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Reading a Sample Home-Visit Essay: How Warmth Is

Accumulated

Suppose the first paragraph reads: “After the doorbell rang I waited a long time;
when the door opened I saw an apron first, then her, untying the apron as she said
“come in teacher, it’s a mess . While changing shoes I glimpsed, on the bottom shelf,
work shoes with unglued toes wrapped once in clear tape.” Commentary: the apron
enters before the person, showing she came from the kitchen or a work site; “it’s a
mess” is the true opening of countless home visits. The taped work shoes are the
heaviest detail of the paragraph; they say thrift without saying poverty. Copyable

move: let one object speak for the family.

The second paragraph: “After sitting down she did not ask about grades first. She
took a twice—folded plastic bag from her pocket and spread it open: three

certificates, two drawings. ’His father works far away; I have not thrown a single
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one.’ Before speaking she pressed her lips, then smiled, rubbing the bag’ s handle the
whole time.” Commentary: “did not ask about grades first” breaks the reader’s
expectation; home-visit essays fear opening with scores. The bag is folded, meaning
it has lived in her pocket a long time; certificates and drawings stored together
mean they weigh the same to her. The smile comes with the rubbing, nervousness and
pride present at once. Copyable move: give the mother one old object she cannot bear

to discard.

The third paragraph: “When I left she saw me to the stairwell mouth, the plastic
bag still pinched in her hand. The voice—activated light glowed behind her, throwing
her shadow onto the steps below me. Two flights down, I looked back; she was still
there.” Commentary: the leaving paragraph states no feeling, only light, shadow, and
one look back. The shadow thrown on the steps means the picture is printed on every
step the teacher takes downward. Copyable move: leave one picture at departure, and

look back only once.

See which two failures it avoided. First, no “poor parents everywhere” style
summary; zero commentary sentences, commentary absorbed into details. Second, the
mother does not cry; many home-visit essays force mothers to tears, but ordinary
families smile more than they cry, and writing the smile is truer. Both avoided by

one discipline: write what you saw, not what you felt.

An imitation checklist: one object at the door, one old object plus one direct
quote plus one pre—-smile action for the mother, one picture plus one look back at
departure. Budget one hundred fifty, three hundred, one hundred fifty words. After
writing, delete every word like “moved” or “not easy”; the essay grows heavier

instead.
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