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Three Traps in Process Poems: Do Not Turn a Poem into a
Noodle Manual

The easiest mistake in a process poem is turning it into a noodle manual or a
running diary. Here are three common traps in poems like A Bowl of Noodles, and each

trap comes with a repair you can try right away.

Trap one: step—by—step reporting with no images. First I boiled the water, then I
added the noodles, then I added the salt, then I lifted them out. Five lines like
this are a manual, not a poem. The repair: for every action line, ask what it looks
like and what it sounds like, then rewrite at least three lines as a picture of sight
or hearing. In A Bowl of Noodles, the line about bubbles climbing up from the bottom
of the pot is exactly the finished product of this repair.

Trap two: loud slogans with direct feelings. Every other line says I am so
nervous, | am so happy, I have really grown up, and the reader stops feeling
anything. The repair: delete the adjectives that name feelings and replace them with
actions. Nervous becomes both hands gripping the edge of the pot until the knuckles
turn white. Happy becomes carrying the bowl in a wide circle around the living room

so the whole family can see it.
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Trap three: a forced lesson at the end. The last two lines suddenly say I finally
understood how hard my parents work, and cooking is never easy, and readers feel
preached at. The repair: end on a concrete moment instead. Dad finished the noodles
down to the last drop of soup, let out a small burp, and the whole family laughed.

The meaning lives inside the laugh, so you never have to state it for the reader.

Before you hand in the poem, run one more short list. Does the poem hold at least
three pictures with movement and sound? Are there no more than five direct feeling
words left? Do the three required pictures all appear, the boiling bubbles, the
rolling noodles, and the careful bowl? Does the ending show a moment rather than a
lesson? If all four lines of the list pass, your own A Bowl of Noodles is ready to

go; if one fails, go back and fix only that spot, then check the list again.
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