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The Long Table in the Science Lab

Last Wednesday in science class, our teacher announced a circuit experiment. She
walked to the long table by the podium and her hands never stopped: her left hand
lifted a 1id, her right hand took out the battery holder, the lamp socket, and three
wires, arranging them at the top—left corner of the table in under thirty seconds.
She said that if the equipment is sorted in advance, there will be enough time for

trial and error.

I stared at that long table for a long time. Every part had its own compartment,
the wires lay arranged by length, and spare batteries stood to one side. What I kept

thinking about, though, was my own pencil case. The day before, in art class, I had
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reached in for watercolor pens and touched the point of a compass instead, pricking
my finger. The day before that, in math class, I had pulled out a crumpled draft
sheet while my protractor sat crushed at the bottom, tangled with half an eraser,
three batteries, and a stack of stickers. In my pencil case everything crowded

together as equals, and nothing knew anything.

On the way home that day, I enlarged the image of the lab table in my mind and
decided to rebuild my pencil case after it. I found a compartmented jewelry box to
serve as an insert inside the case. The compartments followed the order of my school
day: the first held the pen and notebook tags for the first class, the second held
math tools, the third held the red pen and staples for Chinese and English, and the
last held spare batteries and pen refills. Every item was allowed exactly one
compartment; anything extra was either thrown away or left on the desk, never in the
box. The reorganization took over an hour, but ever since, I can find my protractor

with my eyes closed.

The change showed up in our second lab. The teacher asked us to record data step
by step. Other groups hunted for wires as they went and missed half the numbers,
while our group spent all our time connecting the circuit. The four of us agreed to
tape the procedure sheet to the front of our lab book, lay out all the equipment
according to it, and only then start. That time we recorded every number and even

tried one extra series connection.

I carried the method back to my study plans. My plans used to live on sticky
notes covering the wall by my desk, a dozen notes overlapping, and I did whatever
happened to be on top. Now I draw a flow list on the first page of my notebook: tasks
due before the end of school come first, must-finish—-after—-dinner tasks in the
middle, flexible ones last, never more than five items per day. That evening I peeled
all the sticky notes off the wall and merged them into the list. When I finished, the

wall was bare, and so was the space in front of me.

This month, when I get home from evening study hall, I sit down, open the flow
list, and start from item one, taking my pen from the first compartment and my ruler
from the second. My mother says I seem like a different person lately. I am not. It
is just that my pencil case finally resembles that long table in the science lab, and
my plans finally resemble the procedure sheet. Once the things fell into order, my
thinking followed. That was the biggest lesson I ever took away from that table,
bigger than anything in the textbook.
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