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An Essay Element Checklist: Where to Find Ordinary

Moments

When an essay assignment is given, half the students open with I have nothing to
write about. The material exists; it just has not been dug out. Below are ten prompts
for each of the assignment’s three element types. Pick the ones you can picture

first, then write.

Unexpected encounters: running into a classmate who moved away on the way home
from school; meeting your old PE teacher picking tomatoes at the market; meeting your
deskmate years after graduation on a train; meeting a neighbor you quarreled with
while queuing at the hospital; hearing someone read your composition aloud in a
bookstore; being recognized after giving up your seat on a bus; seeing a cousin you
lost touch with at a relative’ s wedding; the school gate guard saying a line only old

classmates would know; your mother’ s name called over the supermarket loudspeaker;
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finding an old photo album from before your family moved at a flea market.

Failures: cooking for the first time and using salt instead of sugar; freezing
for ten seconds after forgetting your lines in a speech contest; goldfish that died;
a bad test paper hidden and then found; falling into a ditch learning to ride a bike
and being helped up by a passerby; messing up a group project and being called out by
teammates; failing to make the school team; losing and then finding your mother’s

bracelet; a pothos you killed; finishing last at the sports meet.

A sentence still remembered: grandpa saying after a fall, look at the road first,
then at the wound; mom saying finish your meal after you finish crying; the teacher
saying losing is losing, think about where you lost; a classmate saying you are a
little faster than yesterday; a stranger saying what a good kid you are; dad only
saying let’s go; grandma saying a broken thing can still be used after mending; a
neighbor saying you will understand when you grow up; an upperclassman saying do not

fear slow, fear stopping; a line you wrote inside your pencil case.

Two digging methods. First, go through old objects: certificates, ticket stubs,
old textbooks, pencil cases. Pick each one up and ask what happened behind it. 0ld
objects are hooks for memory. Second, run the timeline backward: start from yesterday
and go back; count five terms before third grade, pick one event per term, and

whatever surfaces is material.

Where parents can help: after dinner, hold up an old photo and ask your child
when it was taken. The telling is the essay’ s draft. Do not choose the material for

them — whichever story they talk most about is theirs.

The only standard for choosing: can you hear the sound of that moment while
writing it? A moment with its sound can be written alive; if the sound is missing,

swap it out.
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