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The Snow Stopped, Let’s Go Shovel: A 300-Word Model
Diary and Where Its Joy of Work Lives

First read a diary entry written in the voice of a second or third grader, titled
The Snow Stopped, Let’s Go Shovel, about three hundred words long in its original
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Chinese. After reading it, we will look at where its joy of work was placed.

Here is the diary. November eighteenth, Saturday, sunny. The snow stopped last
night, and this morning the whole yard was white, with only one line of footprints
from the neighbor’s dog. After breakfast, Dad brought two shovels out of the
woodshed. One was taller than me and I could not 1ift it. Dad gave me the smaller
one, which was really a broken coal scoop, but I liked it more than the big shovel.
We divided the work: Dad took the driveway, Mom took the area in front of the steps,
and my job was to push the scattered snow into the corner of the yard. When Dad’ s
shovel hit a stone, it rang clang, and the sound seemed to reach all the way up to
the roof. By noon, the corner of the yard had grown into a big snow mountain. I
patted its top flat and sat a small snowman on it; the snowman’ s head was only as big
as my fist. When we finished, the snowman stood at the edge of the clean ground, as
if it were watching the road for us. Mom called us in to eat. My hands were so cold

they could not hold the chopsticks, but I was so hungry that I ate two bowls.

This diary never says labor is glorious and never says tired but happy, yet the

whole joy of the work is inside it.

The joy begins with the tools: the shovel taller than me that I cannot lift, and
the broken coal scoop I actually prefer. A child’ s pleasure in working starts with
having a tool of one’s own. This sentence is a child s true feeling, and an adult

could not invent it.

The joy continues in the division of labor: Dad takes the driveway, Mom takes the
front of the steps, and I take the job of pushing loose snow into the corner. The job
is small, but one piece of the yard belongs to me. A child remembers a day of work

not because of how much was done, but because there was a share that was his.

The joy ends at the snow pile: the snow mountain in the corner and the small
snowman on its top. The shoveled snow did not disappear; it changed shape and now
stands in the corner, and it even turned into a toy. This is the most magical fact

about shoveling snow, and children discover it by themselves.

One more detail is worth learning: the clang of the shovel hitting a stone. The
sound of work is truer than the description of work. When children write about

working, they usually write only their hands and forget their ears.

A word about diary format, since this is a diary: the first line carries the
date, the day of the week, and the weather, and the body simply goes on with what
happened. For grades two to four, a diary does not need a final paragraph beginning

from this I learned. Write the events, and the learning is inside them.

Let children borrow the skeleton of this entry: what the yard looked like after

the snow stopped, what my tool was, who took which area, and what the snow pile
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finally became. Walk these four steps and a three hundred word diary fills itself up
without any adult help.
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The Three Scenes of a Snow-Shoveling Diary: Give the
Tool, the Division, and the Snow Pile One True Sentence
Each

The outline for a three hundred word winter diary titled The Snow Stopped, Let’s
Go Shovel names three scenes: fetching the shovels, dividing the sweeping work, and
the snow pile. A diary is shorter than a composition, so each scene gets only a few

lines. Here is how to make every line stand.

Scene one, fetching the shovels. Do not write Dad gave me a shovel. Write the
tool itself: how many shovels came out of the woodshed, which one went to whom, was
the shovel taller or shorter than the person, did it feel right in the hands. For
many children the real snow tool is not a shovel at all but a broken coal scoop, a
plastic snow shovel, or an old dustpan. Write what your tool actually was, and the

paragraph already has three lines.

Scene two, dividing the work. The way to write division is to state who took
which area: Dad took the driveway, Mom took the front of the steps, I took the
pushing. After the assignments, add one accident that happened during the work: the
clang of a shovel hitting a stone, a patch of ice that would not come off no matter
how hard you scraped, thrown snow landing inside somebody’ s collar. One accident, and

the shoveling stops being a work report.

Scene three, the snow pile. The snow pile is the finish line of shoveling and
also the place where children secretly add a game: patting the pile flat, sitting a
small snowman on top, sticking a carrot into the slope. Let the child write what he
did to the snow pile, and the whole joy of the labor lives in that paragraph. The
pile also allows a comparison: before the shoveling the yard was all snow, after the

shoveling the yard is all clean ground, and all the snow now stands in one corner.

A diary has its own format: the first line carries the date, the weekday, and the
weather, and the body runs three to five paragraphs, one per scene. For grades two to
four there is no need for many paragraphs, and no need for the paragraph that begins
I understood that.

The most common flaw in shoveling diaries is the running account: first I
shoveled, then I shoveled, finally I shoveled. The fix is to ask the child: what was
the single most fun moment of the shoveling? For one child it is the coal scoop, for
another the clang of the stone, for another the small snowman on the pile. Give that

one thing two extra lines and the whole entry comes alive.

The other common flaw is the ending: tired but happy. Replace it with body
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feelings: hands too cold to hold chopsticks, sweat inside the coat, a nose tip

thawing red. The feeling is the conclusion; the child does not need to add another.

What if a child has never shoveled snow? Shoveling is easy to arrange: on a Snowy
day, hand the child a small tool and let him clear a path at the front door for ten
minutes. Ten minutes is more than enough material for a three hundred word diary.
This kind of diary cannot be invented, because the weight of the tool, the sound of

the shovel, and the cold in the hands all have to be touched personally.

For the three hundred words, a good split is: two opening lines for the yard
after the snow, sixty to eighty for fetching the tools, one hundred twenty for the
divided work, eighty for the snow pile, and one closing line about how the hands felt

or about going inside to eat.

One final check: while reading the diary, can you see the tool, hear a sound, and
see what the snow pile became at the end. If all three are there, the diary works;

whichever is missing, go back to that scene and add one sentence.
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Turning a Running Account into a Real Diary: Three

Repairs in a Snow—Shoveling Entry

Take a very common flat diary entry titled The Snow Stopped, Let’s Go Shovel and
repair it paragraph by paragraph. Three repairs, and a running account becomes a

diary.

The original first paragraph read: The snow stopped, and Dad and I went out to
shovel. Dad gave me a shovel. Dad gave me a shovel is a report. We asked: what kind
of shovel, taller than a person, and what did you do with it first. The repaired
paragraph: Dad brought two shovels out of the woodshed, and the big one was taller
than me, so that when I lifted it the blade dragged on the ground. Dad handed me the
small one, a blue plastic snow shovel. I held it like a sword and slashed once at the

snow in front of me. Like a sword belongs to this child alone.

The original second paragraph read: We shoveled for a long time and cleaned the
yard. For a long time is the emptiest phrase in labor diaries. We asked: who took
which area, what sounds did you hear, and what was hard to shovel. The repaired
paragraph: Dad took the driveway, and his shovel rang clang once against a stone. Mom
was scraping the ice in front of the steps, and that ice refused to come off no
matter how long she scraped. My job was pushing snow into the corner of the yard, and
one pile collapsed as fast as I pushed it up; it took three pushes before it finally
stood. The stubborn ice and the pile that collapsed three times are the labor itself.

The original third paragraph read: Looking at the clean yard, I was tired but
happy. Tired but happy is the most common ending in second to fourth grade diaries;
it can be pasted into any diary about doing anything. We asked: what did you do after
the shoveling, what did the shoveled snow become, and how did your hands feel. The
repaired paragraph: the snow in the corner had grown into a big mountain, and I
patted its top flat and sat a snowman the size of my fist on it. When we went inside,
my hands were too cold to hold the chopsticks, but I was so hungry that I ate two

bowls. Once this paragraph exists, happy is no longer needed; the tiredness and the
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happiness are already inside it.

All three repairs use one method: do not write for the child, only ask. The
original sentences are reports; the answers are the diary. The difference between a
diary and a composition is exactly this: a diary writes only what this child saw and
did that day.

Parents can keep three questions ready: what was your tool like, who took which
area, and what did the snow pile become. Whenever the child writes for a long time,
or happy, or tired, pick one of the three questions and ask it. His answer is the new

paragraph.

Notice also that these three repairs added not one idiom. Lower and middle grade
diaries do not need idioms. They need the weight of a tool, the clang of a stone, and
a snow pile that collapses three times. The child’ s memory already contains all of

it; nobody has simply asked.

Finally, have the child copy the repaired diary and tape it to the refrigerator.
On the next snowy day, read it once before going outside. He will remember which
shovel was his last time and what sat on top of the snow pile. That is how a diary is

meant to be read, not written and thrown away.
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