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My Three-Step Observation Method: Watching the Teacher
Grade Homework Up Close

I used to write about teachers with the same few lines: serious about work,
caring to students, like a mother. Last term we practiced character essays, and our
teacher required us to write things belonging only to our own teacher. I sat at my
desk thinking for ten minutes with an empty mind. From then on I started observing,

and the method is simple: three steps.

Step one is watching, watching the teacher grade homework. Every day after
handing in assignments I stay by the platform for a few extra glances. I found that
our Teacher Wang never uses a ballpoint pen, only a red pen; she does not cross out
wrong calculations but draws a small circle around the mistake; when she finds a
well-written sentence she draws a wave line under it and writes a tiny good character
beside it. Once I counted: after grading one stack of notebooks she had drawn more

than thirty wave lines, while her own comments were only a few characters each. I had
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never known these things before, because I never looked.

Step two is listening, listening for the teacher’s catchphrases. Teacher Wang
repeats several sentences in class: Have I covered this problem before? Yes. Then why
are some of you still getting it wrong? After explaining a hard point she asks those
who understand to raise hands, and I noticed her eyes sweep the room differently each
time; if nobody raises a hand, she switches to another example and explains again. I
kept these phrases in mind and later quoted them directly in my essay; the teacher

said this finally sounds like her.

Step three is writing it down, with a small notebook I call the material book.
One entry a day only: the time, and what the teacher did or said. By the end of the
term I had over ninety entries, and flipping through them, each teacher is clearly
themselves. On essay day I picked three entries from the book: the wave lines, the
catchphrase, and the time she erased a problem she taught wrongly and taught it

again. Combining the three, I finished the essay in under forty minutes.

I recommend this three—step method to all classmates. Watching, listening, and
noting are not hard; keeping it up is. I still use my material book now, because
middle school essays need the same things. Once observation starts, it does not stop;

walking on campus, whenever I see a teacher grading homework, I take another look.
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Before and After: I Revised the Same Paragraph Twice

In this reflection I copy out all three versions directly, so the changes speak

for themselves.

Version one, about fifty characters: my Teacher Wang is extremely responsible
about work and extremely caring to us, her classes are lively and interesting, and I
like her very much. She is as warm as a mother. After writing I counted: seven
adjectives, zero events. At the time I thought it was pretty good, because every word

was sincere.

Version two, revised after I watched her grade homework: one day after school I
went to the office to hand in assignments, and Teacher Wang was grading our class
journals. She drew a small circle around every wrong character instead of a big
cross. 1 saw her draw a wave line under one journal entry with a tiny good character
beside it. The office was quiet except for the pen scratching on paper. This version
gained one event and three details: the small circle, the wave line, and the sound of
the pen. The teacher’ s comment read: there is a picture now, but this person still

cannot speak.

Version three, revised after I recorded her catchphrase: I added the sentence she
always says. That day I made the same mistake again, and she called me over: Have 1
covered this problem before? Yes. Then why are you still getting it wrong? Then she
took a fresh sheet of scratch paper from the drawer and reworked the problem step by
step, finally asking me: shall I explain it once more, or will you do it yourself
back at your desk? I said I would do it myself. She nodded and drew a smiley face in
my notebook. This version gained speech, actions, and a small closing picture. The

teacher’ s comment was four characters: this is her.

The three revisions taught me one thing: saying I like the teacher is not wrong,
but it should be the reader’s conclusion after finishing the essay, not a slogan I
shout at the beginning. Write out what the teacher does, and even without the word

like, people can feel 1it.

The comparison page of the three versions is still tucked in my essay book.

Whenever I do not know how to write, I read version one again and warn myself not to
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go back there.
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Ten Catchphrases of Teacher Wang Hidden in My Material
Book

One page of my material book is devoted to Teacher Wang’ s words, and I titled it

myself: Teacher Wang’ s Ten Sentences. Let me copy this page for everyone.

Sentence one: Have I covered this problem before? Yes. Then why are you still
getting it wrong? She says it without anger, even smiling, because she knows we truly

heard it once but did not take it in. Sentence two: Do not rush to write, think for
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three seconds. She calls this out before every calculation, and I later borrowed it
for writing: think three seconds before the pen moves. Sentence three: Those who
understand, raise your hands. If the hands are scattered, she stops and switches to

another example directly.

Sentence four: Handwriting is your face. She checks the covers of exercise books
once a week; if a cover is wrinkled or its corners curl, she smooths it out and
returns it. Sentence five: Making a mistake is fine; what matters is whether you make
it once or twice. She keeps a mistake log, but only logs errors appearing for the
second time. Sentence six: Who has a different idea? When she asks this, she steps

down from the platform and stands beside the student who answers.

Sentence seven: Let me look at you, and you look at me. When someone drifts off,
she does not name them, just says this, and the whole class looks around; the
drifting student feels shy on their own. Sentence eight: Ten minutes break, drink
water first, then play. She does the same herself: after every class she takes two

sips from her thermos, which has a piece of tape on its body.

Sentence nine: I will read this one to the whole class. When she reads someone’s
essay aloud, she pauses at a good sentence and repeats it once. Sentence ten: Come,
go to the playground, watch for two minutes, then come back. On rainy days trapped in
the classroom, she takes us to stand in the corridor and watch the rain, saying your

mood changes after watching.

After using these ten sentences in essays, | worked out three points about
quoting character speech. First, quote the original words only; do not turn them into
the teacher taught me to be serious. Second, pair each quoted line with the scene:
what she was doing when she said it. Third, one or two lines are enough; cram in all
ten and the essay becomes a quotation list. I used only sentences one and four in my

essay, and the teacher’s comment was: the character is standing up.
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