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Three Habits That Make Reflections Empty: How This Essay
Took Three Drafts

A classmate of mine once wrote a reading response on Learning to Swim and needed
three drafts before her teacher was satisfied. Unpacking that revision process
exposes the three habits that make reflections empty most often, and each fix can be

borrowed directly — more useful than memorising ten model essays.

Habit one: the reflection shouts slogans. The first draft used the phrase the
power of perseverance six times and read like a broadcast script: after reading this
essay | understand that persistence is victory and never giving up guarantees
success. The teacher wrote one line in the margin: your reflection is pasted on. The
fix in draft two was to let the reflection grow out of an action in the text. She
kept a single detail: the author counted the tile seams under water, and kept

counting even as her legs began to shake. The sentence that came out of that action
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became: perseverance is not being unafraid, it is being afraid and still counting out
the remaining minutes. Anyone could copy the first sentence; only someone who read

the original could write the second.

Habit two: retelling the original eats most of the space. The first draft ran
eight hundred characters, five hundred and eighty of which retold how the author
entered the water, choked, and practised breathing, leaving two lines at the end for
her own voice. The fix was not to compress everything evenly but to keep only one
plot point that could lead to the reflection: floating on the kickboard for a full
twenty minutes. The rest went into one passing line: from entering the water to
mastering breathing, every step the essay skipped probably soaked in the same
nervousness. The retelling share dropped from seventy percent to twenty, and the

weight of the piece finally landed back on the writer herself.

Habit three: the personal connection is a single sentence. The first draft said I
also learned to swim, so I really relate to that feeling. That sentence connects
nothing, because it would work after reading any essay in the world. Draft three
replaced it with a checkable timeline: the first time I floated a full twenty
minutes, I stared at the tile seams and counted for the first ten, my legs started
shaking at minute fifteen, I nearly let go at minute eighteen, and when the coach
finally called me ashore I climbed out trembling. When the time, the numbers and the
body reactions are all there, the connection has touched ground. The test is simple:
cover the title of the essay. If the sentence still works, you have not connected

anything.

After three drafts, give yourself a short checklist. Does the reflection contain
slogan words — if so, replace them with a judgement drawn from an action. Does the
retelling exceed thirty percent of the piece — if so, cut it down to one plot point.
Does the connection paragraph hold a concrete number or body reaction — if not, add a

timeline. Pass all three and the reflection will hardly be empty again.
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