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Three Small Things About the Red—Pen Judge: A First-

Person Account from Annoyance to Understanding

Start with the nickname. In fifth grade we got a new homeroom teacher who said
only three things in the first class: his name, that he taught math, and the rule
about redoing homework. We called him Mr. Chen; privately we called him the Red-Pen
Judge. The nickname came from his corrections: my math notebook came back with word
problems whose answers were right but whose steps were skipped, and in red ink it
read, “the process matters more than the answer; redo it”; in my preview notebook he
wrote, “previewing is not copying the text; write the one sentence you do not
understand.” That term I redid homework seven times, and each time I kept a mental
tab.

The tab was settled on the field. A week before the sixth—grade sports day, I
signed up for the 400 meters and, afraid of losing, went to the far side of the
playground after school to practice. On the third lap I heard someone shout, ”“swing
your arms, hands out of your pockets.” It was Mr. Chen, sitting in the front row of
the stands, a stopwatch on his knee, still holding a stub of chalk as if he had come
straight from the office. He jerked his chin at me: one more set. When I finished, he

called out a time two seconds faster than the PE teacher’ s passing mark. The next day
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he stopped me in the corridor and said one line: “that lap yesterday was good; race
at that pace.” No praise, no pat on the head, yet the nickname changed flavor at that

moment.

The last thing happened before graduation. After the closing ceremony I went to
the office to return the keys. Mr. Chen’s drawer was open, and inside stood a stack
of old notebooks, the top one mine, its cover marked “redone 7 times”. He said: "I
kept it, to remind you that the process works.” Then he gave it to me. I opened it,
and on the last page was a new line in red, written this term: “this year, not once

redone. ”

The story ends there. I never say ”I finally understood the teacher’ s good
intentions”, because it is not needed. The three events speak for themselves: pages
full of red ink is one, the stopwatch in the stands is one, the old notebook standing
in the drawer is one. When writing about a teacher, gather three such events instead
of hunting for adjectives. Line them up, put the nickname at the start, the
nickname’ s change in the middle, and the nickname’s truth at the end, and the essay

walks the whole road from annoyance to understanding on its own.
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