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Arranging Three Home-Visit Materials: Entering, Talking
About the Child, Leaving

The entrance paragraph’s job is to let readers see the home; budget about one
hundred fifty words. Do not write “I arrived at Xiao Ming’ s home”; write what your
eyes caught first. Suppose the sample reads: while changing shoes you notice, on the
bottom shelf, a pair of work shoes with the soles coming unglued, toes pointing
outward as if ready to leave any moment; on the coffee table lies the child s
workbook, with an unfinished bowl of green beans pressed beside it. Two details
suffice: the work shoes speak of making a living, the beans speak of time chopped up
by housework. Choose environmental details that have nothing to do with the child yet

are everywhere about him; the warmth of the visit starts here.

The talking—about—the—child paragraph is the center, three hundred words, and the

mother’ s smile must appear here. Let the mother speak first and you listen. Suppose
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the sample reads: she brings out a plastic bag holding the child s certificates and a
few drawings, saying “his father works far away; I have not thrown a single one of
these”, and she smiles while saying it, pressing her lips together first, as if
afraid of sounding too proud. Note how the smile is written: put a small action
before it, pressing lips, rubbing hands, wiping the apron on her thigh, and the smile
gains layers. Your role is recorder; quote one or two of her exact words, quotation

beats paraphrase.

The leaving paragraph carries the feeling, one hundred fifty words, but the
feeling may not be stated as ”“I was moved”. Suppose the sample reads: going
downstairs you look back, she stands at the stairwell mouth, the plastic bag still in
her hand, the light behind her, waving and saying “take care, teacher”. Write the
picture, then add one line of inner movement, like ”“I stood in the stairwell a few
seconds, remembering how he slumped over in class today; so a slumping child goes
home to a light left on for him”. Picture plus one inner line, and the feeling

stands.

One warning: home-visit essays easily turn into commendations, all “how hard the
parents work, the child must improve”. The fix is to allow the phrase “not easy”
exactly once in the whole essay and hand all the rest to details: unglued shoes,
unfinished beans, certificates in a plastic bag. Readers will ache on their own; they

do not need your summary.

With the three paragraphs arranged, the essay lands near six hundred words. Check
three places: does the entrance hold at least two environmental details, does the
mother’s smile have a preceding small action and one direct quote, does the closing
feeling hang on a picture. If all three hold, the essay is warm without being

cloying.
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