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Two Openings Compared: Why Hard-Work Openings Stall and

Action Openings Flow

Two students both writing about their English teacher, their openings side by
side, show exactly where composition paths fork. The first reads: my English teacher
works conscientiously, is strict with us, and grades homework late every night. How
hard she works. The second reads: before every dictation, Mr. Wang lines five pieces
of chalk on the podium, tall ones to the left, short ones to the right, then lifts
his head and sweeps the class with a look; whoever is flipping through a book finds

his gaze skip past.

The first paragraph runs out of words after three sentences because it states
conclusions. Conscientious, strict, how hard she works are report—card comments, not
pictures. A comment cannot be expanded further; you cannot explain hard work three
more times. The second paragraph keeps going because it records actions. Behind the

chalk ritual a chain of questions follows naturally: why does he line them up, which
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dictation did he line them unusually slowly, what is on the hand that lines them up.

Every question grows into a paragraph.

The comparison hides another difference: the second paragraph contains something
only its author saw. The whole class has seen the chalk ritual, but only he noticed
tall-left—short-right. This is your advantage. You sit in that classroom every day,
and only your classmates can see your teacher’s small habits. Writing about a teacher

is not a contest of fancy words but of who observes more closely.

Try rewriting the first paragraph. Turn works conscientiously into one event: she
grades homework late becomes one day after school I went to the office to hand in a
form and saw Mr. Wang asleep on his desk, pen still in his hand, a stack of exercise
books open beside him. Turn is strict with us into one quoted moment: once I wrote he
instead of he’s, and he drew a big red question mark in my notebook without a word;
the next day he drew another question mark in the same spot. After rewriting, you
will find the word count grew while the phrase how hard she works became unnecessary,

because the reader feels it alone.

This exercise is translating comments into pictures. When you read composition
guides and admire how someone describes a friend, do the same translation: is this
sentence a comment or a picture, and can the picture be broken into actions. Two

weeks of this, and your own writing will reach for pictures first.
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