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How to Write an Observation Diary: Fix Three Time Points
and Watch Up Close

An observation diary differs from a water play diary: the main character is not
you but the stream. The first step is fixing your time points. Before leaving, write
three lines in your notebook: morning, noon, evening, and at each time stand by the
stream for five minutes. Without time points, observation stays a blurry impression,

and what comes out on paper is only beautiful and clear, with no change at all.

At the morning point, watch the water surface. Do not write right away; ask
yourself what is on the surface now that was not there before. The morning answer is
often mist, a thin layer hugging the water, with the willow on the far bank showing
only its upper half. Then squat and look close: a leaf floats on the surface, is it
still, or drifting slowly downstream? Touch the water with your hand, cold. Write
these down and the morning paragraph is done: mist, half a willow, a drifting leaf,

cold water, all four are there.
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At the noon point, watch the tree shade. The same willow shrinks its shadow to a
small patch under its trunk, and the water is too bright to stare at. Find a stone
that had sun in the morning and sits in shade by noon, mark it, and go back: is the
stone dry or wet, hot to the touch? This before—and—after pairing is the treasure of
an observation diary. A stone burning hot at noon feels cool at dusk, and that change

is content.

At the dusk point, watch dragonflies. Flying low, a dragonfly skims the surface,
taps once, and a small ring spreads, which is called dragonfly dotting water.
Watching one is enough: note how many times it flies back and forth and where it
lands each time. When it rests on a dead branch, come within three steps and look at
its wings, whether the four wings are folded or spread. Record the time, 6:15 in the

evening.

On site, write keywords only: mist, half a willow, the leaf drifting, hot stone,
dragonfly tapping, landing on the branch. Before dinner, while memory is fresh,
expand the keywords into sentences, one paragraph per time point, seventy to a
hundred characters each, with date and weather on the first line, and end with one
question for tomorrow, such as whether that leaf will still be in the same place. A

question mark gives the diary a next day.
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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
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
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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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Five Traps in Observation Diaries: From Copying Model

Essays to Inventing Data

Trap one: dragging the phrase book into the diary. The brook murmurs, the ripples
glitter, the green shades the trees, four idioms crammed into one line. How to spot
it: read aloud, and anything that sounds like recitation is copied. The alternative:

plain speech, the water bumps on small stones making a gurgling sound, and under the
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sun the surface flickers. Swap murmurs for gurgling and the diary instantly becomes

yours.

Trap two: the morning, noon, and evening paragraphs saying the same thing.
Morning says the water is clear, noon says the water is clear, evening still says the
water is clear. How to spot it: line up the first sentence of each paragraph, and if
they mean the same thing, the diary is dead. The alternative: each time point answers
only one question, morning answers what is on the surface, noon answers shadow and
temperature, evening answers what the dragonfly is doing. Three different questions

make three different paragraphs.

Trap three: inventing details you never saw, writing that there are eight stones
on the bottom or that dragonfly eggs look like grains of rice. If you did not count
and did not see, you cannot write it. How to spot it: for every number and every
unseen thing, ask whether your eyes saw it. The alternative: write only what was
seen, | counted the stones, six are clear enough to count, and in the deep water
there are more I cannot make out; never saw the eggs so leave them out, just write

the moment the tail taps. Honesty in an observation diary matters more than elegance.

Trap four: turning observation into a science lesson. A dragonfly dots the water
because the female is laying eggs, up to five taps per second. Once such a sentence
appears, the diary dies. The alternative: hide knowledge inside the process, it flew
extremely low, tail tapping down once per pass, and I counted four round trips, one
tap each time. Your own counted four is more reliable than a memorized five per

second.

Trap five: writing three days in a row that all look alike. Day one mist, day two
still mist, day three big sun. How to spot it: put the first lines of the three days
side by side and delete the repeats. The alternative: change the object each day, the
surface on day one, that leaf on day two, the moss on stones on day three. The stream
bank is full of things, leaf undersides, sand in cracks, water bird footprints, and

changing the object ends the repetition.

One habit to keep: carry a palm—sized notebook, write only keywords and numbers
on site, and expand them into sentences at home. Long sentences on site make you miss
the scene, and reconstructing from memory at home distorts it; keywords plus prompt

expansion is the steadiest method for an observation diary.
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