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Five Ways the Exam—and—Mom Essay Falls Apart

The plot of slipping grades, catching up, and mom smiling appears constantly in
junior high essays, and the ways it falls apart are just as consistent. Five

mistakes, check yourself against them.

Mistake one: a misery—soaked opening. The test paper pressed on my heart like a
stone; I dragged my heavy steps home. Stone and heavy in the first line, and the
reader pities you before knowing you. Fix: open with facts only, the score and where
you put the paper. Let the reader feel; the author is not allowed to feel for the

reader.

Mistake two: review written as a timetable. Dinner at six, homework at seven,
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review at eight, preview at nine, bed at ten. That is not a narrative, it is a daily
schedule. Fix: write one single evening all the way through, down to the minute, one
problem getting stuck and how you got around it. One evening written deep beats seven

days of running water.

Mistake three: mom becomes two different people. First half she slams doors,
second half she weeps with tenderness, no bridge between. The character turns fake.
Fix: let her attitude change once, and change it through action, like her knitting an
unfinished pair of gloves beside you the first night she keeps you until ten, and the
second night you look up to find the gloves set down while she watches your problem.

Attitude hidden in whether the knitting continues, and the character stays coherent.

Mistake four: the smile written as tears of joy. Mom shed tears of excitement. At
this age, moms are likelier to hold back. Fix: write the relieved body response, a
long breath, shoulders dropping, the report card laid flat. Delete the tears; a

restrained smile outclasses weeping.

Mistake five: the closing argument as a slogan. I silently resolved to study hard
from now on and repay mom with better grades. Three sentences, none with a landing
point. Fix: draw the argument from the image in the second-to—last paragraph, like
from her watching your problem, one line: what she wanted was never the number but

that I had not given up. One sentence, period, done.

Five checks: is the opening facts without stones; did you write one evening of
review all the way through; does moms attitude change have an action bridge; is the
smile restrained rather than tearful; is the argument one sentence grown from the
picture. Pass all five and this essay lands in the top of the class. Fail one and go
back to that mistake and fix one spot. What truly separates these essays is not plot,
the plot is the same for everyone; the gap is entirely in whether actions are

concrete and whether the smile holds back.
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