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What Leisure Guy Learned About the Real World
The instructions on a bottle of shampoo read, “Lather, Rinse, Repeat.”  On one hand, the meaning could be “Lather and rinse and lather and rinse.”   But another interpretation is “Lather and rinse and lather and rinse and lather and rinse and …” and yet another is “Lather and rinse and rinse and rinse and rinse…”  Something is to be repeated… but what… and why?  Do you repeat the rinsing until the shampoo is rinsed out or do you repeat the lathering and rinsing until your hair is clean?  What is the real point of washing one’s hair in the first place?
Writing effectively requires repeating the process of self-evaluating the item being prepared until it is “right”.  But what is “right”?  Most of us have learned to “coast” in school, and might believe that on the job “coasting” is the rule as well.  The following story (within a story) discusses this:
Edited version.  Source:  http://leisureguy.wordpress.com/2006/11/30/doing-your-best/
Doing my best—my very best—was once a total mystery to me. I had no idea of how to do it, and really wasn’t even aware that I wasn’t doing it. I coasted through school because coasting (for me, at least) was sufficient. When I did study, it was sporadic rather than sustained.

I did learn how to write a paper, along the way, because a tutor demanded it.
In my sophomore year at St. John’s College (Annapolis MD), I had a tutor, Ford K. Brown, who told me to provide him with a 4-sentence outline of my proposed sophomore essay before beginning to write it.  The outline was to following these instructions:

1. The first sentence is what the essay says—not what it’s “about,” but what it says.

2. The next three sentences support and lead to the first sentence—that is, the first sentence logically follows from the next three sentences.


I was not even to start writing the paper until he had approved the four sentences. He had me go away, review my notes, and return a day or two later with 4 sentences. I did, and he read them, handed the slip of paper back to me, and reiterated 1 and 2 above, slowly, carefully, and emphatically.

I went away, read the play again (I was writing an essay on Othello), thought about it, made more notes, reviewed all my notes, and wrote 4 more sentences. This took about a week.

I took the 4 sentences to him, he read them, then he once again handed me back the slip of paper, once more repeating 1 and 2 slowly, carefully, emphatically.

I think this happened once more, and then he said, “I think we’re running out of time. Go ahead and write the paper, but…” and he repeated 1 and 2 once more.
I wrote the paper, and I was astounded. I knew exactly what I wanted to say and where I was going. At one point, I got off track and realized it (never before possible when I was writing off the top of my head), excised the digression, and continued. Each of the three sentences became a section of the paper, and the paper really did say what I wanted it to say. It was an eye-opening exercise.
With that exception, I still had no knowledge of doing my best. But in graduate school (at the University of Iowa), I found myself with a new daughter and no job and no money. Desperate, I searched for work, found a job as an apprentice programmer, and started work.

Once again I was coasting—all I knew—and then the Big Boss called in me and two other new programmers and chewed us out.  Did he chew our “#$%” out? No, he chewed all around until it fell out. He told us specifically that if we just wanted a “9-to-5 job” to leave now.

Man, I was scared. Just got the job, still with daughter and wife to support, and I was about to lose it. Right then was when I learned how to make a maximum effort—which turned out to require only one thing: to ask myself, “Is there anything else I could do or should do?” and if the answer was “Yes,” then to do that thing.

By doing—literally—everything I could think of, I was at least comfortable that, if it didn’t work out, it would not find me saying to myself, “I knew I should have done X.” If I could possibly think of X, I did X. Nothing—nothing—was left undone.

The result was that I did more than I ever thought I could, and better.

So that was how I learned to work—to put forth maximum effort. Some years later, a colleague told me a story about a guy he knew who was working for Henry Kissinger. The guy had to write a report, which he turned in to Kissinger. The next day, Kissinger asked the guy, “Is that the best you can do?”

The guy gulped, asked if he could have the report back, and spent another week on it. He handed it in again, Kissinger kept it overnight, and the next day again asked, “Is that the best you can do?”

The guy took the report back again, spent a solid week on it—researching, rewriting, editing, revising more, condensing, polishing, rereading, and so on—and handed it in one more time.

Kissinger the next day asked the question the guy was dreading: “Is that the best you can do?” The guy swallowed, prepared himself internally for being fired on the spot, looked Kissinger in the eye, and said, “Yes, sir, that is the best I can do.” Whereupon Kissinger put the report under his arm and said, “Good. Now I’ll read it.”

Assignment:  Homework 4 involving the determining the rotational kinetic energy of a category 4 hurricane.  Generally the assignment’s concepts were understood by the class.  Results were obtained from the spreadsheet developed, but the results were poorly communicated (as effective writing) and did not follow the required departmental format.
You will be required to redo this assignment until the resulting report meets all class format standards as well as effectively communicates the finding of the study.  At the end, you will be turning in work you can be proud of that represents your best.  I hope the assignment’s goal of introducing you to the requirements of the real world workplace remain with you for your entire career.

Path Forward:

Blind spots:  You should choose another person (group) to exchange your work with and to have them read aloud your report and make whatever comments they feel are appropriate.  You will not be able to speak or defend your report during this review, only make appropriate notations on a copy of the report you submitted
Motivation:  What are life and career really about?  Become proactive in considering where you are, where you are going, and what you expect to find along the way.
Acquisition of Writing Skills:  Begin to follow the “Leisure Guy’s Tutor Model”.  That is, write a single sentence that “says” what you want to say at a particular point in your report.  Then, write three sentences which clearly allows the reader to understand what you were trying to “say”.  Your report should be initially constructed of these “first” sentences and then replaced by the “groups of three sentences”. (There will be exceptions, of course).

Following Required Formats:  You should have a hardcopy of all requirements for technical reports including the format for technical reports itself, the format for equations, tables, figures, and citations.  You should also have available a copy of the 3rd checksheet (most detailed).  Starting with fresh copies, you should begin identifying those issues where you are NOT following all elements of the format.  For example:  You submitted a draft without identifying it as DRAFT.  You fail to understand the use of commas.  You make various mistakes in captioning figures and tables.  You frequently use awkward phrases or the wrong word.  After you identify your problems on these documents, you need to prepare a “work sheet” which identifies all the issues you are having trouble with so you can focus your attention on them individually.  These materials will be collected during the term and awarded bonus credit.












