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Essay Writing Guide: How to Stitch Three Moments into

One Piece

An informal essay is not the same as literary prose: it reads like chatting with
a friend, the tone is loose, you can jump around, but there must be one thread. The
assignment hands you three fixed elements — an unexpected encounter, a failure, and a
sentence still remembered years later — and asks for narration mixed with comment.
Before writing, solve three problems: in what order the elements go, where the

comments come from, and what the thread is.

Step one: arrange the order. Do not follow the order given in the prompt; order
them by cause and effect. Suppose the three elements are: meeting a long—unseen
classmate at a noodle shop after school; dropping the baton and losing the relay
race; a primary school teacher once saying losing is just losing, but reviewing

matters. A sensible order is failure first, encounter second, the sentence last - on
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the night of the dropped baton you recall the teacher’s words, and at the noodle shop
reunion the classmate mentions the same line. The three elements then form one

timeline. Get the order right and the essay walks forward by itself.

Step two: pair each element with one line of comment. The comment in narration-—
with—comment is not a standalone sigh; it is a judgment written right after the story
— something you did not understand then but understand now. After the baton story,
add: that night I learned the painful part was not losing, but facing my teammates.
After the encounter, add: so the same sentence weighs differently at different ages.

One line per element is enough; two lines becomes preaching.

Step three: find the thread. The thread can be an object or a sentence. Suppose
you use the sentence: it first appears in primary school, second on the night of the
dropped baton, third when the classmate says he still remembers it. The same sentence
appearing three times is what makes the essay scattered in form but unified in
spirit. When no thread shows up, look back at your elements and count which thing

appears most often; use that.

Do not warm up at the opening. Walk straight into the first scene: when the relay
baton slipped out of my hand, my palm was cold. At the end, return to the present:
the other day, cleaning a cabinet, I found that race number cloth, the paper gone

brittle. Let present and past nod at each other, then stop.

Word budget: about 150 words per element, about 30 words per comment line, 50
words each for opening and closing, totaling around 600. When done, reread and delete
advance comments like I felt or even then I understood; keep comments only after the

stories, and the tone turns natural.
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Model Essay: I Have Remembered That Sentence for Six

Years

The relay baton slipped out of my palm in the curve handover zone. I reached half
a beat too early, he passed half a jerk too hard, the baton grazed my fingertips and
rolled into the grass beside the track. We crouched to look for it; nobody shouted
from the stands, and that silence was louder than jeering. We finished last. The four

of us scattered at the edge of the field, none of us looking at any of the others.

That night I tossed and turned, and what I kept replaying was not the loss but my
half-beat early reach. What if I had been later? What if he had been steadier? I
arranged seven or eight ifs, and in every one of them we did not finish last. In the

end the knot tightened: in reality the baton fell, and ifs save nothing.

On Saturday I went for noodles at the little shop in the alley and looked up into
my primary school homeroom teacher. He recognized me, sat down, and asked whether I
still ran in the sports meet. I said yes, and that I had dropped the baton last year.
I expected him to say it did not matter. Instead he said: losing is losing - think
about where you lost, and run again next year. He had said this six years earlier,
and back then I took it as comfort. Hearing it again in that noodle shop, the taste
was different. It was not comfort. He genuinely believed the loss itself could be set

down, while where you lost had to be picked up.

I had spent half a night on ifs and never once on where we lost. Whether his
reach was early or my pass was rushed, whether we drilled handovers too little or
avoided the curve in practice — those were the things that could be picked up. The
noodles were going cold, and I told him the details of the dropped baton. He nodded,

nodding just as he had when I came to complain six years ago.
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That winter at the sports meet we ran the relay again, drilling curve handovers
for two months. We still did not win first, but the baton stayed in hand. As we
crossed the line I suddenly thought of that bowl of cold noodles, and of his words
about setting things down. So growing up is not about feeling less pain; it is about

sitting down after the pain and writing out clearly where you lost.

The other day a classmate posted an old photo in the group chat - from that
sports meet, the four of us at the field s edge, none looking at any other. Someone
replied with six characters: losing is losing. I stared at them for a long time, as
if seated again in that noodle shop. Some words sound light when you hear them; it

takes years to hear their weight.
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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;

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
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writing it? A moment with its sound can be written alive; if the sound is missing,

swap it out.
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