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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
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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

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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