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Three Traps in a Little Story: Prop, Turns, and Ending

Little stories built on a prop — a red pen, a ruler, an eraser — often come out

wrong. The trouble usually sits in three places, each with a self-check question.

The first trap: the prop disappears midway. The opening introduces the red pen,
the middle talks about the teacher’s hard work, the ending thanks the teacher, and
the red pen never returns after paragraph one. A prop is a thread; when the thread
snaps, the story falls apart into three separate paragraphs. Check: does the prop
make a final appearance at the end? The fix is simple — let the prop act one last
time. The red pen drawing a check on the last page is the prop coming home. A prop
should appear at least three times: entering at the start, working in the middle,

closing the line at the end.

The second trap: the middle is a straight line. The pen runs dry, the teacher
buys a new one, grading continues — three sentences, no turns. A straight—line story

is dull because the reader guesses every step. The fix is to add one failure in the
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middle: the teacher first makes do with a blue pen, discovers the blue marks are
unreadable, and only then goes to buy red refills. One failure is one turn, and the
test for a turn is that the reader cannot predict the next step. It need not be big;

one turn is enough, two is best.

The third trap: the ending shouts a slogan. After the story, the last paragraph
suddenly says the teacher’s earnest, responsible spirit is worth learning from.
Everything the scenes built drains away at once. Check: does the final paragraph
contain a new image? If it contains only judgment, it is a slogan. The fix is to
replace the ending with a small change: from then on, the children flip the last page
before handing in their books. The change itself is the praise; the author need not

step forward to applaud.

Two minor faults along the way. First, too many adjectives: phrases like very
earnest and especially responsible should be deleted and replaced with action — re—
grading the two blue—marked books in red says very earnest far louder. Second,
unclear time: a little story needs time anchors — Wednesday afternoon, the dismissal
bell, half past seven. Readers walk through time, and the story gains a feel of real
life.

After revising, read the whole thing once and measure it with three rulers: did
the prop come back, did the middle trip once, is there an image at the end? Pass all

three, and the story needs no more edits.
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