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Five Ways This Essay Goes Wrong, with a Self—check List

After reading so many essays about helping mom in the kitchen, the places where
the smiling mom scene falls apart repeat themselves. Here are five mistakes, each

with a fix. Check your draft against them before you hand it in.

Mistake one: the smile arrives too fast. Mom opens the door and immediately tears
up, saying the child has grown up. Readers smell fake, because the first reaction to
a surprise is to freeze. Fix: put the smile in order. Mom asks what happened first,
then looks at the table, pauses two seconds, and only then her mouth moves. A smile

half a beat late reads truer.

Mistake two: the cooking goes too smoothly. The egg opens on the first try, the

rice loosens at once, the salt lands exactly right. A smooth process gives the reader
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nothing to hold. Fix: schedule at least two small accidents among the three steps,
shell in the bowl, oil on the hand, too much salt, pick two and write them close,

each with one thought before and after.

Mistake three: mom is a prop. She only enters, smiles, and speaks, like a robot
following a script. Fix: give her one unplanned action, like putting down her bag to
touch the pan and check its warmth, or picking the saltiest grains into her own bowl

while eating. One unplanned action and the person comes alive.

Mistake four: the ending shouts a slogan. Mom smiled, I understood the greatness
of motherly love, I will help with housework more. Not one of these three sentences
is a picture. Fix: keep only one action or one line of dialogue, like mom pushing the
plate into my arms, saying the rest is your job to finish. Delete the slogan and let

the feeling grow in the reader.

Mistake five: every detail is an adjective. Delicious fried rice, happy me,
gentle mom, a stack of adjectives that show nothing. Fix: replace each adjective with
one noun plus one verb. Delicious becomes a ring of golden crust burnt onto the pan

edge, gentle becomes mom brushing the hair off my forehead while she talks.

A six—item checklist, tick each one after writing. One, does every scene contain
at least one sound word. Two, did at least two small accidents happen while cooking.
Three, does mom have one unplanned action. Four, is the smile written as a sequence
of changes instead of just smiled. Five, does the ending avoid big words like
greatness and gratitude. Six, are there no more than five adjectives in the whole
essay. Six ticks and this essay will hardly be bad. Any unticked item means going

back to the matching mistake and adding one fix before submitting.
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