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When Observation Diaries Turn into Praise Posters or

Shopping Lists: Four Common Faults and How to Fix Them

Mark enough fourth—grade observation diaries and you find the faults repeat. The
four traps below are ones nearly every child falls into; recognize them and they can
be fixed.

Trap one: the praise—poster tone. The whole piece is how hard the teacher
works’, ' how great the teacher is’, I must learn from her’ . The fault is a role mix-
up — you are writing commentary, not observation. Fix: strike out every sentimental

sentence and force yourself to answer ' what did I see’. Suppose after striking ’the
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teacher works hard’ you have nothing left, that means you never observed — go back
and watch the scene. If what remains is ’she graded until her pen ran dry’, you are

right: keep the action, delete the exclamation.

Trap two: the running account. From ’the teacher got up at six’ to ’she went to
bed at ten’, all twenty—four hours written, one line per event, reading like a duty
roster. The fault is greed. Fix: keep only three scenes and cut the rest. A day in
an observation diary is not literally twenty—four hours; it is the three points you
chose. After cutting, check: does each surviving scene have at least one number and

one action? If not, go back and look again.

Trap three: three scenes with equal weight, or in the wrong order. Some children
write three hundred characters on the morning and one sentence — ’in the evening the
teacher graded homework’ — on the evening; others put evening before morning, time
running backwards. Fix: set a character budget per scene. Suppose four hundred
characters total: morning, noon and evening get about a hundred and twenty each,
whoever goes over gets trimmed. Keep time order, and put a time word at each
paragraph’s head — ’7:05, "at noon’, "after school’ — so a reader can walk through

the day with eyes closed.

Trap four: details made entirely of imagination. Writing that the teacher 'must’
be exhausted or ’definitely’ skipped breakfast, when you never saw it. The bottom
line of an observation diary is: write only what your own eyes witnessed. Fix: put a
source tag on every detail by asking where did I see this? If you cannot answer,
delete it. No chance to observe the teacher’s morning? Move your starting point to
when you arrive, and write when I got to school, the teacher was already standing at

the gate’ — the word " already’ is both honest and informative.

One more hidden trap: watching with eyes only. Observation is not just visual.
What the teacher says at the gate, what she chats about with students at lunch, the
tone of her phone call in the office — all are material. Suppose you hear her say ' I
have explained this problem three times, come ask again’ — that sentence resembles

this teacher more than any portrait description could.

A six—item pre—writing checklist: date and weather written; three scenes chosen;
each scene has a number; sentimental sentences struck out; order is morning—noon—

evening; at least one thing heard is included. Tick all six, then write.
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