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A Sample Stream Observation Diary: One Fix for Each of

the Three Time Paragraphs

Suppose there is a fourth grade observation diary titled A Day by the Stream,
divided into morning, noon, and evening paragraphs. Each paragraph has material, but
each falls just short. We will fix one thing per paragraph, then read the before and

after side by side, and the craft of an observation diary becomes visible.

The morning paragraph originally reads: In the morning there is mist on the
water, the willow is unclear, and the water is very clear. Problem: this is a
photograph, not an observation. A photograph records appearance; observation records
change. The fix: add a comparison action. I stand on the stone I always stand on and
notice the far willow shows only its upper half, the lower half hidden by mist, while
at this hour yesterday it was whole. Whole yesterday, missing a section today, and
the change jumps off the page. The paragraph grows two lines and doubles its

information.

The noon paragraph originally reads: At noon the sun is huge, very hot, and the
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tree shade is cool. Problem: it only reports weather, without saying how cool cool
is. The fix: run a comparison. The stone that was too hot to touch in the morning now
hides in the willow shadow; I reach out and it is warm, no longer hot. Then write
myself: sitting in the shade with my feet in the stream, a breeze raises tiny bumps
on my arms. Temperature written through the skin works better than ten uses of very
hot.

The evening paragraph originally reads: At dusk I saw dragonflies flying, and the
teacher said this is called dotting water, dragonflies lay eggs in the water.
Problem: the second half turns into a science lesson, and a quoted teacher has no
place in an observation diary. The fix: delete the textbook and write only what the
eyes saw. One dragonfly flew back and forth four times, each pass hugging the
surface, tail tapping down once, the ripple spreading and vanishing. The fifth time
it landed on a dead branch; I came within three steps and it flew again, this time
higher, perhaps having noticed me. Whether dragonflies fear people is your own

discovery, worth more than memorized knowledge.

The ending originally reads: Today observation was really interesting. The fix:
replace it with a question for tomorrow, will the leaf that floated there this
morning still be in the same place tomorrow? If yes, it is stuck; if no, it has moved

on. The ending of an observation diary is not a summary but a hook left for tomorrow.
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