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How to Write a Reading Response on the Extraordinary in

the Ordinary: Slow the Small Event Down Frame by Frame

The title ’the extraordinary in the ordinary’ fails most easily by piling up big
words: ’teachers are like candles,” ’ordinary deeds shine with greatness.’ There is
only one way to write the extraordinary out of the ordinary: slow the small event
down frame by frame. Slow down the moving detail from the text once, slow down your
own teacher’s small event once more, and four hundred words are enough — with plain

language.

First, take apart the detail in the text. Suppose the article says the teacher
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arrives fifteen minutes early every day and copies the day’ s three vocabulary words
in the corner of the blackboard. Flatter than flat. There are three cuts. Cut one,
the sequence: she first picks chalk out of the box, keeps the broken half, puts the
whole pieces back; after writing, she steps back two paces to check if the lines are
straight. Cut two, the count: the words in that corner run from September to June,
one hundred and seventy—some days. Cut three, the invisible part: in those fifteen
minutes nobody sees her; copying words has no audience. The extraordinary is not in
the deed but in what the three cuts reveal — doing it when no one is watching is the

extraordinary.

Then take apart your own teacher s small event. Pick one so small you hesitate
about whether it even counts as an event. Suppose: every time your teacher collects
homework, she turns around any book that arrived upside down. That is all. Same three
cuts. Sequence: she counts the books first, then turns them one by one, smoothing the
curled corners as she goes. Count: from grade three until she stopped teaching you,
over two years, every morning before reading class. The invisible part: of forty—five

students, perhaps only you in the front row ever noticed.

In the reflection, do not announce ' this is the extraordinary.’ Place the two
taken—apart details side by side and let readers see it themselves. A demonstration
paragraph: ' The teacher in the text copies words; our teacher turns homework books.
Neither deed has an audience. I never thought about it before — when a person keeps
doing a thing even where no one can see, the thing stops being small.’ Sixty—eight
characters, not one word like ’great’ or ’devotion,’  vyet heavier in meaning than

those words.

Four—hundred—-word budget: one hundred and twenty for the text detail, one hundred
and eighty for your teacher’s event, seventy to ninety for the reflection. Open with
one sentence straight into the detail, no 'today I read.’ A possible opening: ’Those
fifteen minutes in the article belonged to no audience. I stopped there when I read

it.

b

Self-check after writing: does the essay contain ' great,  ’candle,’ or
“gardener’ ? Delete every one. The extraordinary in the ordinary comes from a slow

camera, not from big adjectives.
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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
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.
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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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Eight Self—Check Questions for the Extraordinary—in—the—
Ordinary Reading Response, Simple Enough for a Fourth

Grader

After finishing an Extraordinary—in—-the—-Ordinary reading response, check it
yourself against eight questions instead of waiting for the teacher’s red pen. Each

question comes with a test and a fix.

One: did you pick too big an event for your own teacher? Test: if you wrote ’the
teacher walked me home’ or ’the teacher tutored me,” that is a big event, and big

events resist the ordinary. Fix: swap the event. Swap it for something that barely
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counts as an event — erasing the board before class, writing the date, squaring up
the back row of desks.

Two: did the small event collapse into one sentence? Test: ' The teacher squares
our desks every day is one sentence, and one sentence cannot carry an essay. Fix:
ask yourself three questions before writing — when does she square them? How? Has

anyone ever noticed? Write the three answers and the sentence becomes a paragraph.

Three: did big words get pasted on? Test: search the essay for great, devotion,
candle, gardener, silent sacrifice. One hit means paste. Fix: delete them and see if
the paragraph still stands. If it collapses, it was propped up by big words; fill the
hole with details.

Four: is the moving detail from the text actually moving? Test: if you quoted
"the teacher graded homework late at night,’ that detail is worn out — half the
class will write it. Fix: replace it with something only this text has: the way the
teacher holds chalk, what sits on the podium, the sentence she repeats at every

dismissal.

Five: did the reflection grow out of the events, or is it bolted on? Test: cover
the two event paragraphs and read only the reflection. If it stands alone, it is
bolted on. Fix: rewrite it so its first sentence touches one of the two small events.
For example: 'That new box of chalk on the podium and the words in the corner of the

text’ s blackboard are the same kind of thing.’

Six: are all three materials present? Check in order: the moving detail from the
text, the small event about your teacher, the reflection. The reflection is what goes
missing most often — the story ends and the essay stops with it, with no line about

what it made you think.

Seven: does the opening still say 'Today I read... and was deeply moved ? If so,
delete it. Fix: open straight inside a detail, such as ’That line of vocabulary in
the corner of the text’s blackboard was written for over one hundred and seventy

days.’

Eight: is the length right? Test: over five hundred characters usually means
retelling — compress the retelling under one hundred. Under three hundred usually

means the small event is still one sentence — go back to question two.

Run the eight and you will usually fix four or five spots. Keep one final
standard: after reading, can the reader say what the teacher’s small deed was and

where the extraordinary lies? If they can, the essay is done.

www. vv99. net



www. vv99. net



