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Model Essay Review: What Works and What Fails in a 400-

Word Sunrise Diary

Suppose a fourth grader named Li Xiaoman wrote a diary called 'My First Sunrise’.
The original goes like this: May 10, Saturday, sunny. Today I am very happy because I
am going to watch the sunrise. In the morning my dad and I set off. The scenery on
the way was beautiful. When we got to the mountain, it was still dark. After a while,
the edge of the sky turned red, very beautiful. After a while more, the sun came out,

glittering with golden light, absolutely spectacular. I love watching sunrises.
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First, what it did right. The timeline is clear: setting off, darkness on the
mountain, the sky turning red, the sun coming out. All four stages are there, with no
jumps. For a fourth grader this already passes, because many students skip the middle

entirely and write straight from home to the sun being up.

Now the problems. First: the scenery on the way was beautiful. What scenery? What
can you see on a pitch-black road? This sentence is padding; deleting it changes
nothing. Second: ’very beautiful’ and " absolutely spectacular’. Two big words in a
row, and the reader gets no picture at all. Third: I’ is missing from the whole
piece. Apart from 'my dad and I set off’, I have no action and no reaction. You are

the one watching the sunrise, but you hid yourself in your own diary.

Fix it paragraph by paragraph. The departure paragraph becomes: the alarm went
off at 5:20, I found my slippers with my eyes closed and almost stepped on the cat.
In the kitchen Dad had already boiled eggs and handed me one that was still too hot
to hold. Now the departure has warmth and time. The darkness paragraph becomes: on
the summit I could only see a seam between sky and mountain, could not tell which was
sky and which was mountain, and I started to doubt we had come to the wrong place

Now the darkness is concrete.

The red—-sky paragraph becomes: the seam turned gray first, then a bit of blue
showed through the gray, and under the blue ran an orange line, as if someone had
drawn a stroke of crayon along the edge of the mountain. The clouds had been
invisible; now they appeared one by one, bright at the edges but still dark in the

middle. This paragraph never says ’beautiful’, yet the picture is there.

The sunrise paragraph becomes: a small bump swelled in the middle of the orange
line, the bump grew into a half circle, and the rim of it was so bright I could not
look straight. It rose very slowly, so slowly I thought it had gotten stuck. Then it
suddenly jumped up, and the whole ball hung in the sky, and my face turned warm all
at once. Put the final feeling in its own paragraph: so the sun does jump when it

comes out, and I had never noticed before.

Compare the word counts: the original is under one hundred and fifty characters
with punctuation; the rewrite is close to four hundred. The extra words are not
filler but concrete things: the hot egg, the cat, the crayon, the warm face. When
reviewing your own composition, ask three questions: does this sentence have a
picture? Can this big word be replaced by one detail you actually saw? Am I in the

piece?
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