may join them with a semicolon. 
 
Hector is a good husband; Paris is a bad husband. 
 
4. If the sentences are closely related, you may join them with a semicolon, a transi-
tion word such as however or moreover, and a comma. 
 
Hector is a good husband; however, Paris is a bad husband. 
 
5. Make one of the independent clauses a subordinate clause. 
 
Although Hector is a good husband, Paris is a bad husband. 
 
6. If appropriate, use a dash. 
 
Hector is a good husband—Paris is a bad husband.  
 

The way that you correct a run-on sentence will depend on the context of the sentence. 
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Writing Rules: How Do I Use Commas? 
 

Use a Comma or Commas to Set Off Direct Address 
 

• Actor John Hurt co-starred with Harrison Ford in the 2008 action-adventure movie Indiana 
Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull. The 66-year-old Mr. Ford has kept himself in shape, 
and he did his own fights and many of his character’s stunts in the movie. At one point, after per-
forming a harrowing stunt, Mr. Ford turned to Mr. Hurt and joked, “Well, you don’t think they 
employ me to act, did you, John?” 

 
After an Introductory Element, Use a Comma 

 
• In 2008, Dustin Hoffman and Angelina Jolie lent their voices to the animated movie Kung 

Fu Panda, which starred the character voiced by Jack Black. Actually, Mr. Hoffman had met 
Ms. Jolie in 1991, when she was 16 years old and he was starring in the movie Hook. Ms. Jolie’s 
father, Jon Voight, called Mr. Hoffman to say, “My kids are dying to meet Captain Hook. Are 
you in costume? Can I come over with the kids?” Mr. Hoffman agreed to meet Mr. Voight’s 
kids, and he remembers, “So he brings over his kids. I’m introduced to his son and his daughter 
and she’s this tall, thin, gawky-looking girl with a mouth full of braces and he introduces us.” 
Making small talk, Mr. Hoffman asked the kids what they wanted to do. He remembers that 
young Angelina had an answer ready: “And she gave me a laser-like intensity look and she says, 
‘I’m going to be an actress.’ And I went home to my wife and I said, ‘I don’t think this kid has 
any idea what a tough road she’s got.’” 

 
Use a Comma and a Conjunction to Separate Two Independent Clauses 

 
An independent clause is a clause that can be corrected punctuated as a complete sentence. 
 

Ex: I like this, and she likes that. 
 

Note: The comma goes before the conjunction (the connecting word). 
 

• Mitzi Green was a child star at Paramount, and she became friends with Maxine Marx, the 
daughter of comedian Chico Marx. During a stay-over at Maxine’s house, Mitzi put a cream on 
her face. Maxine asked what the cream was, and Mitzi replied, “It’s a freckle remover.”  

“Does it work?”  
“It hasn’t yet, but I keep hoping.” 
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Writing Rules: How Do I Use Commas When Writing About My Sibling(s)? 
 
Be careful when writing about your brother(s) or sister(s). 
 
Example #1: More Than One Brother or Sister 
 
If you have more than one brother, then the word “brother” does not give the reader all the in-
formation needed to understand the sentence. (Which brother do you mean?) Therefore, you do 
NOT need commas because the name of the brother is essential information. 
 

My brother Mark is funny. 
 
If you have more than one sister, then the word “sister” does not give the reader all the infor-
mation needed to understand the sentence. (Which sister do you mean?) Therefore, you do NOT 
need commas because the name of the sister is essential information. 
 

My sister Martha is funny.  
 

Example #2: Only One Brother or Sister 
 
If you have one brother, then the word “brother” gives the reader all the information needed to 
understand the sentence. Telling the name of the brother adds information that is not essential to 
our understanding of the sentence. Therefore, you DO need commas to set off the non-essential 
information. 
 

My brother, Mark, is funny. 
 
If you have one sister, then the word “sister” gives the reader all the information needed to un-
derstand the sentence. Telling the name of the sister adds information that is not essential to our 
understanding of the sentence. Therefore, you DO need commas to set off the non-essential in-
formation. 
 

My sister, Martha, is funny. 
 
More Examples: 
 
Most people have many friends but only one best friend; therefore, these sentences are correct: 
 

My best friend, Sue, is crazy. My friend Sarah is nice. 
 

To avoid the problem of figuring whether or not you need to use commas, put the name first and 
the explanation of who the person is second, with commas. 
 

Mark, my brother, is funny. Martha, my sister, is funny. 
Sue, my best friend, is crazy. Sarah, my friend, is nice. 
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Miscellaneous Writing Rules 
 

Note: The writing process consists of two major activities: 1) the creative part, and 2) the critical 
(editing and proofreading) part. While writing, you may want to put the critical part of your mind 
on hold and concentrate instead on producing new material; however, later in the writing process 
you need to examine what you have written with a critical eye. It is an excellent idea to know the 
major writing rules; that will help in the critical part of the writing process. 

 
A Few Things to Remember 

 
• Use commas to set off speaker tags. For example, “Hi,” he said. Martha replied, “Hello.” 
• Use commas to set off direct address. Direct address occurs when someone is addressed direct-
ly by name or a name. For example, “Hi, David.” “Hello, Dad.” “What’s happening, man?” 
• You don’t need the comma if the sentence ends with an exclamation mark or a question mark. 
For example, “How are you?” he asked. “Horrible!” she yelled. 
• When one person finishes speaking and another person begins speaking, begin a new para-
graph. 
• Don’t overuse introductory, throat-clearing words and phrases such as “Oh” and “Well” and 
“Oh, well.” 
 

After an Introductory Element, Use a Comma 
 

Note: For short introductory elements, commas may be optional.  
 

• When Quentin Tarantino was casting Kill Bill, he held a meeting with the actors. Ricardo 
Montalban was supposed to be present to read the part of a Mexican pimp who was Bill’s men-
tor, but he did not show up. Michael Parks, who was to play the role of a Southern sheriff, did 
show up, and he also read the part of the Mexican pimp. Mr. Tarantino liked the reading so much 
that he immediately hired Mr. Parks to act the part of the Mexican pimp as well as the role of the 
Southern sheriff. David Carradine, who played the role of Bill, was at the meeting. He remem-
bers resolving never to miss a Quentin Tarantino meeting, and he thinks the other actors present 
made the same resolution. 
 

Use a Dash or Dashes for an Abrupt Break in the Flow of a Sentence or Dialogue  
 

• Talk show host Oprah Winfrey is a member of a Big Sisters group, where she gives good 
advice to economically disadvantaged girls. For example, she tells them, “If you want affection, 
you don’t need a baby—get a kitten!” 

• Maria Tallchief believes that her long years of intense physical activity as a ballerina result-
ed in her suffering from arthritis after she retired. Her pharmacist once asked her, “You’re now 
paying for all those years—it was worth it, wasn’t it?” Ms. Tallchief replied, “It certainly was.” 
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How Do I Use Similes and Metaphors? 
 
Definitions of Similes and Metaphors 
 
Source of Definitions: <http://www.primaryresources.co.uk/literacy/PC_met.htm>. 
 
A simile is where two things are directly compared because they share a common feature. The 
word AS or LIKE is used to compare the two words. For example, As cold AS a dog’s nose. 
 
A metaphor also compares two things, but it does so more directly WITHOUT using AS or 
LIKE. For example, The shop was a little gold mine. 
 

Examples of Metaphors and Similes 
 
• What is life? It is the flash of a firefly in the night. It is the breath of a buffalo in the wintertime. 
It is the little shadow that runs across the grass and loses itself in the sunset.—Crowfoot, Black-
foot warrior and orator, 1890  
• The human language is like a cracked kettle on which we beat out a tune for a dancing bear, 
when we hope with our music to move the stars.—Gustave Flaubert, Madame Bovary  
• A book is like a garden carried in the pocket.—Arab Proverb 
• A clear conscience is a soft pillow.—German Proverb 
• Anger is as a stone cast into a wasp’s nest.—Malabar Proverb 
• Fortune is a woman; if you neglect her today, do not expect to regain her tomorrow.—French 
Proverb 
• Friendship is a furrow in the sand.—Tongan Proverb 
• Gray hairs are death’s blossoms.—English Proverb 
• He lied like an eyewitness.—Russian Insult 
 
Note: Do not feel that you have to use similes and metaphors in your autobiographical essay. If 
they will improve your autobiographical essay, use them. If they won’t improve your autobio-
graphical essay, don’t use them. 
 

Two Similes by Mark Twain 
 
“As he was passing by the house where Jeff Thatcher lived, he saw a new girl in the garden—a lovely little blue-
eyed creature with yellow hair plaited into two long tails, white summer frock and embroidered pantalettes. The 
fresh-crowned hero fell without firing a shot. A certain Amy Lawrence vanished out of his heart and left not even a 
memory of herself behind. He had thought he loved her to distraction; he had regarded his passion as adoration; and 
behold it was only a poor little evanescent partiality. He had been months winning her; she had confessed hardly a 
week ago; he had been the happiest and the proudest boy in the world only seven short days, and here in one instant 
of time she had gone out of his heart like a casual stranger whose visit is done.”—From The Adventures of Tom 
Sawyer (emphasis added) 
 
Miles Hendon “felt much as a man might who had danced blithely out to enjoy a rainbow, and got struck by 
lightning.”—From The Prince and the Pauper 
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Exercise: Write Your Own Similes and Metaphors 
 
Example: 
 

(About a baseball player) He was as hitless as ____________ 
 
(About a baseball player) As hitless as the Ramones. 

 
As bald as _______________________________________ 
 
As crazy as _______________________________ 
 
As cool as _______________________________ 
 
As pretty as _______________________________ 
 
Come up with a few other similes and metaphors of your choosing. 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Class 7: Autobiographical Essay Project— 
Hyphens, Dangling Modifiers 

 
I’m a Big Kid Now 

By Alexa Frazee (1,163 words)  

 Ashley and I were halfway through our sophomore year of high school when we started 

to really feel the onset of rebellion. Ashley was my best friend and partner in crime. Every day 

before class she would drive her car over to my house, and we would either walk to school or 

have my dad drive us, depending on the day of the week. One day we were feeling particularly 

restless with the monotony that defined our lives, so we came up with the idea to play hooky. 

Neither of us had ever done it before, so we wanted to plan out every detail with the hopes of 

making it a successful first time.  

 We pushed our homework aside and mapped out a game plan. Ashley was going to bring 

over a six-pack of Mike’s Hard Lemonade, and we were going to stay home from school the very 

next day. It would work out perfectly because neither of us had any tests, and it was one of the 

days that both of my parents would be leaving early for work. Although we didn’t have to worry 

about my parents, we would have to wait outside for about an hour after we “left for school” so 

that my grandma, who would come over on mornings that my dad was not there, could help my 

younger brother, Carter, get to school. His classes started later than ours, and as soon as the big 

yellow bus picked him up and began to drive away, my grandmother would return home to tend 

to her own life and return to her husband. After that, it would be smooth sailing for us to relax 

and spend the day drinking and watching movies while enjoying the total lack of supervision.  

 The day had come: it was time for us to execute our well-thought-out plan. Ashley came 

over at the usual time and hid the drinks in my room until we “finished getting ready for school.” 

Then we walked outside, and casually sat on the side of my house as we dialed the necessary 

numbers to call ourselves in sick. It was quite a task not to burst out laughing, and it took at least 

five trial runs each before we thought we had our excuses committed to memory. Once we had 

both finished and hung up our cell phones, we felt extremely relieved and started goofing off 

while waited for my grandma’s car to pull away.  

 Carter had already left for school when it started getting colder outside, and time kept 

ticking but Grandma’s car didn’t budge. We decided to give it another half hour, and if she 
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didn’t leave, then we were just going to sneak back into the house anyways. Of course nothing 

ever goes as planned, so after the half hour was up, we crept into the house, only to be intercept-

ed by my grandma. We explained to her that it was a testing day and that because we had fin-

ished early, we were allowed to go home. The kind old lady just clapped her hands together and 

shouted, “Oh, how wonderful! I’ll just leave you two girls alone then. Have a good day!” Ashley 

and I, pleased with our quick thinking, proceeded up to my room with an armful of junk food 

while trying not to burst out laughing.  

 While we were eating and reminiscing, we started to talk about all of the things that we 

wanted to do before we graduated from high school. I got out a notebook and a pen, and we 

started to write them all down. Fist on the list, and first to be crossed off was “skip school.” We 

listed it mainly as a trophy of our recent accomplishment that we wanted due credit for. Follow-

ing it were things like “get a detention,” “go to school drunk,” “buy condoms,” “go skinny dip-

ping,” and a bunch of other silly things that rebellious teenage girls would find fascinating.  

 Since we were already able to cross one item off the list, we decided to make it a produc-

tive day and try to knock off another. We had an entire day with no supervision, so Ashley and I 

ransacked my mom’s closet, and each of us put on one of her work suits and a pair of stilettos, 

and then stood side by side as we stared at our reflections in the mirror. We looked like we were 

trying too hard, and that it wasn’t working. However, after we put the finishing touches on (too 

much makeup, including some dark lipstick), we were very satisfied with the results. Then, Ash-

ley and I, feeling confident that we didn’t look like silly girls playing dress-up, headed off to the 

local store and headed straight for the condom section.  

 We felt extremely nervous as we made our selection, Warming Sensations, and could feel 

multiple sets of eyes on us as we made the march of shame in Mommy’s clothes to the cash reg-

ister. Of course, we had to grab a few other things so that it would look like we had more of a 

purpose for being there. We settled on a Cosmopolitan magazine, and some more junk food 

(something every “successful business woman” needs for her lunch break). Items in hand, we 

went to the checkout counter. We had previously decided who would have to carry the items, and 

who would have to claim them as her own to pay for. I had to do the latter of the two. After a 

few minutes of blushing and giggling as our items were rang up and bagged, we walked out the 

front door feeling victorious. It’s funny how such a simple purchase on a day off can make you 
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feel that way when you’re so young. We drove back home, and were able to cross one more 

thing off our list.  

 The next day at school all of our friends were asking where we were, but we just snick-

ered and pretend-coughed and said almost simultaneously, “We were sick.” We handed in our 

fake notes and were feeling confident that we would be “feeling sick” again very soon. Halfway 

through the day I received a text from my dad saying that he got a call from the school verifying 

the note that he had allegedly written for me. He lied for me so that he could handle the matter 

himself after he got out of work. Ashley’s parents, on the other hand, were not so kind. They 

threw her under the bus, and shortly after, Ashley was called down to the office to be sentenced 

to a day of in-school suspension. 

 Ashley was in tears and grounded indefinitely, and I had a stern talking to with a week of 

no cell phone. Just like that, our most perfect day was crushed, and it took only a couple of 

phone calls. After that, we got better at breaking the rules. And by graduation, we had crossed 

everything off of our silly little list.  

 

Note: Alexa Frazee was an Ohio University student when she wrote this essay. 
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“I’m a Big Kid Now” Questions: 

• What can you learn from this autobiographical essay that may help you to write your autobio-
graphical essay? 
 
Alexa Frazee has a good beginning sentence that arouses interest: 
 

Ashley and I were halfway through our sophomore year of high school when we started 
to really feel the onset of rebellion. 

 
The list that the two girls makes is interesting: 
 

Following it, were things like “get a detention,” “go to school drunk,” “buy condoms,” 
“go skinny dipping,” and a bunch of other silly things that rebellious teenage girls would 
find fascinating.  

 
Alexa Frazee ends her essay in an interesting way: 
 

After that, we got better at breaking the rules. And by graduation, we had crossed every-
thing off of our silly little list. 

 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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Ronald & Me: It Will Never Be 
By Kaily Buemi (1,258 words) 

At the ripe age of three, my true fear came to life, and this was not just any old fear. This 

fear involved something terrifying: something that is not human. It involved something with 

white skin, ruby lips, round nose and fire hair. It had feet the size of Montana and hands that 

could easily rip you in half. Of course, I am talking about a clown, but not just any clown. It was 

a clown whose image makes my skin raise and crawl around like centipedes. Now who could 

that possibly be? Ronald McDonald. I know—he scares you, too. Don’t worry, I’ll spare you the 

vivid details of his appearance and focus on why I’ve been plotting my revenge against him for 

the past 17 years.  

It was just like any normal Saturday in the Buemi household. Dad was chasing me around 

the kitchen with his hand shaped like some kind of crazy claw trying to tickle me, and Mom was 

reading a book while wondering how she ever fell in love with such a man. But today was not 

any ordinary day, oh no—today was the day my worst nightmare came to life. 

Every Saturday in my house was a day of relaxation. My father didn’t work, and my 

mother didn’t cook. Instead, my parents would treat me to the meal of my choice. “Of course I 

want McDonald’s, daddy!” I’d say as loud as my little lungs could puff out the words. “I don’t 

know, hunny. Why not somewhere with a healthier selection?” my mother chimed in. Instantly I 

turned to my mother and gave her the saddest puppy face I could. “Pretty, pretty please, mom-

my?” It worked every time. “Okay,” Mom gave in, “only if you promise to be a good girl.” I bat-

ted my big blue eyes and smiled angelically, “I’m always a good girl, mommy! I am your little 

angel!” I was a crafty child and from a young age knew how to wear them down. “McDonald’s it 

is,” Mom said. 

I was so happy I could hardly contain myself. I ran excitedly to my room and picked out 

my favorite OshKosh B’Gosh pink-corduroy overalls and put them on—backwards. My mom 

walked in and instantly broke out in laughter. “Are you trying to be a big girl today?” she 

laughed and redressed me appropriately. “Don’t you want to look presentable? And what if we 

see Ronald McDonald?” Who? I had no idea who she was talking about, but there is nothing 

threatening about the name “Ronald,” right? That’s what I thought, but I couldn’t have been 

more wrong.  
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I climbed into the back of my dad’s navy-blue Cougar and prepared for our adventure. I 

did everything I could to keep myself calm. I watched the birds flying above—I sang Disney 

tunes—I did anything to occupy myself on that seemingly endless seven-minute journey. At last, 

we made it. I could hear the Hallelujah Chorus playing in the back of my head. I ran inside so 

fast that I nearly tripped over my own feet, which seemed to be moving at a much quicker pace 

than the rest of my body. Before my parents could even get inside, I ran through the crowd and 

maneuvered my way to the front of the line. “Um, ok, I’m ready! Can I please have a hamburger 

kid’s meal with a soda and a Barbie toy, please?” I had been ready to say that all afternoon. My 

parents squeezed their way through the crowd and found me at the register. “What can I say? 

She’s a big girl now,” my dad laughed. I got my meal and headed for a table, and up until this 

point, I was the happiest girl in the world. However, that all changed in about three minutes.  

I am not sure if this was part of my parents’ ingenious plan to cure my fear of clowns, but 

if it was, they failed miserably. I’d already experienced a few bad encounters with these satanic 

creatures at birthday parties, and my parents knew that I did not take this fear lightly. It just so 

happened that Ronald McDonald was visiting our local McDonald’s that day, and allegedly our 

encounter was purely coincidental. What could be worse than being in the same room as that 

monster? I would have to say it was being within reaching distance of those fingerprint-

concealing gloves. I was the youngest child there—how perfect. Of course, this is what directed 

Ronald’s attention to me. He immediately wanted to pick me up and entertain me—or abduct 

me. I’ll never know which.  

Let me quickly explain my reasoning for being terrified of clowns, because I know many 

can’t understand this fear. What is it exactly, that draws these crazies to children? These crazies 

are big, scary strangers who conceal their true identities and then go play with other people’s 

kids. I don’t know about you, but that sounds a little whacky to me. Apparently, I was the only 

one smart enough to recognize that, because when that crazy man dressed in crazy clothes picked 

me up, I began crying hysterically. I did not know this man, or why he was covered in white and 

red makeup and had shoes that could crush me. Going back to my general knowledge as a young 

child, the phrase “Stranger Danger” rapidly ran through my mind. I was pretty sure he was going 

to make a run for the door with me still in his arms. That, or his teeth were about to turn into gi-

ant fangs so he could devour his lunch, and baby-back-ribs were the specialty of the day. So I did 

the only thing I could as a helpless child—screamed my bloody lungs out.  
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I looked around with my blurry, bloodshot eyes for someone to help me. My dad was 

standing close by, laughing embarrassingly and watching Ronald try to nervously calm me 

down. I could hear the chuckles around me. People were laughing, but I didn’t think it was fun-

ny. Tears were streaming down my face, and I couldn’t control my screaming. “It’s okay, pump-

kin pie, he doesn’t want to hurt you,” my mom said, trying to calm me down. In my mind all I 

could think was, “Oh, really? How do you know that? I’m pretty sure he probably has a secret 

dungeon of torture for kids whose parents are dumb enough to trust him.” This may seem over-

exaggerated, but watch the movie It, and you’ll quickly rise to my level of concern about these 

beasts that freely roam the streets.  

I realized that simply screaming was not sending across the appropriate message. It was 

sending an I-am-really-scared-and-don’t-like-this message, but I wanted to send a PUT-ME-

THE-HELL-DOWN kind of message. Once my screams turned into violent struggling to get 

free, good ole Ronald got the picture. “Oh, okay then, here is your daddy,” he said nervously as 

he handed me back to my father, who was still laughing at the whole situation. “Calm down, 

you’re fine,” he said with a sigh. I was relieved, and my breathing slowly stabilized. My parents 

high-tailed it out of there, probably due to the embarrassment I had just caused them. From that 

point on, I never had to deal with clowns again. My parents learned that day to never again test 

the boundaries of my fear, or my lung capacity.  

 

Note: Kaily Buemi was an Ohio University student when she wrote this essay. 
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“Ronald & Me: It Will Never Be” Questions: 

• What can you learn from this autobiographical essay that may help you to write your autobio-
graphical essay? 
 
Kaily Buemi’s beginning sentences arouse interest in the reader: 
 

At the ripe age of three, my true fear came to life, and this was not just any old fear. This 
fear involved something terrifying: something that is not human. It involved something 
with white skin, ruby lips, round nose and fire hair. It had feet the size of Montana and 
hands that could easily rip you in half.  

 
Kaily Buemi uses a good simile here: 
 

It was a clown whose image makes my skin raise and crawl around like centipedes. 
 
Kaily Buemi uses two very good long, hyphenated adjectives here (and she makes good use of 
all capital letters): 
 

I realized that simply screaming was not sending across the appropriate message. It was 
sending an I-am-really-scared-and-don’t-like-this message, but I wanted to send a PUT-
ME-THE-HELL-DOWN kind of message. 

 
Laily Bailey makes good use of the word “baby” here: 
 

That, or his teeth were about to turn into giant fangs so he could devour his lunch, and 
baby-back-ribs were the specialty of the day. 

 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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Advice for Writing 
 

Rules of Writing from George Orwell 
 
A scrupulous writer, in every sentence that he writes, will ask himself at least four questions, 
thus: What am I trying to say? What words will express it? What image or idiom will make it 
clearer? Is this image fresh enough to have an effect? And he will probably ask himself two 
more: Could I put it more shortly? Have I said anything that is avoidably ugly? But you are not 
obliged to go to all this trouble. You can shirk it by simply throwing your mind open and letting 
the ready-made phrases come crowding in. They will construct your sentences for you—even 
think your thoughts for you, to a certain extent—and at need they will perform the important ser-
vice of partially concealing your meaning even from yourself. It is at this point that the special 
connection between politics and the debasement of language becomes clear. 
 
What is above all needed is to let the meaning choose the word, and not the other way about. 
One can often be in doubt about the effect of a word or a phrase, and one needs rules that one can 
rely on when instinct fails. I think the following rules will cover most cases: 
 
 1. Never use a metaphor, simile or other figure of speech that you are used to seeing in print. 
 2. Never use a long word where a short one will do. 
 3. If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out. 
 4. Never use the passive where you can use the active. 
 5. Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word or a jargon word if you can think of an   
  everyday English equivalent. 
 6. Break any of these rules sooner than say anything barbarous. 
 
Source: George Orwell: “Politics and the English Language” 
 

Novelist Ann M. Martin’s Top Ten Writing Tips 

 1.  Practice. Write something every day. 
 2.  Read as much as you can—it’s one of the best ways to become a better writer. 
 3.  Write about something that interests you. 
 4.  Find a comfortable place to write and get into a routine. Try to write every day whether you  
   feel like it or not. 
 5.  Think of an interesting way to start your writing: something that will capture the interest of  
   your reader. 
 6.  Keep at it. Don’t quit. 
 7.  Revise and edit your work. 
 8.  Don’t be afraid of writer’s block. When it happens, walk away from your writing and come  
   back to it later. 
 9.  Ask for advice. Start a writers’ group with some friends and share your writing.  

 10.  Take a creative writing class, if you can. 
 
By the way, Ms. Martin works very hard on the conclusions of her novels. Although her outlines 
tell her when her book will end, she says, “Even so, it’s sometimes hard to write the very last 
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sentence. It’s the last thing the reader will read, and it has to be just right.” In addition, one way 
she combats writer’s block is to stop in the middle of a sentence, then walk away from the writ-
ing. When she comes back, she finishes the sentence; often, that is enough to stop the writer’s 
block.  

Source: Marylou Morano Kjelle, Ann M. Martin, pp. 51, 53-54, 71. 
 

Roger Ebert Quotation 
 

“I am no novelist, but I am a professional writer, and I know two things that interviewers never 
believe: (1) the Muse visits during, not before, the act of composition, and (2) the writer takes 
dictation from that place in his mind that knows what he should write next.”—Roger Ebert, Re-
view of Starting Out in the Evening 
 

Advice from Karen Hesse 
 
Karen Hesse, author of Out of the Dust, advises writers, “Write! Keep a journal, a diary, write 
poetry, vignettes, short stories, character sketches, descriptions of places, people, things. You 
don’t have to think in terms of an entire book. Develop your powers of observation, use all of 
your senses, and don’t forget to use your heart and soul as you take the measure of your world. 
Live life, experience a range of possibilities, look at the way things connect, intersect. Be a dedi-
cated observer. And READ! Read every day. Read the paper, read magazines, read short stories, 
poetry, novels, nonfiction. Read fantasy and history and sports and biography. READ, READ, 
READ.  
 
Source: Clarke, Nzingha. Karen Hesse. New York: The Rosen Publishing Group, 2006, pp. 71-
72. 
 

Advice from Jane Yolen 
 

Children’s author Jane Yolen writes, “I have three pieces of advice for young writers. One: Read, 
read, read! You must read every day, and try to read a wide range of books. Two: Write, write, 
write! Keep a journal, write letters, anything to keep the ‘writing muscles’ in shape. Three: Don’t 
let anyone stop you from writing. Be persistent no matter what the ‘naysayers’ or critical editors 
have to say about your writing.” She also says, “1. Write what interests you. 2. Write for the 
child inside of you—or the adult, if you are writing adult books. 3. Write with honest emotion. 4. 
Be careful of being facile. 5. Be wary of preaching. 6. Be prepared for serendipity.” 

 
Source: Daniel, Susanna. Jane Yolen. New York: The Rosen Publishing Group, 2004, pp. 66-67. 
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Writing Rules: How Do I Use Hyphens? 
 
When you put two or more words together to form an adjective that comes before the noun 
it modifies, use a hyphen or hyphens to connect the adjective-forming words together. 
 
I am applying for an entry-level position in your chemical department. 
 
I am applying for a part-time position in your chemical department. 
 
I am applying for a full-time position in your chemical department. 
 
I have used my problem-solving skills to increase profits and decrease costs at SSI Industries. 
 
Last Monday was a two-pots-of-coffee-and-three-packs-of-cigarettes day. 
 
Your internships give students hands-on experience. 
 
When the adjective follows the noun it modifies, no hyphen is needed. 
 
The road was well paved.  
 
Some words are always hyphenated. (Check a dictionary). 
 
At SSI Industries, I worked part-time. 
 
I worked part-time at SSI Industries. 
 
At SSI Industries, I worked full-time. 
 
I worked full-time at SSI Industries. 
 
No hyphen is needed with -ly words. 
 
The extremely drunk student worshipped at the porcelain altar. 
 
An incredibly strong student broke the world record. 
 
Do not use spaces on either side of a hyphen. 
 
Wrong: She is a well - trained engineer. 
 
Right: She is a well-trained engineer. 
  
Right: She wishes to manage a four- or five-star hotel. (This sentence uses a suspended hyphen.) 
 
Right: Mark Twain was a late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century writer. 
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When you combine two or more words to form an adjective that appears before the noun it 
modifies, use a hyphen or hyphens to connect the adjective-forming words together. 

 
“And they will not know that gasping, oh-my-freaking-God-I-almost-didn't-make-it feel-

ing you get when you struggle and gasp and wheeze and just barely reach the other side and you 
just know, deep in your innocent 6-year-old soul, that you just brushed flippers with the 
Scythed, Black-Robed One.” — Mark Morford, writing about the deep end vanishing from 
modern-day swimming pools 
 

• As an 11-year-old gymnast, Shannon Miller finished second (behind Wendy Bruce) in the 
all-around competition in the Alamo Classic. Afterward, the pre-teen Shannon signed auto-
graphs for her adoring fans. In fact, when her father, Ron, went up to talk to her, other parents 
grew angry at him because they thought he was cutting in line. 

 
• Greg Maddux played for the Chicago Cubs and the Atlanta Braves. As a 12-year-old Little 

Leaguer, he was so gifted a pitcher that his coach would not allow him to pitch in a champion-
ship game, saying that allowing him to pitch would not be fair to the other team! (Greg played, 
but did not pitch, and his team won the championship.) 

 
• Shannon Martin was six years old when she won an age-12-and-under roping contest, for 

which she was written up in the Roping Sports News. Because she hadn’t learned to read yet, she 
kept saying to her father, “Come on, Dad. Read it again.” 

 
• When Canadian gymnast Elfi Schlegel was seven years old, she won her first competition. 

As a reward, she was given a trophy, while the second- and third-place competitors were given 
medals hanging from ribbons. Ms. Schlegel was so young that she was disappointed that she 
didn’t win a medal necklace like her friends had. 

Note: In the anecdote above, the word “second” has a suspended hyphen.  
 
• While husband-and-wife dancers Ted Shawn and Ruth St. Denis were touring together 

with the Ziegfeld Follies, they occasionally found themselves short of money. Once they needed 
$6 to make a short bus ride, but Mr. Shawn had only $5 on him. Ms. St. Denis came up with 95 
cents in silver and two pennies. Mr. Shawn then searched his pockets and found three more 
cents. They then bought their tickets and boarded the bus, without even a cent on them. And yet 
they were making $3500 a week. 

 
• Cat-owning famous authors have the same problems as other cat owners. The young 

daughter of the niece of the ex-wife of Walter Tevis, author of the novels The Hustler, The Color 
of Money, and The Man Who Fell to Earth, all of which were made into movies, remembers this 
about her famous relative: “The cat pooped in his red sheepskin slippers. He put his foot into it 
and then threw the shoe out the window.” 
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Writing Rules: How Do I Correct Dangling Modifiers? 
 

Spotting Dangling Modifiers 
 
“To spot a dangling modifier, look for a sentence that begins with a modifier but doesn’t name 
the person, idea, or thing modified. Readers will think the modifier refers to the subject of the 
sentence that follows. If it doesn’t, the modifier dangles.”—The Longman Pocket Writer’s Com-
panion 
 
Example No. 1 
 
The following sentence says that the Courthouse was walking down Court Street: 
 

Dangling Modifier: Walking down Court Street, the Courthouse glittered in the sun. 
 
The clause “Walking down Court Street” modifies what follows it: “the Courthouse.” Clearly, 
this is wrong—the Courthouse was not walking down Court Street.  
 
To get rid of the dangling modifier, the writer needs to identify who was walking down the 
street. 
 

Correct: Walking down Court Street, I saw the Courthouse glittering in the sun. 
 
Example No. 2 
 
The following sentence says that the police tested positive for many and various illegal drugs: 
 

Dangling Modifier: Having tested positive for many and various illegal drugs, the police 
arrested the suspect. 
 

The clause “Having tested positive for many and various illegal drugs” modifies what follows it: 
“the police.” Clearly, this is wrong—the police did not test positive for many and various illegal 
drugs.  
 
To get rid of the dangling modifier, the writer needs to correctly identify who tested positive for 
many and various illegal drugs. 
 

Correct: Having tested positive for many and various illegal drugs, the suspect was ar-
rested by the police. 
 
Also Correct: After the suspect tested positive for many and various illegal drugs, the 
police arrested him. 
Note: This sentence avoids the use of the passive tense: “was arrested.” 
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Miscellaneous Writing Rules 
 

Note: The writing process consists of two major activities: 1) the creative part, and 2) the critical 
(editing and proofreading) part. While writing, you may want to put the critical part of your mind 
on hold and concentrate instead on producing new material; however, later in the writing process 
you need to examine what you have written with a critical eye. It is an excellent idea to know the 
major writing rules; that will help in the critical part of the writing process. 

 
Use Italics for Emphasis 

 
If you wish to emphasize a word or to show that a person emphasized a word in dialogue, itali-
cize that word. 
 

• Margot Fonteyn and the Sadler’s Wells Ballet once gave a disastrous performance on the 
slippery floor of Constitution Hall in front of President Harry Truman. Dancers came out on the 
stage, slipped and fell, and then, after the dance, with tears streaming from their eyes, returned to 
their dressing rooms, saying, “It’s impossible. I just couldn’t stand up.” Ms. Fonteyn was filled 
with confidence and thought, “That won’t happen to me,” but she too ended up falling on her 
face. 

 
• Before World War II, Lucy Carrington Wertheimer ran an art gallery that concentrated on 

the work of then-modern artists. Often, she heard only criticism of these artists’ works, although 
many of them became well known and well respected as artists later. One late afternoon, after 
she had heard nothing but criticism all day, a couple of tourists dropped into her gallery and 
made very admiring remarks about the works of art, although unfortunately they had no money 
with which to buy them. Ms. Wertheimer was so happy to hear their positive comments—
especially about a picture by Kolle that they admired—that she gave it to them: “Please have it. 
Please take it away with you. Do go on enjoying it.” 

 
Use Commas to Separate the Items in a Series of Three or More 

 
Use commas to separate the items in a series of three or more. 

Ex: I like Sarah Silverstone, Lenny Bruce, and Richard Pryor. 
 
Do not use a comma to separate the items in a series of two. 

Ex: I like Laurel and Hardy. 
 

• Elizabeth Alexander’s mother once said, “It’s not hard to lose weight. You just eat no sug-
ar, no carbohydrates, and half of everything else.” Elizabeth’s little brother replied, “But there 
is nothing else.” 

 
• When Randy, Judy Blume’s daughter, was a toddler, she used to mix together soap, sham-

poo, and baby powder while taking a bath and then pat her face with the goo, which she called 
“freckle juice.” Judy knew a good title when she heard it, and in 1971 she published Freckle 
Juice. 
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Exercise: Hyphens 
 

Some hyphenated adjectives that you create can be quite long and may be appropriate to your 
essay, especially if you are writing a humorous essay. 
 
Not Vivid: Yesterday was a stressful day. 
 
Vivid: Yesterday was a three-pots-of-coffee-and-two-packs-of-cigarettes day. 
 
Write a long hyphenated adjective for a few of these sentences. 
 
Not Vivid: She was a beautiful woman. 
 
Vivid: 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Not Vivid: He was a handsome man. 
 
Vivid: 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Not Vivid: He was a boring teacher. 
 
Vivid: 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Exercise: Dangling Modifiers 
 

Example 
 
The following sentence says that my grandfather was still in diapers when he went back to col-
lege: 
 

Dangling Modifier: Still in diapers, my grandfather went back to college. 
 

The clause “Still in diapers” modifies what follows it: “my grandfather.” Clearly, this is wrong— 
my grandfather was not in diapers when he went back to college.  
 
To get rid of the dangling modifier, the writer needs to correctly identify who was still in diapers. 
 

Correct: While I was still in diapers, my grandfather went back to college. 
 

Dangling Modifier Exercise #1 
 

Correct these dangling modifiers: 
 
1. Driving much too fast, the car swerved out of control. 
 
 
2. By writing my autobiographical essay, readers will be entertained. 
 
 
3. Working the night shift, the little son and daughter were rarely seen. 
 
 
 

Dangling Modifier Exercise #2 
 

Write one or more funny dangling modifiers: 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Class 8: Autobiographical Essay Project— 
Proofreading and Reviewing 

 
California Vacation 

By Raina Wolfe-Stein (1,036 words) 

It was 2002, the summer before my senior year of high school, and I was visiting my best 

friend, Emma, in Arizona. Emma and I had met at school in 8th grade, and we soon became best 

friends because of our shared love of gymnastics, shopping, and adventure! However, a year af-

ter we’d met, Emma and her family moved away to Glendale, Arizona. Although we were then 

living almost 2,000 miles apart, we remained best friends by writing each other letters, talking on 

the phone, and visiting whenever we could. I was lucky because my dad was happy to pay for me 

to fly out to Arizona every summer, where I would spend a week or two with Emma and her 

family. I loved visiting in the summer, even though the temperatures were usually in the 110’s 

every day. Emma and I would spend hours in her pool, doing crazy tricks off the diving board 

and working on our tans. We also entertained ourselves by shopping, going to see movies, and 

sneaking out of the house at night. We always tried to get away with as much as we could. 

On this particular visit, Emma and I decided that we needed to do something bigger and 

better. The plan we devised was to take a road trip and head to California for a few days. I had 

never been to California, and I was anxious to go to the ocean and check out some surfers! First 

Emma asked her mom if we could go, and she agreed pretty easily. I wasn’t surprised, since 

Emma’s mom was generally much more lenient than mine. Next, I had to make the phone call to 

my mom to ask permission to go on the road trip. I remember telling her, “Mom, it will be totally 

safe! You can trust us!” And of course my mom worrying, “You’ve never done a long drive like 

that. What will you do if you get lost or the car breaks down? Where are you girls planning to 

stay once you get there?” The questions continued, and I was sure that the final answer was go-

ing to be a firm “NO.” Amazingly, after some serious persuading on my part, my mom gave in! I 

was shocked but elated, and Emma and I immediately began preparing so we could leave the 

next morning. Since her car didn’t have a CD player, we made a tape of Eminem’s latest CD, 

The Eminem Show, to listen to on the drive. We also packed our bathing suits, flip-flops, and 

beach towels, and we were ready to go! 
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The next morning, Emma and I were excited to start out for California. We had decided 

to go to Huntington Beach, a town outside of Los Angeles, because it was a popular beach town, 

and also because Emma had been there once before. The drive from Glendale to Huntington 

Beach took about six hours, and we took turns driving on the way. But soon we were there! I 

couldn’t wait to see the ocean, but we also knew that we needed to find a place to stay first. We 

hadn’t reserved a hotel room, and decided instead to just find somewhere to stay when we got 

there. The first hotel we went to was too expensive, and also required that whoever was renting 

the room be 18, which neither of us was at the time. The next place we checked out was more 

affordable, and they didn’t say anything about us not being 18. So we were in! After getting 

checked into the room, we immediately headed down to the beach.  

Over the next couple days, Emma and I had a great time exploring all that Huntington 

Beach had to offer. We visited the surfing museum, swam in the ocean, and walked up and down 

the boardwalk. We also got airbrush tattoos (because we both wanted real tattoos but couldn’t get 

them since we weren’t 18 yet) and went and saw the movie Blue Crush (a popular movie at the 

time about a group of surfer girls). Of course, the time in California flew by, but we wanted to 

make the most of our last day there. We decided to spend our last day in California at Six Flags 

Magic Mountain, and then drive straight home from there. We knew that we had a long drive 

ahead of us, but nonetheless we stayed at Six Flags almost until it closed. Instead of leaving the 

theme park when we knew we should, we decided to go on one more rollercoaster. We waited in 

line for over two hours to go on the newest rollercoaster at the park, but it was worth the wait 

because it was an awesome ride! We didn’t realize how tired we were until we were walking to 

the car, and then we began dreading the six-hour drive that lay ahead. 

Luckily there were two of us, but since one person was usually sleeping, it didn’t really 

help whoever was driving to stay awake! Also, if you’ve ever driven from Arizona to California, 

you know that most of the drive goes through uninhabited desert. No lights. Few places to stop. 

Nothing to help keep a tired driver awake! Fortunately, neither of us fell asleep at the wheel, 

though we did stop a couple of times so we could sleep long enough to get going again. When 

we finally pulled into Emma’s driveway, it was almost five in the morning. We were so happy to 

be back, and we stumbled into the house and headed straight to bed!  

Although the drive back was not the highlight of the trip, so many other great moments 

happened along the way. I have returned to Huntington Beach a couple of times since that vaca-
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tion, and I have added even more great memories of the times I’ve spent there. However, I will 

always remember the trip Emma and I took because it was my first time in California, and the 

first road trip I went on without any adults. Just being able to go on our own, two teenagers on a 

great adventure, will always make that trip stand out. 

 

Note: Raina Wolfe-Stein was an Ohio University student when she wrote this essay. 
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“California Vacation” Questions: 

• What can you learn from this autobiographical essay that may help you to write your autobio-
graphical essay? 
 
In the opening paragraph, Raina Wolfe-Stein does a good job of letting her readers know who 
Emma is. 
 
Raina Wolfe-Stein does a good job of explaining a reference that her readers may not know: 
 

We also got airbrush tattoos (because we both wanted real tattoos but couldn’t get them 
since we weren’t 18 yet) and went and saw the movie Blue Crush (a popular movie at the 
time about a group of surfer girls). 

 
 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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Taco Ring 
By Jessica Cibik (1,287 words) 

I can’t say I even knew about the bakeoff until I was a part of it. That’s just how my mom 

is, though; she finds something she knows we will enjoy and signs us up. And that is exactly 

what happened in March of 2000. I was in the fourth grade, enjoying the rights entitled to every 

kid, when I came home one day to my mom saying, “Hey Jess, how was school today? You are 

cooking dinner tonight.”  

“Moooom,” I whined, “why can’t you just cook dinner like normal?” 

“Because,” she replied, trying to mask her excitement, “you have one week to learn how 

to make a Taco Ring before the Second Annual Kid’s Pillsbury Bakeoff!”  

 At the time I had no idea what she was talking about; however, based on her enthusiasm I 

knew enough not to question her. All I knew was that I was in some sort of contest requiring me 

to cook dinner for the next week. I was thrilled, especially after I learned all the steps going into 

the preparation of the dish. For those who have never tried it, Taco Ring starts with a ring of 

crescent rolls which you pile ground sausage, diced onions and peppers, and shredded cheese 

onto before you run a roller over the crescent rolls to make a ring of tacos. Before this Pillsbury 

Bakeoff event, I always thought it was incredibly tasty.  

 After a little more explanation of the Pillsbury Bakeoff, I became more excited. I learned 

it was going to take place at the Great Lakes Science Center in downtown Cleveland, Ohio on 

March 18th. Kids between the ages of nine and thirteen could participate, but most of the kids 

were twelve or thirteen, which put me at a slight disadvantage because I was only ten years old. 

To enter me into the Bakeoff, my mom had to buy a Pillsbury product (she chose crescent rolls 

in order to make our family favorite Taco Ring) and put in my application at the Customer Ser-

vice desk at our local Giant Eagle. At random, fifty contestants were drawn and placed into the 

Bakeoff. Unfortunately, I was not one of the lucky contestants chosen. 

 A week before the Bakeoff, however, one of the contestants could not make it and they 

notified us that I was the runner-up. So with a week to prepare, my mom and I went grocery 

shopping. We picked up about ten packages of Pillsbury crescent rolls, sausage, cheese, onions,  

peppers and Old El Paso taco seasonings; then we headed home. An hour later, my poor kitchen 

looked as if a stray dog had gotten into our fridge, freezer, and pantry and a caveman had at-

tempted to use the stovetop and oven. I was disheartened, but my mom insisted it would become 
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easier with practice. “I’m not sure about that,” my dad choked as he tried to swallow his only 

bite of burnt crescent roll filled with dry ground meat. 

 As usual, my mom was right and by the end of the week my Taco Ring was better than 

hers. Unfortunately, by the time I had perfected it my family had grown disgusted with it. “This 

again,” my five-year-old brother complained, “why doesn’t mommy cook dinner anymore? You 

need to learn a different dinner, Jess.”  

 Finally, my big day arrived, or our big day I suppose I should say because my mom was 

probably more excited than all the kids there…combined. We walked into the Great Lakes Sci-

ence Center and immediately knew where to go. The common area, which was usually set up 

with fascinating experiments, now contained fifty conventional ovens. We carried our supplies 

over to my designated work area and one of the administrators came over to give me my Pills-

bury backpack. Inside I found a Pillsbury t-shirt, apron, hat and $50. My mom and I joked these 

were enough reasons to participate. Ten minutes before noon, we were instructed to wash up and 

ready our utensils. Since we were given only one hour to have the dish prepared and baked, time 

was as precious to us cooks as nectar to a hummingbird. We all watched the clock tick to the top 

of the hour, and on zero a mad scurry of kids started chopping, peeling, dicing, stirring and mix-

ing. I practically knew how to prepare the Taco Ring in my sleep thanks to my mom’s condition-

ing the prior week, but preparing it in a different environment was slightly disruptive. Since all 

the parents were instructed to watch from behind the line of ovens, I was entirely on my own to 

cook this time. Also, the Aurora Advocate, my hometown newspaper, was there to write a story 

about my experience (again at the request of my all-knowing mom). After my own part of chop-

ping, peeling, dicing, stirring and mixing was complete, I placed the dish in the oven and waited 

for the golden brown color to appear. 

 During the cooking time, at last I was able to fully answer the questions of the reporter 

from the Aurora Advocate. About the same time, Dan Deely, a well-known Cleveland radio host, 

saw the interview occurring and decided to ask me a few questions of his own. Thanks to the 

perfect timing not only did I appear in our hometown paper but I was on the radio as well. Talk  

about a big day for a ten-year-old. Towards the end of the interview, though, I saw my mom pac-

ing back and forth with her neck craned trying to see inside the darkened oven. She was not al-

lowed to physically help me in the process, but I knew what my mom in distress looked like. I 

ran over to my cooking area and sure enough the Taco Ring was finished. Later, Mom had her 
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own interview with the reporter in which she stated how nervous she was since we were using 

the newer ovens; she was convinced by using the older oven at home to practice I would not 

bring the dish out in time. 

 I clearly remember carefully lifting my final masterpiece out of the oven and proudly 

placing it on the counter in front of me. One of the judges glanced over and smiled, “Wow, does 

that look tasty.” I smiled from the inside out; that was all the judging I needed. Third place won 

$250, second place won $500, first place won a desktop computer and the grand-prize-winning 

contestant won a trip for a family of four to Florida. We all longed for that Florida vacation, or 

even the $250, but I think anyone who attended will agree that the experience alone was price-

less. Another perk to the contest was a free pass to the Science Center for the day and a ticket to 

see a movie at the OmniMax theatre.  

 My mom and I raced around the Science Center excitedly chatting about all the day had 

included. We were not paying very close attention to the science exhibits scattered throughout 

the rest of the Center, because we were so anxious for the judging to start. Finally, the time had 

come and we ran back to the baking area. Unfortunately, even though one judge complimented 

my Taco Ring, his opinion was not enough for my dish to place. Mom and I were not so disap-

pointed, though; we had a great day and were able to now sit calmly through our OmniMax mov-

ie, Everest, and relax. Being there, with all the excitement of the kids, the approval of the judges, 

and the anticipation of the results along with the free Pillsbury items and the $50, made all our 

hard practice seem worth it at the end of the day. However, my family refuses to eat Taco Ring 

ever again. 

 

Note: Jessica Cibik was an Ohio University student when she wrote this essay. 
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“Taco Ring” Questions: 

• What can you learn from this autobiographical essay that may help you to write your autobio-
graphical essay? 
 
Jessica Cibik does a good job of reproducing the sound of whining: 
 

“Moooom,” I whined, “why can’t you just cook dinner like normal?” 
 

Jessica Cibik writes a good description here: 
 

An hour later, my poor kitchen looked as if a stray dog had gotten into our fridge, freezer, 
and pantry and a caveman had attempted to use the stovetop and oven.  

 
Jessica Cibik does a good job of writing humorously: 
 

I was disheartened, but my mom insisted it would become easier with practice. “I’m not 
sure about that,” my dad choked as he tried to swallow his only bite of burnt crescent roll 
filled with dry ground meat. 
 

Jessica Cibik has an excellent conclusion that is very understandable considering that her family 
had to eat Taco Ring for an entire week: 
 

Being there, with all the excitement of the kids, the approval of the judges, and the antic-
ipation of the results along with the free Pillsbury items and the $50, made all our hard 
practice seem worth it at the end of the day. However, my family refuses to eat Taco 
Ring ever again. 

 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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Advice for Writing 
 
Will Hobbs: Advice for Writers 
 
“Write! You get better by doing it. Get a rough draft written that you can work with, and revise it 
later. Find a partner who also likes to write and read each other’s stuff, provide encouragement, 
make suggestions. Remember that both readers and writers are imagining what it’s like to be 
someone else, so write with the five senses. Let your readers hear, see, smell, touch and taste 
what your characters are experiencing.” 
 
Will Hobbs: A Scene from Beardance 
 
Young people’s author Will Hobbs wanted to write a scene in which a boy named Cloyd gets 
revenge on a man by cutting his peach trees with a chainsaw. 
 
Will Hobbs: First Draft 
 
“He made a cut in the dozen or so peach trees, about a third of the way through. He didn’t want 
them to die. He just wanted the leaves to wither and yellow, and the peaches to shrivel.” 
 
Will Hobbs: Revised Draft 
 
“He cut through the skin of the nearest tree and winced as he withdrew the saw. Beads of mois-
ture were forming along the edges of the fresh wound. From one to the next he ran with the saw 
roaring at full throttle, and he cut each of the twenty-two peach trees most of the way through. 
Each time, as the saw’s teeth bit into the thin bark, he hollered with hurt as if he felt the saw 
himself. He didn’t want to cut them down, he wanted them to die slowly. Before they died, their 
leaves would yellow and the peaches shrivel, and they would look just like his grandmother’s 
peaches.” 
 
Will Hobbs: Comments on the Two Drafts 
 
“In the first version, the narrator mostly tells us that Cloyd cut the trees. In the second, the narra-
tor shows it. Showing means using the five senses as you write. Everything we experience comes 
to us through our senses. When I wrote the first version of this scene, I assumed that Cloyd’s cut-
ting the peach trees would show his anger, without telling it. But in the first version, the reader 
cannot become very involved. Most of us have heard the sound a chainsaw makes, for example, 
but does the first version bring that vivid sound to mind? In the second version, we’re in Cloyd’s 
shoes, experiencing the awful moment through his senses. We see the teeth of the chain biting 
into the thin bark of the peach trees. We see the little beads of sap forming. We see and feel the 
cut as a wound in a living thing. Implicitly, we feel the saw in our own hands and feel the vibra-
tion running through our bodies. We hear the saw ‘roaring at full throttle.’ We hear Cloyd holler-
ing with hurt, and it feels as if we are hollering, too.” 
 
Source: Hal Markovitz, Will Hobbes, Philadelphia, PA: Chelsea, 2006. Pp. 49-51. 
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Writing Rules: How Do I Edit and Proofread? 
 
Editing 
 
In the editing process, make sure that you have answered the questions of your readers. 
 
Readers of an autographical essay may want to know how old the main character is. 
 
As the writer of an autobiographical essay, you know who the characters in the essay are, but 
you need to make sure that your readers know who they are. Therefore, make sure that you add 
enough detail that the readers will know who everybody is. 
 
As the writer of an autobiographical essay, you know facts that the readers don’t know. Be sure 
that you explain enough to answer the reader’s questions. For example, in an autobiographical 
essay, a student wrote about driving a pickup truck when she was five years old. I pointed out 
that she needed to add information to answer the readers’ questions: 1) How can a five-year-old 
reach the gas pedal and the brake? (Her father tied cans to the gas pedal and the brake.) 2) Did 
your parents have a problem with this? (Her mother had a major problem with this, but her father 
told her mother, “Don’t worry, she’ll be fine. My daddy started me driving when I was five years 
old.) 3) Why would a five-year-old be allowed to drive a truck? (She drove only out in a field 
where there nothing to hit but hay bales. She was not allowed to drive over five miles an hour. 
As she drove the truck, her father loaded hay bales onto the bed of the pickup.) 
 
In the editing process, make sure that you have a good title, a good introduction, and a 
good conclusion. 
 
All of these are important parts of your essay, and they are parts you need to pay special atten-
tion to. The title and the introduction should cause the reader to be interested in reading your es-
say, and the conclusion should state “The End” to your essay. No one should read the conclusion 
and then turn the page expecting to read more. 
 
Getting a review is an excellent idea. 
 
In a review, someone else looks over your writing and makes suggestions about changes that 
need to be made. A review can be very helpful in identifying questions that the reader has. If 
your reviewer asks questions about the content of your paper, you need to revise the paper to an-
swer those questions. 
 
Proofreading 
 
Proofread immediately after writing, 
 
It’s a good idea to correct obvious typos immediately after you wrote something and to also 
proofread some time after you have written something. Correcting obvious typos immediately 
after you write something is a good idea because typos are distracting and may keep you from 
noticing something important about content when you edit. 
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Proofread after some time has passed. 
 
It is also important to proofread after some time has passed. You know what you meant to write, 
and when you read what you wrote, you sometimes read things that are not there. For example, 
you may not notice that you left a word out of a sentence because when you read the sentence 
you read it as if the word were there. Start writing early enough that you can proofread after 
some time has passed. For example, you may write a draft, proofread it immediately, and then 
proofread it again the following day. 
 
Proofread three times—or more. 
 
Through experience, I know that proofreading once or twice is not enough. Write your paper far 
enough in advance of the due date that you can proofread it several times. 
 
Discover your weaknesses and eliminate them. 
 
To learn something, you have to discover that you do not know something. If you discover that 
you do not know the difference between then and than, take time and learn the difference. Mem-
orize what the words mean, and proofread your next paper to make sure that you are using these 
words correctly. 
 
Proofread both on the computer screen and on a hard copy. 
 
Proofread on the computer screen and later on a hard copy. Correct the obvious typos and then 
print out the essay and correct other typos. Sometimes, a comma and a period look alike on the 
computer screen.  
 
Use a spelling checker, but realize that you yourself have to proofread. 
 
Spelling checkers help, but they can’t do everything. They can help you find some obvious 
spelling errors, but you will still have to proofread. 
 
Check format and check for mechanical errors separately. 
 
Check format, and then check for mechanical errors. (Checking content is part of the editing pro-
cess.) 
 
Read every word—perhaps out loud. 
 
If it is a short paper, read it out loud. This will slow you down, and it is a good way to identify 
places where you left out a word. 
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Circle every punctuation mark as you check it. 
 
This can be a good way of helping you to focus on punctuation. Circle the punctuation mark and 
make sure that it is used correctly. 
 
Alter the point size of the words. 
 
Consider proofreading when the text is at 14-point size and then proofread the text when it is at 
12-point size, or vice versa. It is easy to change the point size of text.  
 
 

Some Well-Written Anecdotes 
 

• Some actor/directors are very giving of their time. Actor Thomas Jane has worked in the 
films The Punisher and Deep Blue Sea, and he starred in the HBO dramatic comedy series Hung. 
When he decided to direct and star in the straight-to-DVD thriller, Dark Country, he telephoned 
Mel Gibson, one of the most successful actors and actor/directors ever. Mr. Jane explained that 
his thriller would be straight to DVD, but Mr. Gibson still spoke to him for over an hour on the 
phone and gave him the benefit of his experience and advice. Mr. Gibson also said that the first 
time he both directed and starred in a movie, he telephoned actor/director Clint Eastwood, who 
passed on some advice from the man whom he had telephoned the first time he both directed and 
starred in a movie: Don Siegel. Mr. Siegel told him, “Don’t sell yourself short. Take time for 
yourself, as much time as you take for all the other actors and all the other aspects of production; 
spend as much time on yourself as you do on those people.” 

 
• Celebrities often move in the same circles. Just before graduating from high school, actress 

Jennifer Love Hewitt was being driven around in a car that would next be used to drive around 
actor Johnny Depp, a fact that Ms. Hewitt learned from talking to the driver. She asked the driver 
to tell Mr. Depp “Hi” for her. Apparently, the driver also told him that Ms. Hewitt was graduat-
ing. Quickly, Ms. Hewitt received a message on her answering machine: “My brother wants to 
send you flowers. Please call with your address.” She did call and asked, “Who is your brother?” 
The answer? “Johnny Depp.” And yes, Mr. Depp did send flowers to her when she graduated. 

 
• When Audrey Hepburn was a chorus girl, celebrated photographer Antony Beauchamp 

wanted to photograph her. Ms. Hepburn told him that she could not afford his fee, but Mr. Beau-
champ photographed her without charge. Years later, she requested that he be the photographer 
for stills of a movie she was shooting in Italy. Another important gift came later, from Gary 
Cooper, whom Ms. Hepburn worked with and greatly respected. After Mr. Cooper died, his wid-
ow sent Ms. Hepburn his 24-carat cigarette lighter, a gift she cherished. 
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Miscellaneous Writing Rules 
 

Note: The writing process consists of two major activities: 1) the creative part, and 2) the critical 
(editing and proofreading) part. While writing, you may want to put the critical part of your mind 
on hold and concentrate instead on producing new material; however, later in the writing process 
you need to examine what you have written with a critical eye. It is an excellent idea to know the 
major writing rules; that will help in the critical part of the writing process. 

 
Use a Comma and a Conjunction to Separate Two Independent Clauses  

 
An independent clause is a clause that can be corrected punctuated as a complete sentence. 
 

Ex: I like this, and she likes that. 
 

Note: The comma goes before the conjunction (the connecting word). 
 

• Fayard Nicholas of the dance team the Nicholas Brothers loved vaudeville and hung out in 
the theaters, watching all the acts and learning from them. When he was 11 years old, he decided 
to become an entertainer, so he created an act for himself and his brother and sister. They stayed 
up late rehearsing the act, and when their parents reminded them that it was a school night, 
Bayard told them, “We have something to show you.” Their parents watched the act, and then 
they looked at each other and said, “Hey, we have something here.” Their father had them audi-
tion for the manager of the Philadelphia’s Standard Theater, who quickly told him, “They’re 
booked for next week.” The Nicholas Brothers became a famous dance team in movies. 

 
• Johnny Logan was batting for the Braves when umpire Al Barlick called a strike on him. 

Mr. Logan disagreed with the call, so he took his bat and used it to draw a line in the dirt a few 
inches inside, which was where he thought the ball had been. Umpire Barlick did not say a word, 
but he took the bat from him and used it to write in the dirt, “$50 fine.” Then went back to um-
piring.  

 
An Important Writing Rule Concerning Dialogue 

 
Use a comma to set off direct address. 
 
What are the meanings of these two sentences? 
 
Number 1: “Thanks for writing, Brenda. 

In Number 1, the speaker is thanking Brenda for writing. 
 
Number 2: “Thanks for writing Brenda.” 

In Number 2, the speaker is thanking someone for writing to Brenda. 
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Exercise: Telling an Anecdote 
 

Humor/Satiric Technique: Be Funny in the Details 
 
Not Funny in the Details 
 

And before you accuse me of being some kind of wussy, please note that I am a sports guy my-
self, having had an athletic career on the track team at Pleasantville High School. 

 
Funny in the Details 
 

And before you accuse me of being some kind of sherry-sipping ascot-wearing ballet-attending 
MacNeil-Lehrer-NewsHour-watching wussy, please note that I am a sports guy myself, having 
had a legendary athletic career consisting of nearly a third of the 1965 season on the track team at 
Pleasantville High School (“Where the Leaders of Tomorrow Are Leaving Wads of Gum on the 
Auditorium Seats of Today”).—Dave Barry 
 

Note: Dave Barry uses parody in the passage above. Answers.com defines parody as “A literary 
or artistic work that imitates the characteristic style of an author or a work for comic effect or 
ridicule.” Mr. Barry parodies high school mottos when he writes a motto for Pleasantville High 
School: “Where the Leaders of Tomorrow Are Leaving Wads of Gum on the Auditorium Seats 
of Today.” 
 
Humor/Satiric Technique: Write a Triple 

 
Write a triple (three things, with the funny thing coming at the end): 

 
“‘Children need boooundarieees,’ child psychologists harangue in that sing-songy, whiny voice 
that annoys the crap out of me. ‘They need limits on what they’re allowed to dooooo.’ I whole-
heartedly agree. I am a firm believer in setting boundaries as a way to help children grow. My 
own kids have learned the Basic Rules for Getting Along in the Deckers’ House: be respectful to 
others, never hit your siblings, and never, ever cheer against the Colts.”—Erik Deckers 
 
“Trapped in time. Surrounded by evil. Low on gas.”—Poster for the movie Army of Darkness, 
starring Bruce Campbell 
 
“Dollywood surprises me. It embraces all the values of the American South—patriotism, Christi-
anity, and 3lb portions of apple pie…” — Simon Hattenstone 
 

“The perfect boyfriend will have three qualities: ______________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________.” 
 
Exercise: On a sheet of paper, tell an anecdote or joke in which you are funny in the details.  
If relevant, write one or more triples. 
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Exercise: Proofreading 
 
Proofreading is an important part of the writing process. As writers, we often want to entertain or 
inform our readers. To do that, we usually will make our writing easy to understand. We don’t 
want to annoy or distract the reader with bad proofreading. And we don’t want to get a low grade 
because of lack of proofreading on a paper that is important to us. 
 
Here is an essay with very good content but very bad proofreading. To raise the grade of the pa-
per from a very bad grade to a very good grade, proofread it.  
 

My Mother’s Death 

By David Bruce (983 words) 

Josephine Bruce my mother died at 7:40 p.m. Saturday, June 14, 2003, at Hickory Creeek 

Nursing Center in The Plains. 

She could have died a few weeks earlier at Doctors Hospital in Nelsonville, but I made 

the decision to have her connected to a machine that breathe for her. In doing this, I went against 

her wishes that she had had very clearly expressed to me previously. 

As it happened, this was most likely the right thng to do. She was connnected to the 

breathing machine for less than 12 hours and was then able to breathee on her own until she died 

Saturday. It was possible that she would have had to stay connnected to the breathing machine 

for the rest of her life. 

She forgave me for for my decision. 

In the additional weeks that remained to her, the most important thing we did together 

was to write lettters to all of her children. The babsic message of each letter was the same I love 

you and I know that you loove me. 

When she died, all of her children were with her.  

She knew she was dieing. When I saw her that morning I knew that she was very ill and I 

told her that this might be the day she died. When her doctor arrrived, he let her know that she 

would most likely not survive. 

This is exactly the way it should be. If I were dieing, I would want to know. 

She was not not afraid of death. She knew that it was time, and I think that she welcomed 

it. Like the old song says as a Christian she was wearing her traveling shoes. However like most 

of us, she was probably afraid that dieing might be painful. 
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Her dying was not painful. Doctors are human, and pain management is now an advanced 

art. Morfine took away the pain. 

Her dieing was fairly quick. Her doctor told me that she would probably die within 12 to 

24 hours. From the time he told me that to the time she dyed took seven and a half hours. 

The seven and a half hours were a a misery, but to wait 12 to 24 for her to die would have 

been an extended stay in Hell. 

When she died, one of her sons was holding her hand and one of her daughters was hold-

ing her left hand. Her other children were gaththered around her.  

Her death was quiet. The time between each breathe grew longer and longer and soon 

there was no next breathe. 

One minute she was alive and breatheing. The next minute—with no change in her ex-

presssion—she was dead. 

While she was dying, we played her favorite gospel and country music on her stereo. She 

died as her favorite singer John Denver was singing about going home again. 

People who live in nursing homes tend to have few opportunities to do good deeds that 

involve money, but one thing she did was to to send flowers to the Hickory Creek Nursing Cen-

ter kitchen to to thank the kitchen workers because she liked the food.  

People who live in nursing homes tend to have few possessions. Her most valuable pos-

sesssions were her music CDs, which—as as she requested—her children divided among them-

selves. 

An additional possesssion, which is valuable in educating future doctors, was her body. 

Months before she died, she donated her body to the Ohio University College of Osteopathic 

Medicine. That night, very quickly after she died, her body was taken away to the kollege. 

That was her finale good deed. Her gift will allow a future doctor to to be taught how to 

help people. 

People treated her well, both in life and in death. 

As a very ill patient, she spent time in O’Bleness Hospital in Athens and in Doctors Hos-

pital in Nelsonville. At each hospital, she she received excellent care. 

Of course, she spent much time at Hickory Creek Nursing Center in The Plains. No one 

who works there is paid even half what his or her work are worth. In this society, a bad actor in a 
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bad TV series can make hundreds of thousands of dollars a a year while the people doing very 

much more valuable work in nursing homes make very much lesss money. 

Because of my mother, I see the value of such government programs as Social Security, 

Medicare, and Medicaid. I see how valuable they are inin helpiing provide care for old people. If 

anything, more money shouldbe poured into these programs and and more mony should be 

poured into the government programs that help children. (Healthy adults such as myself should 

work and pay the taxes that support these programs. 

Of special note is a good deed performed bye the Reverend Denver Dodrill. Not being a 

church-going man—I went to church when my mother went before she began living in nursing 

homes—I hadn’t seen him in two or or threee years. However, I called him and he came to pray 

with my mother and read to her Psalm 23, which says, “Yea, thou I walk through the valley of 

the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me …. 

As my mother lay dieing, and after, Hickory Creek Nursing Center treated her children 

well. They provided a private room for her, one big enough for all seven of her children and a 

few other relatives to sit in. The kitchen workers provided coffee, tea, water, tea, and food. Some 

of the Hickory Creek employeeshugged me and said I was a good son. After she died, we were 

given all the time we wanted to say goodbye. We also made use of the chapel.  

Many people helped my mother and took care of her and comforted her children. She was 

much loved—and not just by herchildren. 
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Exercise: Writing Triples 
 

A triple is a series of three things, with the funny thing coming at the end: 
 
“‘Children need boooundarieees,’ child psychologists harangue in that sing-songy, whiny voice 
that annoys the crap out of me. ‘They need limits on what they’re allowed to dooooo.’ I whole-
heartedly agree. I am a firm believer in setting boundaries as a way to help children grow. My 
own kids have learned the Basic Rules for Getting Along in the Deckers’ House: be respectful to 
others, never hit your siblings, and never, ever cheer against the Colts.”—Erik Deckers 
 
“Trapped in time. Surrounded by evil. Low on gas.”—Poster for the movie Army of Darkness, 
starring Bruce Campbell 
 
“Dollywood surprises me. It embraces all the values of the American South—patriotism, Christi-
anity and 3lb portions of apple pie…” — Simon Hattenstone 
 
I had a million things running through my head: “What will it be like?” “Is my German good 
enough?” and most importantly, “What am I going to pack?” — Sarah Tignor 
 

Write a triple: 
  
The three best (or worst) things about my hometown (or school) are … 

 

My boyfriend (or girlfriend) has three qualities: … 

 

My boyfriend (or girlfriend) was angry at me because I … 

 

The three best (or worst) things about my last job were … 

 

During my most recent vacation, I … 

 

During my last visit, my older (or younger) brother (or sister) annoyed me by … 

 

The three best (or worst) things that have ever happened to me were … 

 

On the most (or least) exciting day of my life, these three events happened: … 

 

I was scared when …  
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Class 9: Autobiographical Essay Project— 
Peer Review Session 

 
Teacher’s Expectations for the Peer Review 

Your teacher expects you to do these things: 

• Bring a complete, carefully proofread draft to the peer review. Better, bring two copies. 

• Actively read the other person’s draft and seriously look for errors that the writer can correct. 

• Tell the writer something that he or she has done well. 

• Seriously give good advice to the writer about what the writer can do to improve his or her pa-
per. 

• Listen carefully to the other person’s comments about your paper. Don’t be defensive, even if 
you disagree with some of the other person’s comments. 

• Try to get at least two peer reviews. 

• If you have time after getting the peer reviews, look over and evaluate your paper. 

• Don’t ask the teacher, “Can we leave now?” 
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Peer Review Sheet: Autobiographical Essay 
 
1. Exchange papers with another student. 
 
2. Read the other student’s Autobiographical Essay. 
 
3. Write down briefly your opinion of the other student’s Autobiographical Essay. Good? Bad? 
Interesting? Boring? 
 
 
 
4. Write down any questions you would like to ask after reading the Autobiographical Essay. 
Was everything clear to you? Did you understand all the terms that were used? Do you have any 
questions about what did or did not happen?  
 
 
 
5. Write down one thing that the writer did well, in your opinion. 
 
 
 
6. Write down one thing that the writer should improve, in your opinion. 
 
 
 
7. Write down any other suggestions for improvement that you have for the paper. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. Go through the Autobiographical Essay again and make any proofreading corrections that 
need to be made. 
 
9. Go over the Autobiographical Essay orally with the writer. Make any comments or sugges-
tions for improvement that you would like to make. Of course, the writer will do the same things 
with the Autobiographical Essay that you wrote. 
 
10. Give this sheet of paper to the writer, then exchange Autobiographical Essays with another 
writer and go through the process again. 
 
11. Go home and revise your Autobiographical Essay. 
 
12. Hand in your paper on time to avoid the late penalty. Also, make sure that your Autobio-
graphical Essay uses dialogue, which is a requirement of this paper. 
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Peer Review Sheet: Reviewer 
 

The reviewer will hand this in to the teacher after making these comments to the writer. 
 
Name of Reviewer _________________________________ 
Name of Writer _________________________________ 
 
1. The writer brought in what kind of draft for the Peer Review (put an X on the appropriate 
line): 
 
Complete  ___________  
Zero ___________  
No Draft ___________  
 
• A complete draft is typed and carefully proofread and has all necessary parts. It has more than 
one page, and it has the addresses of both the writer and the reader. 
• A zero draft is incomplete and/or very badly proofread. 
 
2. The writer deserves praise for doing this right: 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. The writer can improve the essay (for example, you may write that the writer needs to answer 
one or more questions that occurred to you as you read the essay) by doing these things:  
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. The writer needs to learn these points of grammar, punctuation, or spelling (be specific; for 
example, you may write something such as “the writer needs to learn the difference between then 
and than”): 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
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A Few Rules for Writing Autobiographical Essays 
 

• The American style is to put commas and periods inside quotation marks. 
 

Ex: “Hello,” he said. “I haven’t seen you for ages.” 
 
• Set off speaker tags with a comma. Speaker tags are short phrases such as “he said” or “she re-
plied” or “David yelled” or “Sally asked.” 
 

Bill asked, “How are you?” 
Sally replied, “I am well.” 
“Hi,” she said. 
“Hello,” Brad Pitt said. 

 
• Set off direct address with a comma. Direct address occurs when someone is addressed directly 
by name or by a name. 
 

John shouted, “Bill, wait for me!” 
George said, “How are you, Sally?” 
Bill yelled, “Stay away from me, cheater!” 
“Hi, Mom.”  
“Hello, son.” 
“Welcome home, dear.”  
“Back off, sis.” 
“Keep away from me, pest.” 
“How are you, granddad?” 
“Up and at ’em, girls,” my father said.  
“Hello, Billy,” Dad said. 
 

• Don’t put a comma in front of a parenthesis. 
 

Wrong: Copeland could fix it, (or so he claimed). 
Right: Copeland could fix it (or so he claimed). 
Also Right: Copeland could fix it, or so he claimed. 
Also Right: Copeland could fix it—or so he claimed. 

 
• Delete throat-clearing words, especially when they are not part of dialogue. 
 

Bad: Well, the next thing that happened was …. 
Better: The next thing that happened was … 
 

• An excellent way to learn the rules for punctuating dialogue is to look at novels and autobio-
graphical short stories. For example, the following passage from Oddballs by William Sleator 
uses dialogue: 
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Things continued in this way without mishap for most of sixth grade. Then, toward 
the end of the school year, I made a fatal blunder: I invited Frank to sleep over. 

 It was going to be a great night, a Saturday. Two of our other friends were coming; 
there was plenty of space in my large attic room for sleeping bags. Vicky would be sleep-
ing at someone else’s house, so she wouldn’t be in our hair. I knew my parents would 
leave us alone—and they had said I could bring the TV up to the top floor; we could 
watch the kind of late movies they showed when kids were usually asleep. I had also just 
discovered two very lavishly illustrated new books in Mom’s medical library, which I 
knew everyone would find deeply fascinating. And since the attic was pretty well sound-
proofed, we’d be able to stay up all night if we wanted. 

 Frank was torn. He desperately wanted to come. But it was a certainty that his moth-
er would not allow him to spend the night without first checking all the details with my 
mother. So far, our mothers had never met, or even spoken on the phone, and we wanted 
to keep it that way. 

“If I ask her, she’ll call your mother up,” Frank told me miserably after school on Fri-
day. “She’ll ask her all sorts of questions, like if they’re going to keep an eye on us, and 
make us go to bed early, and stuff like that. And what if she finds out your mother isn’t 
there after school? I’ll never be able to come over again.” 

“Maybe I can get my mother to say they’ll make us go to bed early. And maybe she 
just won’t tell her how late she works,” I said, not too sure about this. But it was worth a 
try. The party wouldn’t be the same without Frank and his crazy sense of humor. And he 
was my best friend. “She wouldn’t be lying, exactly. I’ll ask her first, then call you.” 

 But as loose as Mom was, she had her limits. “Poor Frank,” she said. “I agree, his 
mother sounds like a pill. I guess I can imply that you’ll be supervised. But I can’t lie to 
her about how late I work. She’s his mother; she has a right to know the situation. Any-
way, what would someone like that do if she found out I lied to her? I dread to think.” 

“I’m not asking you to lie. Just don’t tell her. And if she asks, be vague.” 
 

Of course, you can criticize other people’s writing as well. For example, the author uses a cliché 
in the above passage: “she wouldn’t be in our hair.”  
 
• Q: Can you use “bad” words when writing this paper?  
A: Yes. (You may want to use asterisks: “Sh*t!”) 
 
• Q: Can you use words like “gonna” and “ain’t” when writing dialogue?  
A: If that is the way the characters speak, yes. 
 
• Remember to use all the normal rules of punctuation and writing well. For example, use the 
apostrophe as needed. 

 
Ex: We fell into each other’s arms. 
Ex: We saw each other on New Year’s Day. 
 

• Remember to avoid comma splices. Doublecheck your dialogue for comma splices. You may 
be able to correct a comma splice with a dash. 
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• Remember to set off parenthetical words with commas. “Though” appears occasionally in dia-
logue, and sometimes “though” is a parenthetical word. 
 
• Remember to avoid clichés. Often, clichés will appear in a first draft. The writing process con-
sists of working on a piece of writing until it is right. That includes identifying clichés and get-
ting rid of them. 
 

Example of a cliché: right off the bat. 
Example of a cliché: avoid it like the plague 

 
• Use hyphens where hyphens are needed. 
 

Correct: I was a mean eight-year-old. (“Eight-year-old” is a compound noun.) 
Correct: I was a mean eight-year-old boy. (“Eight-year-old” is an adjective that appears 
before the noun it modifies.) 
 

• Be aware that you should use “all right.” “Alright” is nonstandard. 
 

Correct: “All right, ladies,” Mom said. “It’s time to get up.” 
 
• Capitalize the words “Mom” and “Dad” when the words are used as names. 
 

Correct: “All right, ladies,” Mom said. “It’s time to get up.” 
Correct: “All right, ladies,” Dad said. “It’s time to get up.” 

 
• Remember to keep related words together. For example, the word “only” should be placed next 
to the word or words it modifies. 
 

Wrong: I only had two beers that night. 
Better: I had only two beers that night. 

 
• Remember not to overuse punctuation. Don’t use two or three exclamation points in a row. 
Don’t put an exclamation point and a question mark in a row. 
 
 Wrong: “That’s silly!!” 
 Better: “That’s silly!” 
 
 Wrong: “That’s silly!?” 
 Better: “That’s silly!” 
 
• Don’t put a question mark and a period together, and don’t put an exclamation mark and a peri-
od together. 
 
 Wrong: “Is that silly?.” 
 Better: “Is that silly?” 
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 Wrong: “That’s silly!.” 
 Better: “That’s silly!” 
 
• Write out numbers one through nine. Use numerals for 10 and above. Exception: Use numbers 
for dollar amounts. 
 

Ex: Only two of us could fit at one time. Three pigs went to market. 
Ex: I spent $4 for a cup of coffee. 
Ex: Over 400 cattle stampeded. 

 
Richard Roeper: Is Proofreading Important? 

 
… Harrah’s Joliet Casino sent out 11,000 coupons worth $525 apiece. The casino meant to 

send out coupons for $15 or $20, but the direct marketing vendor mistakenly printed tickets for 
the much larger amount. 

You can’t blame patrons for showing up and expecting the amount on the coupon, even if the 
offer did seem too good to be true. After several coupon-holders who were turned away com-
plained to the Illinois Gaming Board, Harrah’s was ordered to make good on the coupons, which 
could cost the casino some $5.8 million. 

Something tells me they’ll be looking for a new direct-marketing vendor in the very near fu-
ture.  

 
Source: <http://www.suntimes.com/output/roeper/cst-nws-roep23.html>. 
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Miscellaneous Writing Rules 
 

Note: The writing process consists of two major activities: 1) the creative part, and 2) the critical 
(editing and proofreading) part. While writing, you may want to put the critical part of your mind 
on hold and concentrate instead on producing new material; however, later in the writing process 
you need to examine what you have written with a critical eye. It is an excellent idea to know the 
major writing rules; that will help in the critical part of the writing process. 

 
Use a comma and a connecting word such as “and” or “but”  

to connect two independent clauses. 
 
• “I was going with someone for a few years, but we broke up. It was one of those things. He 
wanted to get married, and I didn’t want him to.”—Rita Rudner 

 
After an introductory element, use a comma. 

 
• ”After a breakup, I’ll date anyone. If a one-legged troll who lives under a bridge glances at me 
twice, it’s Mardi Gras.”—Kris McGaha 
 

How Do I Use It’s And Its? 
 

its = the possessive form of it 
Ex: The dog played with its rawhide bone. 
Ex: The fox left its burrow. 
 

it’s = the contraction of it is 
Ex: It’s raining. 
Ex: It’s the day before my paper is due. 
 

its’ = ? 
Its’ is not a word. An apostrophe should never follow its. 

 
• When Clyde, Maya Angelou’s son, grew up, he decided that he wanted to be called “Guy.” 

Ms. Angelou told him about a river in Scotland that was named the Clyde River, but her son re-
plied, “It’s an O.K. name for a river, but my name is Guy.” Ms. Angelou started calling him 
“Guy.” 

 
• Figure skater Christopher Bowman once performed in a costume consisting of a black vel-

vet suit whose major features consisted of a white collar and plunging neckline. Reporters tried 
to find words sufficient to describe the features of the outfit, and National reporter Julie Vader 
said, “It’s a shawl collar.” When someone asked how she knew that, she explained, “I have a 
dress exactly like it.” 
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Learning English 
By Insick Moon (926 words) 

I had never expected that I would be in the United States. What I anticipated for my life 

was to live in Korea and die in Korea, so I did not try hard to learn other languages in middle and 

high school, and it resulted in poor English skills. Yet, it did not bother me at all before coming 

to the United States.  

One day, after getting discharged from the army, I prepared to go back to the university I 

attended before entering the army. At this time my parents came to me and told me to go the 

United States to learn English; learning English is one of the most important skills needed in or-

der to get a job in Korea. Of course, I said no, absolutely no. Then, my father said, “Well, if you 

don’t want to listen to us, we don’t want to listen to you, either. First, I want you to give me your 

credit cards. I do not want to pay for you anymore.” (In Korea and most other Asian countries, 

most students do not make money. They just lean on their parents and get financial aid from their 

parents until graduating from a university, and so do I.)  

My father looked so serious about this, but it was not easy for me to agree with the idea; 

going to the United States seemed a terrible nightmare for me. The only English I knew was 

“How are you? I’m fine, thank you, and you?” How could I survive in the country with such 

poor language skills? So, I firmly resisted what my parents said.  

After that day, my parents did not mention it anymore, and I thought that everything was 

fine. One week later, I went to a restaurant with my friends to have dinner. I gave my credit card 

to a server to pay for the dinner, but he came back to me and asked me to give him another credit 

card or cash. I could not understand why he needed another one, so I asked him, “Why do you 

need another one? I think the card I gave to you is enough to pay for the dinner.” He answered, 

“It does not work, sir.” Yes, it was my father. He had called the credit-card company and report-

ed it lost. What could I do without a credit card? This is how I came to this country in spite of 

my poor language skills.  

On the first day in the United States, everything scared me. The very first thing I did in 

this country was to buy earphones. I put the earphones in my ears all the time even though I did 

not have any kind of MP3 player because I was afraid that somebody would talk to me in Eng-

lish.  
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One day, since I was a human being, and human beings need to eat food, I went to a fast-

food restaurant and looked at the menu. I really, really liked number four on the menu; it was a 

bacon cheeseburger. To order the number four, I glanced at a language book, which I had 

brought from Korea. It had some information about how to say things in a specific situation for 

tourists. It said that “Can I get XXX?” is one of the ways to order.  

Speaking English freaked me out, but my hunger was bigger than the fear. I approached a 

clerk hesitantly and said, “Can I get the number four?” Unfortunately, he could not understand 

what I said. (Because Korean and Japanese do not have the R sound, Korean and Japanese peo-

ple tend to have difficulty in pronouncing it.) I guess it sounded like “Can I get numba pou?” to 

him.  

Anyway, he kept asking me again and again, but I could not respond to him. I was in a 

panic! “What the heck is he saying to me? What can I say in this case? What can I do?” Thou-

sands of thoughts popped up in my head in seconds. I just wanted to run away from there be-

cause I felt like all the people in the restaurant were looking at me. I was so embarrassed.  

Fortunately, a Korean proverb rose in my head; it was “You can survive if you don’t lose 

your mind even when a tiger attacks you.” Thus, I tried to find my mind that had left earth. Sud-

denly I got an idea to get rid of this situation: Order the number one! “One” is an easier word for 

me to pronounce. Why did I not think of this earlier? After trying to calm down for one second, I 

said, “Can I get the number one, please?” “Sure,” he answered. He finally understood what I 

said. Thank God. (I ordered only the number one at every fast-food restaurant for a while.)  

I finally got the hamburger but was not satisfied because what I really wanted was the 

number four, not the number one. Have you ever eaten what you don’t want because of a lan-

guage problem? The feeling cannot be fully described with the adjective “sad.” It is sadder than 

sad. However, because this event stimulated me to study English hard, and now I’m almost at the 

end of getting my bachelor’s degree in the United States, I’d like to thank the clerk who did not 

understand my English.  

Now that I have come to the end of this story, one thing I want to let you know is that I 

am capable of ordering number four now. Seriously.  

 

Note: Insick Moon was an Ohio University student when he wrote this essay. 
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“Learning English” Questions: 
 
• What can you learn from this autobiographical essay that may help you to write your autobio-
graphical essay? 
 
One reason to read autobiographical essays is to learn about the lives of other people who are 
different from you. Insick Moon is from South Korea and I am not, so I was interested to learn 
this information: 
 

(In Korea and most other Asian countries, most students do not make money. They just 
lean on their parents and get financial aid from their parents until graduating from a uni-
versity, and so do I.) 

 
Insick Moon does an excellent job of writing an anecdote. 
 
Insick Moon does an excellent job of reproducing language sounds: 
 

I guess it sounded like “Can I get numba pou?” to him. 
 
Insick Moon has an excellent conclusion: 
 

Now that I have come to the end of this story, one thing I want to let you know is that 
I am capable of ordering number four now. Seriously.  

 
• What is your opinion of the title of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your favorite part of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the introduction of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• What is your opinion of the conclusion of this autobiographical essay? 
 
 
 
• How has the author made this essay interesting? 
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The Most Important Things I Have Learned from  
Writing the Autobiographical Essay 

 
Note: In this section, “I” refers to you, the student. 
 
•  I have learned to be interesting when I write. After all, I am interesting, I am intelligent, and I 

am witty both in real life and when I have a chance to write and revise what I write. 
 
• I have learned to use dialogue when appropriate when I write. 
 
•  I have learned that Americans put commas and periods inside quotation marks. 
 
•  I have learned to avoid clichés. 
 
•  I have learned to astonish other people, I have learned to rise above problems, and I have 

learned to do it now. (Very often, an actor would have trouble with part of his role, whether it 
was speaking a line or performing some piece of business, and he would go to theatrical direc-
tor Tyrone Guthrie for help. Often, Mr. Guthrie would have the answer at hand, but if he did 
not, he would tell the actor, “Go home, think about it, come back, and astonish us in the morn-
ing.” Mr. Guthrie also uttered another characteristic quote whenever there were problems in 
the theater—he would tell the cast and crew, “Rise above.” Choreographer George Balanchine 
grew angry when people held back and did not do the work they were capable of doing. He 
would ask what they were waiting for—if you wait long enough, you will be dead.) 

 
Note: 
 

Everyone should have an art to practice in his or her life. Your art may be music or painting or 
writing. Perhaps your art may consist of writing autobiographical essays if you enjoyed writ-
ing this essay. Of course, you may practice more than one art in your life. 
 

• Is it ethical to plagiarize? 
 
• What would happen if everyone were to do what you are thinking of doing? 
 
If everyone plagiarizes papers, the professor will think of another way to have students write pa-
pers that are not plagiarized. For example, a professor friend of mine recently stopped giving 
take-home exams (the answers to which were sometimes plagiarized) and started giving in-class 
essay exams. There is a contradiction here. The student makes the rule “I will plagiarize my pa-
per,” but if every student follows the rule, soon it will become impossible to plagiarize. Students 
will no longer have the opportunity to learn how to write papers outside of class—this kind of 
writing is a job skill. Alternatively, if everyone in a course that requires papers (such as a com-
position course) plagiarizes, then everyone will receive lower grades, perhaps even F’s. 
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• Would you want done to you what you are thinking of doing to other people? 
 
Suppose the student writes a truly excellent paper, then later finds out that the professor has pla-
giarized the paper and published it in a journal. Of course, now the student is unable to publish 
the paper that the student wrote because the student will be accused of plagiarizing the profes-
sor’s paper. Is this fair? 
 
• What are the consequences of the action you are thinking about doing? 
 
One consequence, of course, is that the student will learn much less than the student would have 
learned if the student had actually done the work. It also means that parents and taxpayers are 
getting a poor return on the money that they are paying for the student’s education. Also, a 
teacher who has been overwhelmed with cases of plagiarism may think of leaving the education 
field in order to pursue a lucrative and exciting career as an international jewel thief. In addition, 
if lots of students plagiarize at Ohio University or another school, then that school will become 
known as the Plagiarism School, and the value of a degree from that school will be lessened. Fi-
nally, being caught plagiarizing can result in a grade of F for the paper, a grade of F for the 
course, and/or referral to OU (or another school’s) Judiciaries. 
 
• When is it ethical to use someone else’s words and ideas? 
 
Of course, the correct answer is when the student gives credit to the other person. 
 
• Suppose someone plagiarizes an excellent communication created by an experienced profes-
sional working in the field and that communication receives an A. What happens to the student-
written papers that would have normally received an A? 
 
The standard for an A in the course is likely to go up. If the plagiarized paper gets an A, then the 
student-written papers that would have normally received an A may receive grades of A- or low-
er. 
 
 
Due Next Class: Hand in Your Autobiographical Essay. 
Hand it in, using a 2-pocket folder. In the right pocket, place your final draft of your Autobio-
graphical Essay. In the left pocket, place your early drafts. On the upper right corner of your 
folder, write your name and the hour the class meets. For example: Jane Student, 8-9 a.m. 
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Appendix A: A Well-Proofread Essay 
 

My Mother’s Death 

By David Bruce (983 words) 

Josephine Bruce, my mother, died at 7:40 p.m. Saturday, June 14, 2003, at Hickory Creek 

Nursing Center in The Plains. 

She could have died a few weeks earlier at Doctors Hospital in Nelsonville, but I made 

the decision to have her connected to a machine that would breathe for her. In doing this, I went 

against her wishes that she had very clearly expressed to me previously. 

As it happened, this was most likely the right thing to do. She was connected to the 

breathing machine for less than 12 hours and was then able to breathe on her own until she died 

Saturday. It was possible that she would have had to stay connected to the breathing machine for 

the rest of her life. 

She forgave me for my decision. 

In the additional weeks that remained to her, the most important thing we did together 

was to write letters to all of her children. The basic message of each letter was the same: I love 

you, and I know that you love me. 

When she died, all of her children were with her.  

She knew she was dying. When I saw her that morning, I knew that she was very ill and I 

told her that this might be the day she died. When her doctor arrived, he let her know that she 

would most likely not survive. 

This is exactly the way it should be. If I were dying, I would want to know. 

She was not afraid of death. She knew that it was time, and I think that she welcomed it. 

Like the old song says, as a Christian, she was wearing her traveling shoes. However, like most 

of us, she was probably afraid that dying might be painful. 

Her dying was not painful. Doctors are humane, and pain management is now an ad-

vanced art. Morphine took away the pain. 

Her dying was fairly quick. Her doctor told me that she would probably die within 12 to 

24 hours. From the time he told me that to the time she died took seven and a half hours. 

The seven and a half hours were a misery, but to wait 12 to 24 hours for her to die would 

have been an extended stay in Hell. 
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When she died, one of her sons was holding her right hand and one of her daughters was 

holding her left hand. Her other children were gathered around her.  

Her death was quiet. The time between each breath grew longer and longer and soon 

there was no next breath. 

One minute she was alive and breathing. The next minute—with no change in her expres-

sion—she was dead. 

While she was dying, we played her favorite gospel and country music on her stereo. She 

died as her favorite singer, John Denver, was singing about going home again. 

People who live in nursing homes tend to have few opportunities to do good deeds that 

involve money, but one thing she did was to send flowers to the Hickory Creek Nursing Center 

kitchen to thank the kitchen workers because she liked the food.  

People who live in nursing homes tend to have few possessions. Her most valuable pos-

sessions were her music CDs, which—as she requested—her children divided among them-

selves. 

An additional possession, which is valuable in educating future doctors, was her body. 

Months before she died, she donated her body to the Ohio University College of Osteopathic 

Medicine. That night, very quickly after she died, her body was taken away to the college. 

That was her final good deed. Her gift will allow a future doctor to be taught how to help 

people. 

People treated her well, both in life and in death. 

As a very ill patient, she spent time in O’Bleness Hospital in Athens and in Doctors Hos-

pital in Nelsonville. At each hospital, she received excellent care. 

Of course, she spent much time at Hickory Creek Nursing Center in The Plains. No one 

who works there is paid even half what his or her work is worth. In this society, a bad actor in a 

bad TV series can make hundreds of thousands of dollars a year while the people doing very 

much more valuable work in nursing homes make very much less money. 

Because of my mother, I see the value of such government programs as Social Security, 

Medicare, and Medicaid. I see how valuable they are in helping provide care for old people. If 

anything, more money should be poured into these programs and more money should be poured 

into the government programs that help children. (Healthy adults such as myself should work 

and pay the taxes that support these programs.) 
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Of special note is a good deed performed by the Reverend Denver Dodrill. Not being a 

church-going man—I went to church when my mother went before she began living in nursing 

homes—I hadn’t seen him in two or three years. However, I called him and he came to pray with 

my mother and read to her Psalm 23, which says, “Yea, thou I walk through the valley of the 

shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me ….” 

As my mother lay dying, and after, Hickory Creek Nursing Center treated her children 

well. They provided a private room for her, one big enough for all seven of her children and a 

few other relatives to sit in. The kitchen workers provided coffee, tea, water, and food. Some of 

the Hickory Creek employees hugged me and said I was a good son. After she died, we were 

given all the time we wanted to say goodbye. We also made use of the chapel.  

Many people helped my mother and took care of her and comforted her children. She was 

much loved—and not just by her children. 
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Appendix B: Works by David Bruce (1954- ) 
 
 

Author: Discussion Guides Series 
(Free downloads at <http://stores.lulu.com/bruceb>.) 

 
Dante’s Inferno: A Discussion Guide 
Dante’s Paradise: A Discussion Guide 

Dante’s Purgatory: A Discussion Guide 
Forrest Carter’s The Education of Little Tree: A Discussion Guide 

Homer’s Iliad: A Discussion Guide 
Homer’s Odyssey: A Discussion Guide 

Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice: A Discussion Guide 
Jerry Spinelli’s Maniac Magee: A Discussion Guide 

Jerry Spinelli’s Stargirl: A Discussion Guide 
Jonathan Swift’s “A Modest Proposal”: A Discussion Guide 
Lloyd Alexander’s The Book of Three: A Discussion Guide 

Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn: A Discussion Guide 
Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Tom Sawyer: A Discussion Guide 

Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court: A Discussion Guide 
Mark Twain’s The Prince and the Pauper: A Discussion Guide 

Nancy Garden’s Annie on My Mind: A Discussion Guide 
Nicholas Sparks’ A Walk to Remember: A Discussion Guide  

Virgil’s Aeneid: A Discussion Guide 
Virgil’s “The Fall of Troy”: A Discussion Guide 

Voltaire’s Candide: A Discussion Guide 
William Shakespeare’s 1 Henry IV: A Discussion Guide 

William Shakespeare’s Macbeth: A Discussion Guide 
William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream: A Discussion Guide 

William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet: A Discussion Guide 
William Sleator’s Oddballs: A Discussion Guide 

(Oddballs is an excellent source for teaching how to write autobiographical essays/personal narratives.) 
 

 
Author: Retelling of a Classic 

 
Dante’s Inferno: A Retelling in Prose  

Homer’s Odyssey: A Retelling in Prose  
 
 

Author: Children’s Biography 
 

Nadia Comaneci: Perfect 10 
 
 

Author: Children’s Story 
 

Candy Wrappers 
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Author: Kindest People Series 
 

The Kindest People Who Do Good Deeds: Volume 1 
The Kindest People Who Do Good Deeds: Volume 2  

 
 

Author: (Free) Kindest People Volumes 
(Free downloads at <http://stores.lulu.com/bruceb>.) 

 
The Kindest People Who Do Good Deeds: Volume 3 
The Kindest People Who Do Good Deeds: Volume 4 
The Kindest People Who Do Good Deeds: Volume 5 

 
 

Author: 500 Anecdotes Series 
 

The Funniest People in Books and Music: 500 Anecdotes 
The Funniest People in Comedy and Relationships: 500 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Religion and Families: 500 Anecdotes  
Bride of the Funniest People in Religion and Families: 500 Anecdotes 

(Free download at <http://stores.lulu.com/bruceb>.) 
The Funniest People in Sports and Neighborhoods: 500 Anecdotes 

 
 

Author: Most Interesting Series 
 

The Most Interesting People in Movies: 250 Anecdotes 
The Most Interesting People in Politics and History: 250 Anecdotes 

The Most Interesting People in Politics and History, Volume 2: 250 Anecdotes 
The Most Interesting People in Politics and History, Volume 3: 250 Anecdotes 

The Most Interesting People in Religion: 250 Anecdotes 
The Most Interesting People in Sports: 250 Anecdotes 

The Most Interesting People Who Live Life: 250 Anecdotes 
The Most Interesting People Who Live Life, Volume 2: 250 Anecdotes 
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Author: 250 Anecdotes Series 
 

The Funniest People in Art: 250 Anecdotes 
The Funniest People in Books, Volume 2: 250 Anecdotes 
The Funniest People in Books, Volume 3: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Dance: 250 Anecdotes 
The Funniest People in Families, Volume 3: 250 Anecdotes 
The Funniest People in Families, Volume 4: 250 Anecdotes 
The Funniest People in Families, Volume 5: 250 Anecdotes 
The Funniest People in Families, Volume 6: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Movies: 250 Anecdotes 
The Funniest People in Music, Volume 2: 250 Anecdotes 
The Funniest People in Music, Volume 3: 250 Anecdotes 
The Funniest People in Sports, Volume 2: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Television and Radio: 250 Anecdotes 
The Funniest People in Theater: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People Who Live Life: 250 Anecdotes  
The Funniest People Who Live Life, Volume 2: 250 Anecdotes 

 
 

Author: Coolest People Series 
 

The Coolest People in Books: 250 Anecdotes 
The Coolest People in Comedy: 250 Anecdotes 

 
 

Author: Maximum Cool Volume 
 

Maximum Cool: 250 Anecdotes 
 

 
Editor: Collections of Autobiographical Essays 

 
Fantabulous! 

The Great American Essay 
Happiness! 

Life in America: Tales of Love and Laughter 
Love and Friendship: Stories About Growing Up 

Me, Myself, and My Family and Friends 
Outstanding! 

 
These books are collections of autobiographical essays by my students at Ohio University.  

All of these books can be downloaded free at <http://stores.lulu.com/bruceb>. 
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Author: Philosophy for the Masses Series 
 

Philosophy for the Masses:  
Interesting Philosophical Arguments About Ethics  

Philosophy for the Masses:  
Interesting Philosophical Arguments About Metaphysics and More  

Philosophy for the Masses:  
Interesting Philosophical Arguments About Religion 

 
 

Author: Additional Free Downloads for Teachers & Students 
 

Free Mark Twain Anecdotes: Large Print Edition 
How to Manage Your Money: A Guide for the Non-Rich 

How Do I Write a Resume, List of References, and Cover Letter? 
How Can I Write My Own Anecdote Books? 

How Do I Write Humor and Satire? 
Teaching Problem-Solving: A Fun Activity 

Class Exercise: Making an Argument About School Uniforms 
Composition Project: Writing an Argument Paper with Research 

Composition Project: Writing an Autobiographical Essay 
Composition Project: Writing an Employee Manual  

Composition Project: Writing an Evaluation or Review 
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