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Three Material Types in Action: How Gaze, Red Pen and

Encouragement Enter a Composition

How do notebook entries become sentences in your own composition? Below are three
demonstrations, one per material type: first the copied original, then an adapted
composition paragraph, then a note on what changed and why. Suppose the teacher is
Ms. Li, the Chinese teacher.

Type one: the gaze during class. Collected material: “Her gaze was like a
searchlight sweeping across the classroom.” Adapted version: Ms. Li never names
distracted students while teaching. When she read the line about Zhou Yu telling the
army smiths to delay the arrows, her voice suddenly dropped, her eyes fixed on the

map at the left of the blackboard — yet she seemed to grow eyes in the back of her
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head. The moment a hand passing a note in the last row stretched out, her gaze landed
softly on that hand. No scolding; she kept reading, and the hand pulled itself back.
Comment: “searchlight” is too harsh; it became “grew eyes in the back of her head,”
because when a pupil writes about a teacher’s gaze, the point is “the teacher knows
what everyone is doing,” not “the eyes are fierce.” The note-passing hand is an

invented detail — swap in something that really happened in your class.

Type two: the hand grading homework. Collected material: “The teacher’ s hand was
rough, fingertips dusted with chalk.” Adapted version: when exercise books came back,
the red comments at the end always slanted to the right, because Ms. Li had an old
injury in her left wrist and had to bend it outward to hold the pen. Once I wrote “my
mother’ s hands are like old tree bark” in my essay; she drew a wavy line under it and
wrote a four—character note: “sharp observation.” Every stroke of those four
characters ended in a tiny hook, as if she lifted the pen in a hurry. Comment: this
paragraph never says “rough hand” directly; it shows why the red writing slants and
why the notes have hooks. The hand hides inside the handwriting, which reads fresher
than describing the hand head-on. The wavy line counts too — lines, circles and

hooks made by the red pen are extensions of the hand’ s movement.

Type three: words of encouragement. Collected material: “The teacher smiled and
said: you are great.” Adapted version: I kept stumbling on the word “encircle” while
reciting the lesson about Sun Moon Lake; my deskmate finished in three tries while I
was on my fourth and still said “surround.” Ms. Li walked by, did not correct me, and
only said: ”“You actually know both words — all that is missing is the nerve to use
the harder one.” Before second period she checked on me. I stood up and said
“mountains encircle Sun Moon Lake.” She nodded and said one word: “Right.” Comment:
“you are great” is empty praise; it praises nothing. The rewritten line names the
exact word I stumbled on, points out the real cause — fear of using it — and ends
with a single word, “Right.” The shorter the encouragement, the truer it feels; the

more specific, the stronger.

All three demonstrations use the same teacher, and together they form the
skeleton of a composition: the gaze in class, the hand at grading, the words spoken
— one paragraph each, plus an opening and an ending. When you practice, replace the
three scenes with three real events from your own class, and the material is truly

used.
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