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Hallmarks include overreliance on phrases like ‘rather than’ and ‘essential for.’

ALEXANDRA CITRIN- SAFADI/ WSJ

Bad Writing Is a Writers’ Best Friend

People add typos, casual language to evade AIpohce |

BY TE-PING CHEN

As a professional writer, Sarah Suzukl Harvard says she 1sn’t inclined toward gvertly exuberant prose. But these days,
she finds herself going rogue (73 ¥

“I’ll use aggressively casual langgage like, (he)z E oyfor real,” or drop a bunch of exclamation points,” said Harvard, a
32-year-old copywnter 111 Brooklyn regarding her posts and essays. “It feels so icky to do this, but 1t’s what you have to
do to sound human‘ K.

Call it a reverse T uring Test. As Al-generated writing floods the internet, more people are trying to detect which creators
N

are using such tools to spin up copy. That means writers penning all their own work— and people who ackfowledge

using chatbots for help—are trying to master something they never worried about before: how to sound Kuman.

Like many writers, Harvard fears being accused of wielding machine-made material. She’s seen it happen to others and
is trying to prove her human bona fides.

“It’s like the new McCarthyism,” Harvard said. “It’s just crazy. People are demanding proof of something that can’t be
proven.” Q X1 - ‘égé-

Al is an able writer because it’s trained on vast troves ¢f human writing. Models ag€ also taught to be clear and avoid
unnecessary complexity, goals enshrined in Strunk hite’s “The Flements of Style.” But too Eilch polish can be a
giveaway, as can repeated use of flourishes: lists of three, for example, or punchy line bre.:ak§.1

The ranks of armchair detectors has also grown as Americans embrace Al for all sorts of v&‘rriting tasks, from reference
letters to LinkedIn missives. Suspicions pop up frequently on the busy “isthisAI” subreddit.

Garrett Marcy believes he can spot Al’s house style. The financial account coordinator in Jacksonville looks for a
distinctly staccato sentence cadence, heavy use of the em dash (—) or phrases such as “it’s not x, but y.”

Another sign: people who suddenly become voluble online. “There are kids I know from college who couldn’t write a
paper, and it’s like, you have a thesis statement now?” said Marcy, 28.




He isn’t a purist: he use help craft his writing, then edits to retain his own voice. Marc@ninates m dashes and
sometimes swaps in sentences of his own, even though he knows he tends toward the run-on variety. He’ll even leave in
an acci--dental typo.

Chicago-based Sean Chou, 54, co-founder of multiple tech startups including an AI company" last year uses artificial
intelligence to draft LinkedIn posts. But he said he’ll replace em dashes with two smaller dashes hoping they’ll look

more handmade.

“It’s like my artisanal craftsmanship,” Chou said.

He tries to rein in overtly bold statements, too. “[Large language models] get:. thezr content from TED Talk transcripts
and Reddit opinions, so it has a self- selection bias there, it tends to sound Very ‘confident,” he said.

Andy O’Bryan, who cofounded an online group for entrepreneurs mterested in Al, said he’s seen more people trying to
scuff up Al-generated prose with typos or run-on sentences. S

“You’ll be reading someone’s Substack or blog post, and all of a sudden in.the middle of a perfect paragraph, there’ll be
a mistake sitting out there like a sore thumb,” said O’ Bryan 62. “It’s. hke try harder.”

As Al models advance, figuring out what’s written by bots has gotten harder said Ivan Jackson, 27, founder of the

startup Writehuman. His company’s software edlts AIgenerated text to make it sound more human.
S ¢
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Its analysis sugeests current hallmarks 1nclude overrehance on phrases such as “rather than and “essential for.” At the

same time, Jackson said text rewritten by-humans is increasingly flaceed by Al detectors, a trend he chalks up to people
unconsciously starting to copy AI’s style

Two years ago in Grand Rapids, Mlch Ryan Johnson, 33, started a blog to help promote his business advising high-
earning young families. A few-months later, he began using Al to draft his posts. As someone who minored in
journalism, he’d always loved wntmg, but ChatGPT’s efficiency gains were hard to turn down.

Still, he quit using.it 1ast fall Worrled its smooth output was eliminating what once made his blog sound distinct. “It’s
like the restaurant that starts to water down the soup,” he said. “People don’t leave immediately, but eventually they’re
like, eh, it doesn’t have the same kick.”

He likes to litter his text with references that AI wouldn’t suggest, including obscure quotes from “The Office.” Even so
he still gets messages from people asking if he’s using Al
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It’s an impulse he understands. “I was reading the Bible the other day, and there were em dashes in the book of James,
and I was like, hmm, is this Al-generated?,” Johnson said. “And it’s just funny, of course, no—good writers do this, so
chill out.”
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