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Four Common Mistakes in Descriptive Prose: Diary Voice,

Adjective Piles, Shouted Emotion, Static Imagery

When middle school students write descriptive prose, four mistakes show up most
often, and nearly everyone runs into at least two of them. Take the assignment Summer

by the Stream as the sample, and check each mistake against it, with its fix.

Mistake one: prose written like a diary. In the morning we set out, on the way I
spotted the stream, at noon we ate by the water, in the afternoon we went home. The
whole piece is time words plus travel verbs, and the scenery merely got a glance in
passing. The trouble with such a draft is not weak writing but a missing skeleton:
cut any paragraph and what remains is still the itinerary. Fix: delete every time

word and travel verb and see what is left. A paragraph that holds nothing gets
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deleted outright. Rewrite the opening so the water starts sounding first, without

waiting for the person to arrive.

Mistake two: an adjective pile. The beautiful stream sings a heartwarming song,
and the lovely green trees cast dappled shadows. Three adjectives in a row, yet the
reader hears nothing, sees nothing, feels no cool. Fix: trade each adjective for a
state or an image. What does beautiful look like? Light falls into the water and
shatters into a handful. What does heartwarming sound like? Plink, plink, one note

after another, never stopping. With the adjectives gone, the writing grows thicker.

Mistake three: shouted emotion. Ah, how beautiful the stream is, how peaceful the
afternoon. The emotion is shouted, and the reader feels nothing. In prose, emotion is
a result, not a slogan. Fix: cut the shouting sentence and replace it with a change
in the images. Write that the cicadas cry suddenly thins, that the shadow floods the
whole surface of the stream, and peacefulness appears on its own without being
shouted. A quick test: circle every exclamation mark; if you circle more than three,

the emotion in this essay is still running on shouting.

Mistake four: images that never move. The water sound, the tree shadow, the
cicada song each get one sentence, then sit still for the rest of the essay. The
images have become props, not scenery. Fix: give every image a verb. The water sound
goes from far to near, the shadow retreats an inch, the cicada cry grows from one
voice to a whole tree. Once the images move, time is moving, and the prose has its

own current.

Fix the four mistakes in order: first cut the itinerary, then replace the
adjectives, then cut the shouted emotion, and at last add the verbs. After these four
Steps a prose essay at least stands up; then work on rhythm, reading each paragraph
aloud, the water paragraph fast, the shadow paragraph slow, the cicada paragraph
urgent first and unhurried after. When the checking is done, read the whole piece
once more: if all three images are moving and no paragraph is left holding only

adjectives, this Summer by the Stream has passed.
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