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Review: How Argument Grows Out of Action

The sample below, about six hundred and twenty words, is titled The Paper Folded
Twice. The review focuses on argument: this essay uses exactly one argument sentence

at the end, yet it hits harder than a whole piece of slogans. Let us see how.

Paragraph one: I still keep that math report card today, the crease from folding
it twice gone white. It lies at the bottom of my drawer, reminding me how it was
hidden last month. Comment: looking back from now, the white crease gives a sense of
time, and hidden sets suspense; two sentences pin the reader to the seat. Add half a

line: beside it sits a final exam report card, and the suspense gains a contrast.
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Paragraph two: the day the monthly results came out, the number in the math
column made me fold the paper twice. After the parents meeting mom pulled it from the
hidden pocket of my bag; I expected a scolding, and she only said: starting tomorrow,
I keep you company until ten. Comment: I expected a scolding is the childs
prediction, and the gap between it and moms reaction is the essays emotion. Keep this

paragraph as it is.

Paragraph three: every night after that, ten thirty, redone the days gaps. One
quadratic function problem stalled me for twenty minutes, the auxiliary line erased
three times, and on the third try I broke the given conditions into three written
lines beside it and finally solved it. At eleven my eyelids fought, I splashed cold
water on my inner wrist, and went on. Comment: this is the skeleton. Twenty minutes,
three times, three lines, eleven o clock, inner wrist, five concrete numbers and
actions nail effort down. The argument can be saved precisely because this paragraph
already said everything through action. The lesson: to write effort, do not write the

word effort.

Paragraph four: final grades came out, mom took the sheet, read math first, then
laid the paper flat as if afraid to crease it. She breathed out, her shoulders
dropped, then her mouth moved once: you understood that last big problem this time,
right. Comment: shoulders dropping before the mouth is the truest stroke, relief
written on the body. The last big problem mattering more than the score, that line of

dialogue sets moms character: she cares whether you learned it, not the number.

Paragraph five: watching her shoulders fall, I suddenly understood that what she
wanted was never that number, but that I had not given up on the problem. Comment:
this is the single argument sentence. It works because it is not a truth dropped from
the sky; it grew out of the falling shoulders in the paragraph before. Compare:
replace it with I will study hard from now on and not let mom down, three slogans,
all hollow. The root of keeping argument honest is here: picture first, then draw one

sentence out of the picture, and stop once drawn.

Overall, the skeleton is the numbers in paragraph three, the emotion is the gap
in paragraph two, the argument is the one sentence in paragraph five. Each doing its

own job, and the essay is steady.
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