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The Checklist Saved Our Field Trip Day

Our field trip for the first term of Grade Seven was set for Friday. 1 packed my
snacks and filled my water bottle the night before. Then I arrived at school that
morning to an announcement over the loudspeaker: torrential rain, the trip postponed.
The whole floor groaned. In our classroom corridor someone kicked a trash bin, and
someone said the sky plays favorites. Our homeroom teacher, Mr. Zhou, stood at the
classroom door, waited for the noise to die down, and said one thing: The trip moves
to next Friday; classes run as usual today, but the two afternoon periods become

self-study, and you arrange your own time.

In the first afternoon period, the classroom boiled over. Notes flew across rows;
someone crawled under a desk to catch up on sleep; my deskmate twisted his Rubik’s
cube click—click—clicking. I had planned to drift through it too, since all plans

were ruined anyway. But Mr. Zhou walked in and wrote four characters on the
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blackboard: Today s Checklist. He said: List every assignment you owe this week, the
passages you have not memorized, the book you want to read, the things you want to

tidy. Two periods, set your own order, and I will spot—check at the bell.

I leaned on my desk and wondered: what do I owe this week? I had not finished
memorizing Spring in Chinese class, I missed six words on the English dictation, my
science observation journal was three days behind, and there was that ball of
crumpled test papers in my drawer. I wrote them down one by one, then added a line
for myself: redo the first ten pages of my mistake notebook. Only after listing did I

realize how much I owed; I had simply never looked.

In the first period I memorized Spring. When I reached the line Waiting, waiting,
it happened to be raining outside, and when Zhu Ziging wrote about the spring grass,
I suddenly thought of the little hill we had hoped to visit on the trip; in the rain
it was probably green too. I memorized that passage faster than any other. In the
second period I worked through my mistakes. Halfway through, my deskmate leaned over
to ask about problem three, and I explained it once. Explaining it made me understand

it better myself, the most unexpected gain of the day.

When the bell rang, Mr. Zhou did his spot—check. I passed, and my deskmate passed
too. He held up my crumpled checklist for the class: Look, this is what you did
today. The room went quiet for a few seconds. Honestly, those two periods were fuller

than any self-study hour I had ever had.

Later I wrote in my weekly journal: what I truly learned that day was not
memorizing Spring. It was this principle, when plans fall apart, the most comfortable
response is to complain and wait, and the most costly one is also to complain and
wait. We cannot command the rain, and we cannot command a postponed trip, but the
things we owe do not vanish just because things are postponed. A checklist, plainly
speaking, is not made for the teacher to see; it is how you pick a scattered day back
up. Now whenever a plan drowns, I do not sigh first. I tear off a sheet and make a
list. Once the list is done, half the sky has cleared.
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