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A Tug—of-War Writing Memo: One Observation List and Four

Common Flaws

Before writing a tug—of-war story, keep one on—site observation list and use it

at the match or while remembering it.

Five observation points. The rope: where the red cloth rests, how many times it
moves, by how much each time. The feet: whose shoes squeak on the ground, whose toes
dig in, whether a lace came undone. The faces: whose face turns red, who bites a lip,
who shuts the eyes tight. The sounds: when the cheerleaders go hoarse, at which
moment the chant falls apart, how many times the whistle blows. The referee: the PE
teacher’s whistle, hand signals, shouted commands. Grab any three of the five and

scene description will never run dry.

Flaw one: the whole story is only about yourself. From start to finish it is I

pulled hard, and every teammate is background. Fix: in the stalemate paragraph give
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two teammates one action each — the monitor at the front crouching extremely low, the

small kid at the back leaving two scuff marks as his shoes slide.

Flaw two: the match becomes a laundry list. We won round one, lost round two, and
the third was the decider — all three rounds written, all three flat. Fix: describe
only the final round in detail and pass the first two in one line each — round one

won too fast, round two lost too suddenly — and keep all suspense for round three.

Flaw three: cheering only for the winners. The winners jump, hug, and shout for
three lines; the losers get not one word. Fix: give the losing side one action, such
as the opponent re-tying his loose lace before leaving. Winner s joy plus loser’ s

dignity gives the paragraph its layers.

Flaw four: a forced theme ending. A sentence like this match taught me that unity
is strength wastes every detail written before it. Fix: stop on an image — the red
cloth left sitting right of the center line, the PE teacher walking over to nudge it

back to the middle, nobody saying a word. Pictures argue their own case.

Final check: do the three scenes take roughly 120, 220, and 160 characters; does
the stalemate carry the red cloth as its scale; does the word unity appear anywhere

in the text. Pass all three and this five—hundred-word story stands.
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