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Four Things We Get Wrong About the Small Moments

Teachers Changed in Us

Most essays about a teacher fail not because of weak writing but because memory

lies. Four mistakes appear most often. Check them one by one.

The first mistake: making the big event the center of the story. When writing
about a teacher, the reflex is to write about teaching while sick, grading late at
night, winning awards. But if you sit quietly and think, what truly changed you was
usually far smaller: one extra question during a corrected mistake, a three—minute
talk in the corridor, a sentence you did not understand then and suddenly understood
years later. Before writing, ask yourself: if I could keep only one image, which one?

That image is rarely the big event.

The second mistake: details recorded backwards. Memory edits. You remember being
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criticized, but the exact words are almost certainly wrong; you remember the talk was
warm, yet you may have merged two talks into one. Verify before writing: open old
notebooks and photos, ask classmates what actually happened that day. Delete
uncertain details or write them as it seemed’ and 'probably . If you state a
misremembered quote with full confidence, one skeptical reader can bring the whole

essay down.

The third mistake: inflating emotion into a moral. Small events carry their own
power:; the more lessons you add, the faker it gets. For a corrected mistake, write
how you checked and redid it; do not lift it to the level of life permitting no
errors. For a sentence you still remember, write where you heard it and how you
reacted; do not summarize a life philosophy for it. Readers will move themselves;

they do not need the author to be moved on their behalf in advance.

The fourth mistake: turning a small event into a flat log. For the same corrected
mistake, whether anyone else was in the office that noon, what pen the teacher held,
which step he made you stop at — these details decide whether it reads as a story or
as an inventory. Give every detail a consequence: because of that check, you started
copying conditions clearly before writing in later exams; because of the corridor
talk, you pause at the blurriest line when reciting. Once a small event has

consequences, it is no longer small.

One last suggestion: after writing, line up your three moments and delete
repeated emotions, keeping only repeated actions. Repeated emotion sours; repeated

action is an echo, and the ending usually lands on that echo.
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