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An After—Class Session: The Student Who Could Only Write

About Teamwork

Xiao Yu' s Journey to the West reading response arrived again with the same lines:
the pilgrimage team was united, and we should learn teamwork. That was his third
essay about teamwork. Instead of writing connect to your own life in his notebook, I
called him to my office, deciding first to find out whether he had actually read

anything in.

I borrowed his book. Reading sheets were tucked inside, with a few pencil notes
in the margins. I found he had underlined passages around the White Dragon Horse
three times, all in the chapters where the horse carries his master, and the only
note was a single sigh of a character. 1 asked why the sigh. He said no one ever
talks to the White Dragon Horse. I asked whether anyone at home barely talks either.
He said his father, gone early and back late, exchanges maybe three sentences with
him a day; once when Xiao Yu made academic progress, his father glanced at the test

paper, said not bad, and went into the room. He said all this in a flat tone, like
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describing something long since routine.

I asked him to rewrite the essay about the White Dragon Horse and his father
only, with no teamwork required. He wrote slowly; the office was quiet for twenty
minutes. His opening read: the White Dragon Horse carried our master a hundred and
eight thousand 1i, and no one ever said thank you for the hard work. My father is
like that too. He drives me to school and never asks if I am cold, but he always
remembers to bring in my school uniform. His ending read: I want to tell the White
Dragon Horse, I know you were there the whole time. That essay went up on the back
wall of the classroom, and several classmates gathered under Xiao Yu' s name saying

there was also a silent person at their home.

After that session, I changed how I do individual tutoring. I no longer start
from the flaws in the essay; I first look through the student’s book for the places
they keep returning to and underlining. A student who cannot write themselves into a
reading response almost always has one passage in the book they truly care about but

never said out loud. Find that passage, and their own words come out.

With forty-five students in the class, I can tutor only a dozen this way each
term. The rest are carried by the questioning scaffold, while tutored students often
bring new material back into whole—class discussion. Reading oneself out sometimes

needs a method for everyone, and sometimes needs one quiet twenty—minute session.
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