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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:
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“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
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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