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Five Misuses of Material: Where Blushing, Thousand—Gold

Promises, and True-to—Word Go Wrong Most Often

Copying piles of good words and sentences can backfire; using them wrongly is
worse than not using them. The five misuses below are ranked by frequency, each with

a wrong example and a fix.

Misuse one: blushing and heart pounding for every feeling. Guilt uses it,
nervousness uses it, liking someone uses it; one phrase covering all emotions turns
the essay into a copy machine. Wrong example: Before reciting on stage, I blushed and

my heart pounded. Fix: nervousness and guilt live in different bodies. Nervousness is
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weak knees, trembling hands, deep breaths; guilt is unable to meet eyes, burning
ears. Change the stage line to: the script in my palm went damp at one corner, and I

took three deep breaths before stepping out.

Misuse two: thousand—-gold promises aimed at the wrong target. The idiom describes
the weight of a promise and the character of keeping it; it cannot describe an act
that was never promised. Wrong example: Xiao Yu did not blame me, truly a man of
thousand-gold promises. Fix: first ask what this person promised. Xiao Yu promised
nothing, so the line should go. Replace it with someone who actually kept faith:
Grandpa promised to pick me up every Wednesday and missed it zero times in ten years;

that earns the idiom.

Misuse three: true—to-one’ s—word as a catchphrase. Every paragraph ends with he
is so true to his word; too many labels leave the essay full of conclusions and empty
of process. Wrong example: He returns borrowed books on time, true to his word. Fix:
break the conclusion into process. It reads instead: the day he returned the book it
rained, he bagged it in a plastic bag, and let his sleeve get soaked halfway rather
than let the pages take a drop of water. Once the process is written, readers think

of true to his word themselves; you need not write it.

Misuse four: stacking material in strings. Having collected material, you want to
use all of it, cramming three or four idioms into one sentence. Wrong example: I was
extremely mortified, utterly ashamed, blushing and pounding, wishing the ground would
swallow me. Fix: allow one key item per scene and turn the rest into actions. Keep
burning ears from the four idioms; change the others to eyes dropping to his

shoelaces, speech starting to stutter.

Misuse five: excerpting without applying. The notebook looks beautiful, but
nothing from it ever appears in an essay. How to spot it: open the notebook and check
whether each item has a usage line in your own hand; check the essay you handed in
for any sentence clearly lifted from the notebook. If neither exists, the copying was
wasted. Fix: before each essay, pick three items from the notebook and force yourself
to use one; cross out what does not fit, and crossing out more than you keep 1is

normal.

All five misuses share one solution: material is not pasted onto the essay; it is
broken into actions and hidden inside sentences. Write one usage line while

excerpting, use one fewer idiom while writing, and the material comes alive.
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