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Breaking Down the Model Essay: Four Moves, Plus Two
Spots to Do Better

Take the model essay above apart and see how it was built. There are four moves

in all. None is hard, but the order cannot be shuffled.

Move one: in the quoting part, grab an object, not the plot. The essay never
retells what ~An Unforgettable Day is about; it picks only the peeled egg in the
side pocket of the schoolbag. The most common collapse in a reading response is
summarizing the whole article in the first paragraph and running dry by the second.
An object is small enough to quote in one sentence, and the rest of the space stays

yours.

Move two: your own experience and the original text travel the same sensory

channel. In the original the author smells the eggs; in the model essay I see the wet
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slippers and later feel the broken umbrella rib. Smelling, seeing, touching: the body
notices first, the meaning comes after. Once two experiences meet at the senses, you

do not even need a transition sentence:; the reader makes the connection.

Move three: place one detail that breaks a pattern. The wet slippers are the
hinge of the essay. Grandfather has bad legs and never wears slippers in the rain,
yet this time he came in slippers, and they were soaked. The break is never
explained; the reader works out by himself how urgent it must have been. When writing

your own experience, find such a point: usually not like this, that time like this.

Move four: let the realization close on the objects, not on a slogan. The essay
lands on eggs, slippers, and a broken umbrella rib, ending with the line that
touching the broken rib told me I was never alone. The realization is spoken along
the objects, not shouted. Any sentence like we should cherish our family kills the

paragraph.

Two spots could still be better. First, the umbrella scene has only the pushing
of the umbrella and one line of instruction; one more beat, say him nudging the
handle half an inch deeper into my hand before turning away, would make the figure
stand firmer. Second, the closing habit paragraph is a bit plain; the two—or—three-
lines habit could be more concrete, for instance written on the last page of the

diary so that years later no explanation is needed.

A checklist you can use directly: one, pick one object or action from the article
and quote it in a single sentence; two, choose an experience of your own that
contains one detail breaking a pattern; three, check that the two experiences share
one sense; four, write the realization in no more than three sentences starting from
the object; five, delete every shouted slogan. Practice: write one essay following

the list, then tick the list item by item and patch whatever is missing.
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