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Three Ways the Eighty—One Trials Essay Goes Wrong:
Listing Trials, Fake Reflection, Floating Theme

The eighty-one trials title asks for a theme of perseverance, yet most essays
drift halfway through. Here are three drift points, each with a self-check and a

repair.

Drift one: turning the trials into a list. Writing from trial one to trial
eighty-one, one line each, like reading out a menu, so the response becomes a table
of contents. Self-check: count how many trial names appear in the essay. Repair: keep
only three, Flaming Mountain, the Women s Kingdom, and the Heaven River, and delete
the rest. Eighty-one is both a real and a figurative number; a reading response needs

only three samples, and when the samples are deep, eighty—one stands up.

Drift two: fake reflection. I want to quit when things get hard, but from now on
I will never quit, a reflection that has never bled, and readers see through it at a
glance. Self-check: does the reflection paragraph contain a real date, a real piece
of music, and a real thing that happened on the day you wanted to quit? Repair:

replace the fake reflection with a true scene. The winter of fifth grade, dust
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gathered on the piano 1id, and I pushed the metronome into the top shelf of the
cabinet; my mother did not scold me, she just left me the bottom shelf. A true scene

carries its own weight, and I no longer need to shout that I was wrong.

Drift three: a floating theme. The essay says I understand that perseverance
means victory, but never says what perseverance is. Self-check: circle every place
the word perseverance appears, and look beside each circle for a concrete
explanation. Repair: define perseverance three ways, for hard trials it means finding
a method, for soft trials it means guarding the heart, for backward trials it means

not blaming others. Once definitions land, the theme turns from a slogan into a view.

One final whole—essay check: read the response aloud to a classmate and ask only
one question, which picture do you remember? If the answer holds the three borrows
and two losses of Flaming Mountain, or the metronome on the top shelf, the essay
worked; if nothing comes back, go back and add pictures. The theme hides inside the
pictures, and that is the biggest difference between a sixth—grade response and a

third—-grade one.
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