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A Material Checklist for the Strict—and—Gentle Reading
Response: How to Pick the Text Detail, the Scolding, and

the Encouragement

This response requires three materials by rule: one detail from the text, one
scolding from your own teacher, one encouragement. Pick them well and five hundred
words flow out; pick them badly and five hundred words get squeezed out. Below, each

material gets one picking standard and one elimination standard.
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The text detail: pick actions, eliminate evaluations. A sentence in the text
saying the teacher is ’strict yet loving cannot serve as material — that is the
author’ s verdict, not a detail. Usable ones look like this: the teacher gently taps a
dozing student awake; she requires the corners of exercise books to be folded square,
and rewrites the cover if they are not; in winter she leaves a hand warmer at the
corner of the podium and calls over whoever s hands are red to warm them. The test:
can this detail be filmed as a one—second photo? If yes, it is a detail. If not, it

is an evaluation.

The scolding: pick the one that left a grievance, eliminate the most serious one.
Many students reach for the ’parents were called’ event, but big events are harder to
write — they collapse into a self-criticism. Pick the small one you resented at the
time. Suppose the Chinese teacher returned your composition in front of your deskmate
and said, 'Did you copy this passage? — and you did not copy it, and you sulked for
a week without saying a word. Grievance is material with teeth; it bites the reader.
Keep your resentment in the telling. Do not rush to admit fault inside the scolding

paragraph; save the admitting for the reflection at the end.

The encouragement: pick the smallest one, eliminate the formal one. ’The
principal praised you at the assembly’ is not good material — too formal, too far
from the teacher as a person. Good encouragement is small and offhand. Suppose you
solved a problem correctly on the blackboard, and the teacher, walking past, drew a
tiny check mark beside your answer in chalk without a word; suppose you wrote one
discouraged line in your weekly journal, and the teacher replied underneath: ’You
were not writing like this last week.’ Offhand encouragement proves the teacher has

been watching you all along — which is exactly the gentle side.

How to string the three together: order them as text — scolding — encouragement
— reflection, and join the paragraphs with one line of inner speech. A demonstration
paragraph: ' After finishing the text, I kept thinking of that week’ s sulking. Now I
set the two events side by side: when she returned my composition, her eyes were
fixed on the passage that sounded too good to be mine; when she answered my journal,
her eyes were fixed on the difference between last week and this week. Her eyes never
left me — she only examined my flaws first, then caught my low moments.” One hundred
and thirty characters. The first two materials are already spent; this paragraph
welds them together, and the reflection grows from the common point of ’her eyes,’

borrowing no ready—made sentence.

Finally, run the checklist: Is the text detail a one-second photo? Did you write
the resentment into the scolding? Is the encouragement offhand—level? Pass all three,

and the materials of this essay stand.
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