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Review Clip Revisited: In That Lesson a Student Said
>Without Writing Virtue the Teacher Marks Me Down’

What kept me awake after that review lesson was not the five slogans in the weak
draft but one sentence from a boy. It happened during the delete—the—slogan segment.
I projected 1 Learned to Be Honest’ and pointed at the closing line ’honesty is
gold; we must be honest children’ and said: I suggest deleting this. Two seconds of
silence. A boy in the back row raised his hand: Teacher, if I don’t write ’virtue’,

will you mark me down?

I froze and asked why he thought that. He said: in grades three and four you
waved a wavy line under those sentences and wrote ’ theme not stated enough’. Then we
figured it out — add ’honesty is a virtue at the end, and you draw a star. The

class roared; he added: everyone figured it out.

I cannot recall the rest of that lesson clearly; I recall that sentence in full.

That evening I checked two months of composition books: he was right. I had starred
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books containing theme sentences and written ' the ending could restate the theme’
three times. What I called coaching, students had translated into an operation
manual: stick one virtue sentence at the end, earn one star. The slogans did not grow

on their own; I raised them.

In the second week I did three things. First, I apologized in class, read my old
comment ~theme not stated enough’ aloud, and announced the old rule void. Second, I
changed the grading rubric: action description, body reaction, and true detail moved
into the bonus column; slogan sentences got their own column called ’to be discussed’
— no deduction, but no star either. Third, I made students ’slogan detectives’ : in
every composition they first hunt slogans, circling each one, with the count noted
beside the score; good hunters get praised too — turning the same cleverness that

found the shortcut against it.

A month later, on a new integrity composition, class slogan counts fell from an
average of 4.3 to 0.9, and seven children ended with lines like I don’t know if that
counts as honesty, but I kept awake that night’. Such uncertain sentences are more
honest than a hundred ’honesty is gold’s. Reflecting on the review lesson leads, in

the end, to reflecting on the red pen that did the grading.
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