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Moving My Deskmate Out of Stationery Chaos

Sports day is always happening inside my deskmate’s pencil case. His pencils,
erasers, and rulers all cram into one big compartment, and every morning before class
they hold a contest for who gets crushed at the bottom. He loses his red pen twice a
month, and each time he finds a fountain pen to replace it, because the two look
alike. Once the teacher sent him to the board to write characters with a fountain

pen. He dug through his case for a full thirty seconds and produced a dry one. The
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whole class watched him drag it across the blackboard, leaving no color.

That day I decided to help him move. He had seen my case and said mine opened
like a shop shelf while his opened like a junk pile. I taught him my system, three

rules in all.

Rule one: sort by layers. I told him to find an old pencil pouch with two mesh
pockets at home. The outer pocket holds what you need the moment you sit down. Rule
two: daily tools stay outside, two pencils and an eraser, where a blind hand can find
them. The inner pocket takes the occasional ones, compass, colored pens, spares. He
resisted at first, claiming he uses everything daily. I asked him to count how often
each item gets used in one class period. He found that only the pencil and eraser
truly matter in a lesson; the rest go untouched. Rule two convinced him that same

day.

Rule three: weekly cleaning. We agreed to tidy our cases together every Friday
after school, facing each other. The rule: dump everything onto the desk, then ask
each item, did you get used this week? Unused items go to the side pocket of the bag
and home to our mothers; broken ones go to the trash; only survivors re—enter the
case. The first clean—out yielded three pencil stubs, one hardened eraser, seven
stickers, and half a cookie. He laughed at himself. The second clean—out produced

half as much junk. The third took him one minute.

The changes came little by little. First, his searching time during class
questions shrank, from thirty seconds to ten, then to none. Then his red pen stopped
getting lost, because it lived in the outer pocket and returned to the door after
use. Later still, he daydreamed less. I noticed this myself: he used to dig through
his case three or four times a period, his eyes following his hand. Once the case was

clean, his hand had nothing to do, and his eyes went back to the blackboard.

Teaching my deskmate for half a term made me walk through the three rules again
myself. Explaining them to someone else showed me why each one matters. Layers keep
the hand from getting lost. Daily tools stay outside because the hand is faster than
the head. Weekly cleaning matters because a case gets messy in secret, and once it is

messy enough, a person stops searching and starts making do with the wrong things.

On the last day of term, my deskmate’s case still opened into two mesh pockets,
with pencils and eraser standing at the door. When the teacher sent him to write
characters on the board, he drew his fountain pen in two seconds. I counted from my
seat. Two seconds. My method was alive in his hands, and that made me happier than

using it well myself.
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