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Two Stream Diaries Compared: Why One Reads Like a Ledger
and One Like Real Play

Suppose two third grade diaries describe the same day at the same stream. Diary A
reads: Today I went to the stream to play in the water with mother. First we took off
our shoes, then I stomped water, then I picked up pebbles. At noon mother said let us
go home. We had a great time today. Diary B starts the same way, but in the middle it
describes stomping the right foot so the water bursts in a ring, the sandals going
squelch—squelch, and losing a contest against mother to see who stomps higher. The

two are about the same length, and the difference is obvious at a glance.

First difference: A writes everything, B writes one thing. A lists taking off
shoes, stomping, picking pebbles, going home, one line each, none of them written
through, so together they read like an outing checklist. B breaks one act, stomping,
into small moves: lifting the foot, slamming down, water bursting, spray on the
calves. A diary is short; three hundred characters cannot hold four events but easily

holds one. On choosing content, B wins.

Second difference: A has no sound, B has squelch—-squelch and mothers shout. A
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writes that the splash rose and it was very fun, and those three words finish the
feeling for the reader, leaving the reader with nothing. B writes that the spray hit
my whole face and mother laughed so hard she squatted down; the fun hides inside the
picture. Memorize the contrast: bring feeling out through sound and image, or state

it at most once, never conclude for the reader.

Third difference: A has no human speech, B records mothers exact words. When she
says no, your clothes are all soaked, the person of mother suddenly stands on the
bank. In A, mother is only a function whose job is calling everyone home. There is a
simple trick for teaching dialogue: on the way home, replay in your head everything
you heard today, pick the line that sounds most like the speaker, and write it in

quotation marks.

The fourth difference is the ending. A ends with we had a great time, shouted at
the reader. B ends with I set my three pebbles on the windowsill and will check
tomorrow whether they dried out. Whether the pebbles are there and whether they are
dry turns happiness into looking forward. Let a third grader read both endings aloud,
and they can tell which is better: the gap is not word count but whether one thing

was truly written through.
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