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Good Measures


How to Make a Paper Longer
(and When to Make It Shorter)

This exercise is designed to be printed out and completed by hand.
Read the following student essay. As you read, mark which details are strong, which details should be cut or condensed, and which details should be expanded or explained.

Primitive Years
The cracked wood on the outside of the shabby three-room schoolhouse had changed from a glossy white to a dingy brown. The front of the school was almost all windows. There was a large window at each room. The window was divided with wood into a lot of small square windows. About five of the windows were nearly always broken. In several months these would be fixed and they would get broken again and again and again. The roof of the schoolhouse was tin and rounded. It reminded me of a barracks. The rooms had gritty-looking hardwood floors like you see in some old general store. Each room was heated by a small coal stove which sat in the middle of the room.

The faculty consisted of three members. Each teacher had two grades in one classroom. My teacher had grades one and two, another teacher had grades three and four, and the other teacher taught grades five and six and was also the principal. There were about fifteen students in each grade. While the first-grade kids in our classroom were having arithmetic, we would be working on an assignment and vice versa. The teachers were very strict and it was very hard to cut class. It was even harder if you did cut class—on your bottom! 

There were no clean indoor restrooms but instead there were two outside toilets or outhouses.

There wasn't any cafeteria so we had to bring our lunches. We ate them in the classroom at our desks. The school offered milk for a small price, like three cents. As a special event on Fridays we could have chocolate milk if we preferred.

Beside our schoolhouse were three seesaws balanced over a long sawhorse. This was our only playground equipment, but we survived. Across the creek from the schoolhouse was a little clearing which we called “the flat.” At recess we would go to the other side of the road to the flat and play.

After I finished the second grade, we moved to more modern civilization. Today, I look back on this and think how primitive this was, and yet it was only thirty years ago. 

























See Rules of Thumb, pp. 85-86.


