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Six Traps When Writing Poems About Water and Courage

After marking many school poem drafts on swimming topics, the common problems
sort into six traps. Each trap comes with a self-check, so revision means going down

the list instead of rewriting from scratch.

Trap one is the slogan ending. The poem suddenly produces I conquered my fear or
I became brave. The test is simple: rewrite the line as plain prose; if the prose
reads the same as the poem, it is a slogan. Replace it with an action, for example

closing on the water holds me, and let courage show through the act.

Trap two is repetition between the pair. The first poem covers the struggle, then
the second starts again from entering the water, telling one event twice. The fix:
give each poem a one—line outline. The first may only happen below the surface; the

second may only happen after surfacing. Cut whatever overlaps.
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Trap three is images without grounding. To look deep, a student writes the sea
inside me surging, but the scene is a swimming pool and the sea appears from nowhere.
Ask of every image: could it be seen or touched in this pool? Lamps, tiles, wall

clocks, bubbles all pass; oceans and raging waves all fail.

Trap four is piling up adjectives. Strings like icy bone—chilling despairing fear
make the poem heavy. Keep at most one adjective per line, and replace it with a noun
or verb whenever possible. Water covering the ears is stronger than terrible silence,

because one is an event and the other is a label.

Trap five is handing the turning point to someone else. The hardest moment to
write is the break itself, and many drafts let the coach pull the speaker ashore
while the main character watches. Check the subject of the lines where the turn
happens; if the one who saves, pulls, or helps is another person, move the action

back onto the speaker, even if it is only breathing out.

Trap six is losing control of line count. Given ten to fourteen lines, some
drafts run past twenty because one event was split into three. Count against a
skeleton: two lines of scene, two of body, two of hearing, two of predicament, three
of peak, three of turn. Merge lines of the same kind when over. Then read aloud once

more; the places that stumble are usually where a trap still lives.
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