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A Close Reading of a 400—word My Teacher Reading

Response: How Each of the Three Materials Is Realized

Suppose there is a reading response of about four hundred characters titled The
Extraordinary in the Ordinary. The outline requires three materials: one moving
detail from the text, one small event about your own teacher, and your own
reflection. Let us read this model closely and see how each material is realized, and

where it goes out of shape.

Material one, the detail from the text. The model writes: ’The teacher in the
text has taught for thirty years, and her blackboard handwriting looks the same in

year one and year thirty — thin strokes, every line straight.’” A good pick: it is
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not a moving event but a state sustained for thirty years, and the moving part hides
inside ’the same.’ What the model gets right is that it quotes the detail and moves

on without commentary. Add commentary and the detail loses value.

Material two, the small event about your own teacher. The model writes: ’Our
teacher writes the date in the top right corner of the blackboard before every class.
One day the chalk ran out, and she wrote the date with the chalk stub. The next day,
a new box of chalk appeared on the podium.’ Small event, but it has a chain: chalk
runs out, written with the stub, new chalk appears. The chain is the story. The model
spends one hundred and thirty characters on the chain and never adds ’the teacher
loves her class.’ Readers can see for themselves who placed the new chalk — the most

economical way to write.

Material three, the reflection. The model writes: I used to think the date on
the blackboard was just there by nature. Now I know that everything which looks just
there has someone maintaining it behind it.’ Fifty—two characters, and it catches
both ’thirty years of handwriting’ and ’the chalk chain’ by their common point —

maintenance — not by the empty word ’ordinary.’

Where does this model go out of shape? The first and last paragraphs are too thin
while the middle two run long. The opening paragraph quoting the text has only forty-—
eight characters; the teacher paragraph has one hundred and thirty; the reflection
has fifty—two. The whole essay is a carrying pole thin at both ends. The fix: expand
the first paragraph to ninety characters by adding a layer to the text detail — for
example, what the line actually says: ’duty students,’” three characters changed
daily, handwriting unchanged for thirty years. Compress the teacher paragraph to one
hundred and ten by cutting the setup sentence ' Our teacher writes the date in the top
right corner before every class’ and entering straight at ’the day the chalk ran
out.” Spend the saved characters on the reflection, expanding it to seventy with one
line of change in yourself: 'Now it is my turn to erase the blackboard, and I copy

the date down first before wiping.’

Three takeaways from this close reading: pick a sustained state, not a sudden
event, for the text detail; your teacher’s small event needs a chain; the reflection
must catch the common point of the two events. Roughly one hundred, one hundred and
ten, and seventy characters across the three paragraphs, plus one opening line, and

four hundred lands exactly.
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