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How to Collect Good Words and Sentences: Three Steps to
Build Your Teacher Material Notebook

Many students flip through composition books before writing "My Teacher,” copy
down piles of good words and sentences, then find they can recall none when it is
time to write. The problem lies in how the material was collected: the words were
copied at random, without categories, so they cannot be found when needed. The fix is
to build a categorized material notebook with just three sections: words and

sentences describing a teacher’ s expression, their movements, and their speech.

Step one: get a pocket—sized notebook or a few pages of cards, and divide them
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into the three sections. While reading textbooks or storybooks, file any description
of a teacher into the right section. For expressions, collect phrases like “gentle
gaze,” ”slightly furrowed brow,” “eyes lighting up,” ”smile spreading across the
face”; for sentences, try “when he reached the key point, his gaze slowly swept
across the class, and the room was quiet enough to hear the chalk dust fall.” For
pinch the chalk
“the

teacher’ s red pen moved across the exercise book, drawing a wavy line under a good

” ”

movements, collect words like “bend down,” “pace,” “tap lightly,

stub”; focus on saving one detail — the hand grading homework, such as

sentence and tapping twice lightly on a wrong character.” For speech, note what
teachers actually say, especially encouragement: “Think again — you are only one
step from the answer,” or “Five points better this time; your recent effort paid

off.” Leave a small blank space under each section for usage examples.

Step two: mark each item with a trace of use. When copying, add a quick note:
whose story does this fit, in what scene. If you copy “eyes lighting up,” write
beside it “use when: I answer a hard question correctly.” Ten seconds of work decides
whether the material stays alive. Words copied without notes look as blank as un-—

copied ones three months later.

Step three: each week, pick one item and practice adapting it. Adapting is not
copying — change the person, the event, the details. Suppose you copied “his gaze
slowly swept across the class.” Your math teacher’s habit may be pushing up his
glasses before looking at people, so write: “when he explained the trap in this
problem, he took off his glasses, wiped them, and let his gaze travel slowly from the
front row to the back; whoever daydreamed, he could see.” Borrow the rhythm and the

angle of observation; replace every detail with your own teacher’ s.

Two rules while adapting. First, use each item only once per composition. Do not
cram ten collected words into one paragraph — that is piling up, and the teacher
sees through it at a glance. Second, prefer long sentences carrying details over
worn—out four—character idioms like “kind and amiable” or “diligent and careful”;

they are correct but pictureless.

Keep this up for a month and each section will hold about twenty items. Before an
exam you do not need to memorize — flip through, remember what your real teacher

looks like, and your composition will have something true to write.
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Three Material Types in Action: How Gaze, Red Pen and

Encouragement Enter a Composition

How do notebook entries become sentences in your own composition? Below are three
demonstrations, one per material type: first the copied original, then an adapted
composition paragraph, then a note on what changed and why. Suppose the teacher is

Ms. Li, the Chinese teacher.

Type one: the gaze during class. Collected material: “Her gaze was like a
searchlight sweeping across the classroom.” Adapted version: Ms. Li never names
distracted students while teaching. When she read the line about Zhou Yu telling the
army smiths to delay the arrows, her voice suddenly dropped, her eyes fixed on the
map at the left of the blackboard — yet she seemed to grow eyes in the back of her
head. The moment a hand passing a note in the last row stretched out, her gaze landed
softly on that hand. No scolding; she kept reading, and the hand pulled itself back.
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Comment: “searchlight” is too harsh; it became “grew eyes in the back of her head,”
because when a pupil writes about a teacher’s gaze, the point is “the teacher knows
what everyone is doing,” not “the eyes are fierce.” The note-passing hand is an

invented detail — swap in something that really happened in your class.

Type two: the hand grading homework. Collected material: “The teacher’ s hand was
rough, fingertips dusted with chalk.” Adapted version: when exercise books came back,
the red comments at the end always slanted to the right, because Ms. Li had an old
injury in her left wrist and had to bend it outward to hold the pen. Once I wrote “my
mother’ s hands are like old tree bark” in my essay; she drew a wavy line under it and
wrote a four—character note: “sharp observation.” Every stroke of those four
characters ended in a tiny hook, as if she lifted the pen in a hurry. Comment: this
paragraph never says “rough hand” directly; it shows why the red writing slants and
why the notes have hooks. The hand hides inside the handwriting, which reads fresher
than describing the hand head-on. The wavy line counts too — lines, circles and

hooks made by the red pen are extensions of the hand’ s movement.

Type three: words of encouragement. Collected material: “The teacher smiled and
said: you are great.” Adapted version: I kept stumbling on the word “encircle” while
reciting the lesson about Sun Moon Lake; my deskmate finished in three tries while I
was on my fourth and still said “surround.” Ms. Li walked by, did not correct me, and
only said: ”“You actually know both words — all that is missing is the nerve to use
the harder one.” Before second period she checked on me. I stood up and said
“mountains encircle Sun Moon Lake.” She nodded and said one word: “Right.” Comment:
“you are great” is empty praise; it praises nothing. The rewritten line names the
exact word I stumbled on, points out the real cause — fear of using it — and ends
with a single word, “Right.” The shorter the encouragement, the truer it feels; the

more specific, the stronger.

All three demonstrations use the same teacher, and together they form the
skeleton of a composition: the gaze in class, the hand at grading, the words spoken
— one paragraph each, plus an opening and an ending. When you practice, replace the
three scenes with three real events from your own class, and the material is truly

used.
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Five Common Mistakes in Collecting Material — the
Fourth Is the Easiest to Make

Same habit of copying good words and sentences — some students’ notebooks grow
thicker while their compositions grow flatter. Check yourself against these five

mistakes.

Mistake one: only copying idioms. ”“Kind and amiable,” “tireless in teaching,”
“"pouring out one s heart and blood” — a whole page of labels. Idioms are usable, but
a teacher made only of idioms has no picture. Fix: for every idiom copied, force
yourself to add one concrete detail. If you copied “meticulous,” write beside it:
“usable — she circles even an extra dot I accidentally added; last time she caught a

stray stroke in my character.” The idiom is a label; the detail is the photograph.

Mistake two: copying whole paragraphs. You find a fine model essay about a
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teacher and copy five paragraphs straight. Memorized paragraphs do not transfer,
because the model describes that teacher’s lesson, and your teacher does not teach
that lesson. Fix: copy parts only — one simile, one movement, one line of dialogue,
never more than two lines at a time. Parts can be assembled; whole paragraphs collide

with your own material, and the more you recite, the more it reads like copying.

Mistake three: material without a scene. The notebook just says “sharp, bright
gaze” and stops. When writing, you cannot recall where it belongs. Fix: add a half-
line scene note after each item, in the format “who + when + how.” For example:
“sharp gaze — usable: tug—of-war at sports day, our class losing, she stands at the

sideline.”

Mistake four: piling every collected item into one paragraph. This is the easiest
mistake to make and the most damaging. Suppose a composition says: “Her gaze was
sharp, she was kind and amiable, diligent and careful, she said earnestly, she graded
homework with painstaking care” — five materials crammed together, each reduced to
decoration, and the reader remembers none. Fix: pick only three items per composition
and place them in three different scenes: the gaze in class, the red-pen hand at
homework return, the encouraging words after a failed test. The farther apart the

materials sit, the brighter each one shines.

Mistake five: copying other people’s teachers instead of your own. The notebook
is full of the model essays’ Mr. Zhang and Ms. Wang, and when you finally write, your
pen still produces Mr. Zhang. Fix: leave a last page titled "My Teacher” and record
one true event about your own teacher each week — no fancy words, plain description.
For example: “the PE teacher always bites the whistle cord once before blowing.” That
page is the most valuable part of your notebook, because it is the only part only you

can write.

The first three mistakes decide whether you have anything to use; the fourth
decides whether what you use reads well; the fifth decides whether the composition
resembles your actual teacher. Fix them in that order: collect parts, learn to

distribute them, then fill in your own page.
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