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Five Traps Students Fall Into When Writing About Mother
Smiling

Trap one: the photo appears, but the photo is empty. Suppose the case reads: "I
looked at the old photo; mother was so pretty when she was young.” Fix it by forcing
three nouns: where the photo was, what she wore, what stood beside her. Even ”she
wore a blue sweater with pills on it, a corridor of a tube—shaped apartment building

behind her” puts the photo on the ground.

Trap two: the two smiles each live in their own paragraph and never meet. Suppose
the second paragraph writes the young smile and the third writes the present one with
not one comparing line between them. Fix it by building at least one shared-frame
sentence, like ”I set the two smiles side by side: one dares to let its sound out,
the one folds its sound back in”. The shared-frame sentence can close a paragraph or

stand alone.
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Trap three: guilt shouted aloud. Suppose the case reads: “Thinking of this, I was
filled with guilt; mother gave up so much for us.” The moment such a line appears,
every detail collected earlier is voided. Fix it by replacing “filled with guilt”
with one action plus one scene, like ”“I lowered my head and carried the cold porridge
to reheat it, the flame under the pot licking its bottom”. Readers fish the guilt out

of the action themselves, which weighs more than shouting.

Trap four: a forced uplifting ending. Suppose the case reads: “Mother’s smile lit
up my life; I will study hard to repay her.” Uplifting lines are the most common
failure in this kind of essay, because they swap the concrete mother for an abstract
“motherly love”. Fix it by writing only one small next thing, washing a cup, rubbing

her back, placing the photo on the desk, then stopping without a single comment.

Trap five: word—count overrun. The assignment says four hundred words, yet many
keep writing about the photo past eight hundred. Fix it by fixing quotas before
drafting: discovery one hundred twenty, the old smile one hundred eighty, the present
smile plus ending one hundred; after writing, count, and if over, cut adjectives

first, then the “I thought to myself” interior monologue, the biggest word hog.

A model path: suppose a classmate wrote an essay titled “Mother Smiled”.
Paragraph one: helping mother tidy the wardrobe, he turns up the marriage—certificate
photo. Paragraph two: in the photo mother grins with teeth showing. Paragraph three:
now mother smiles only at the corners of her mouth, lines gathered at her eyes.
Paragraph four: he slips the photo back into the first slot of her wallet; that
evening she opens the wallet, freezes for a moment, then smiles. Three hundred ninety
words in all, not one of the five traps touched. His secret fits in one line: each

paragraph does one job and leaves.
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