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Composing Her Smile: Placing Three Images into Poem

Lines

A children poem about her smile should not spend twenty lines saying how much mom
loves the child. It needs pictures. Kitchen, lamp, and smile are the three safest

images, and placing them at the opening, middle, and ending gives the poem a frame.

Put the kitchen at the opening. It is where mom appears most often, so start with
the sound of the wok, the steam, the clatter of bowls. Keep lines short, three to
eight words, so a child can write them and breathe naturally at the line end when

reciting.

Put the lamp in the middle. After the noise of the opening, the middle should
quiet down: mom sewing under the lamp, checking homework, washing fruit. Pick one
scene and write two or three details, how the light falls, how the shadow moves on

the wall. Repeat one line twice, such as the lamp grew a little quieter, and the
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rhythm appears.

Save the smile for the ending. Do not describe the smile directly; write the
moment it appears: she looks up, sees me under the lamp, and smiles. Close with one

or two short lines so the recitation naturally slows down there.

Line budget: twenty to thirty lines in total, six or seven at the opening, ten to
twelve in the middle, five or six at the ending. Pause one beat between stanzas and
two beats at the end of each stanza. Have the child read the poem aloud; wherever the

breath runs out, split that line shorter.
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A Sample Poem Under the Lamp, Annotated Section by

Section

Below is an assumed twenty—four line children poem called Under the Lamp,
followed by section notes. The first stanza is the kitchen: the oil in the wok
crackled / the smell of scallion squeezed through the door gap / a bowl clinked in
the basin / moms hands moved fast / water drops flew onto the back of my hand / the
kitchen was loud. Note: six lines of sound and action, no praise, every line short

enough for one breath when recited.

The second stanza is the lamp: the noise stopped / mom sat under the lamp / she
was mending my school uniform / the stitches were tiny / the lamp grew a little
quieter / the edge of the shadow was fuzzy / she bit the thread / scraped the thread
end with a nail / the lamp grew a little quieter again / on the homework cover / her
name was written neater than mine. Note: eleven slow lines, the repeated sentence
makes the child lower the voice the second time, and the fuzzy shadow edge beats a

hundred lines of praising mom.

The third stanza is the smile: I stood at the edge of the lamplight / she looked
up / glanced at me / smiled / her eyes curved first / the corners of her mouth caught
up later / the lamp grew a little brighter. Note: the smile is split into four
actions, and the last line is true only inside the watchers heart; hold two beats and

stop.

Twenty—four lines in total, six plus eleven plus seven, right inside the twenty
to thirty range. When revising a childs poem, ask three questions: does the opening

have sound, does the middle repeat one line, is the ending smile broken into actions.
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Five Common Faults in a Childs Poem About Moms Smile

Fault one: slogans all the way through. Suppose twenty—four lines contain eight I
love mom and the rest are how tired you are or how great you are. Slogans are not
pictures. Delete them and put in one action instead: mom bending down to tie a shoe,
moving the tenderest fish belly onto the childs bowl. Fill the missing lines with

details, never with feeling words.

Fault two: forced rhyme. To rhyme, a child twists she smiled into the corners of
her mouth curled up up up. Childrens poems need smoothness, not rhyme. Read aloud and

cut any awkward ending.

Fault three: adjective piles: kind, gentle, beautiful, hardworking, all stacked
with no picture. Ask where can I see that for every adjective, then replace it with

an action.

Fault four: every line the same length. Twenty lines of seven characters each
read like counting, and the reciter speeds up like reciting a textbook. Break the

pattern on purpose, and drop a one word line like silence to force a pause.

Fault five: ending with I love mom. The child suddenly raises the voice at that
line and kills all the quiet built before. End on a picture instead: she smiled, the

lamp grew brighter. The word love never appears, and the listener understands.
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