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My Three-Step Method: Turning an Unforgettable Day from

a List into One Event

Let me first copy my first submitted essay without changing a word: I got up at
six that morning, my mother hurried me or we would miss the bus. We ate breakfast and
set off. The station was crowded. On the bus I sat by the window. At noon we reached
the zoo and saw the elephants first; their trunks were long. Then we saw monkeys
jumping on the rock hill, very fun. At two we headed back and arrived home at three.

I was so happy today, this is my most unforgettable day. This is what most of my
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class wrote; I counted, and four of the six people in my group had sentences almost

the same.

When the notebook came back, there was only one red circle, around the monkey
sentence, with four characters beside it: write only this. At first I did not
understand; I thought the teacher disliked that I wrote too little. The next day she
called me into the corridor and asked one question: of that whole day, which picture
is still in your head right now? I said the monkey, and I answered fast, because that
picture really is still there: the old monkey sitting on top of the rock hill,
peeling an orange, smelling it first, then putting it into its mouth. The teacher
asked, where is this picture in your essay? I looked through my own writing; the
monkey got only two lines, monkeys jumping on the rock hill, very fun. The picture

survived but the essay lost it. That was the problem.

The teacher taught me three steps, and I call it my three—step method. Step one,
pick one event: keep only one place from the whole day; I kept the monkey hill and
threw away everything else. Step two, freeze one moment: find the slowest instant
inside that event and enlarge it; I chose the old monkey peeling the orange, and the
teacher asked me to split the verb peel, so I split it into pick, break, smell, put—
in, and added a sound I heard, a little boy shouting, Mommy, look. Step three, delete
the rest: getting up, breakfast, the station, the bus, the elephants, all deleted,
leaving one sentence that we went to the zoo. Deleting hurt; those were all my words.
The teacher gave me one line: if you cannot bear to delete, the reader cannot find

the point.

The rewritten essay begins like this: a ring of people stood before the monkey
hill; the old monkey sat on top of the rock hill, first picking the orange peel open
with its nails, then breaking it into two halves, holding it under its nose for one
sniff, only then slowly putting it into its mouth. It ate very slowly, slower than
anyone in the zoo. Beside me a little boy shouted, Mommy, look. The whole piece was

over four hundred characters and wrote only the monkey hill.

When the notebook came back the second time, the teacher drew three red circles,
this time around pick, smell and put—-in. My checking chant also passed to my
deskmate: one place, one moment, four verbs, delete the rest. Now before every essay
I write those four phrases in the corner of my draft paper, and after writing I check
against them; whatever is missing, I add. From a list to one event, my method is

really one sentence: honestly write out the picture that still remains in my head.
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Before and After: The Same Field Trip, Two Essays, What
Changed

I kept both the before and after versions in my notebook. They describe the same
field trip, the same place, the same monkey. Let me lay them side by side so you can

see exactly what changed.
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The before version reads in full: October 18, our school held a field trip. We
gathered at the school gate at eight; the principal talked about safety and
discipline. We boarded at eight twenty; we sang on the bus and I was excited. We
reached the zoo at nine thirty. First the elephants; the elephant curled grass into
its mouth with its trunk, and the keeper gave it a carrot. Then the giraffes; their
necks are so long and their tongues are black. We ate lunch on the lawn and shared
chips with my deskmate. In the afternoon we visited the monkeys; they jumped on the
rock hill, some scratching each other, very fun. We assembled at two thirty and got
back to the gate at three twenty, where our parents picked us up. What an

unforgettable day. Four hundred and eighty characters, nine events in all.

The teacher’s note in the margin read: nine events, fifty characters each, and
the reader remembers none. She circled the monkey paragraph: you stood longest here,

write this.

The after version is only two hundred and ninety characters. One opening sentence
sets it up: on our October 18 field trip, what I remember most from the zoo is the
monkey hill. Then the whole piece is the monkey hill. The key paragraph reads in
full: a ring of people stood before the monkey hill. The old monkey sat on top of the
rock hill, half a meter from the nearest wire fence. In front of it lay an orange,
thrown there by someone unknown. First it picked the peel open with its nails, making
a small hole, then broke the orange into two halves, held it under its nose for one
sniff, only then slowly put it into its mouth. It ate slowly; one half took nearly
two minutes. Beside me a little boy shouted, Mommy, look, it is smelling it. The
grown—ups laughed and turned to look at us children. After finishing, the old monkey
placed the peel on a stone instead of throwing it away. It sat there looking down at
the young monkeys jumping below. I do not know how long I stood at the fence; anyway

the teacher called us to assemble twice and I did not hear.

Counting the changes, there are three kinds. First, deletion: the bus, singing,
elephants, giraffes, lawn lunch, assembly and pickup, six events gone, about three
hundred characters cut. Second, keeping: the monkey hill stayed, expanded from two
and a half lines into the whole piece. Third, slow writing: the thirty seconds of the
old monkey peeling the orange simply did not exist before, and now take up nearly
half the piece, with four verbs, one boy s line, and the detail of the peel placed on

the stone.

The most interesting part was the classmates’ feedback. The teacher read both
versions aloud, then asked what people remembered. After the before version,
classmates said they remembered the chips, because chips relate to them; nobody
mentioned the monkey. After the after version, three hands went up and all said the
same thing: the old monkey smelling the orange. One classmate said something I had

never thought of: it put the peel on the stone instead of throwing it away, which
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shows it is not just a monkey, it is better than some people who throw orange peels.
In that moment I understood what detail and brevity mean: the reader does not see

more because I write more; the reader sees only when I write slowly.
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Four Pits I Fell Into: Where Learning Detail and Brevity
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Goes Wrong

It took me two months to go from running accounts to focused writing, and I fell
into four pits along the way. I only learned the signposts after falling in. I write

them here for younger students, so a glance before falling in can save half the time.

Pit one: deleting without replacing. The first time I followed the instruction to
cut, I deleted the elephants, giraffes and lunch, and handed in an essay of just over
a hundred characters, thinking this was focus. The teacher wrote four characters:
deleted, and then? I finally understood that deleting only clears space; the space
must be filled with detail, or the essay does not become sharp, it becomes short.
Fix: for every event deleted, add one picture I actually saw into the key paragraph;

cut three, add three, and the length does not collapse.

Pit two: the key paragraph full of adjectives. Knowing I should write in detail,
I changed very fun to extremely fun, and added spectacular, amusing, incredible. The
teacher read it aloud and asked what the class could see; nobody could answer.
Adjectives are my verdicts on the monkey:; the reader wants the monkey itself. Fix:
count verbs. I set myself a rule of at least four action verbs in the key paragraph;
pick, break, smell, put—in were gathered that way, and once the count is met, the

picture stands up by itself.

Pit three: cutting too hard, deleting even the necessary setup. In my second
revision I removed all time and place and opened straight on the old monkey peeling
the orange. The teacher asked: where is this monkey? When did you see it? I could not
answer, and neither could the reader. Detail and brevity do not mean keeping nothing;
going to the zoo, when, and with whom, all things one sentence can cover, must stay,
exactly one sentence, so the remaining space can be safely given to the focus. Fix:
open with one sentence covering time, place and people; I counted, one sentence is

enough, more means drifting back to the checklist.

Pit four: believing focus means the most characters. A classmate heard the
teacher say expand the key part, and wrote the key paragraph to six hundred
characters in an eight—hundred-character essay, which still read as tiring, because
half of those six hundred characters were still jumping around, very fun. Focus is
not more characters; it is slowing down. My final key paragraph was only one hundred
and eighty characters, but it contained a single action, peeling the orange, split
into four steps. Fix: count how many actions are in slow motion in one paragraph; one

slow motion is enough, five slow motions equal none.

Four months later, the red circles in my notebook dropped from nine per term to
two. I inverted the four pits into a four—line self-check: after deleting, add a

picture; in the focus, count verbs; keep one setup sentence at the start; slow—motion
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only one action per paragraph. [ recite the four lines before every submission, and
only sign my name when all four pass. Going from running accounts to focus is not a

matter of talent, just falling into each pit once and then learning to walk around

it.

www. vv99. net



