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I Moved the Composition Class to the Edge of the Flower
Field

I have taught composition for over a decade, and nothing frightens me in grading
like these sentences: the flowers broke into smiles, the grass poked out its head.
The sentences are not wrong, but whoever wrote them plainly never saw a flower. They
write spring entirely from the shape the word spring has in their heads. This spring,
I decided to drag them out to look. I contacted the rapeseed field beyond the river
embankment behind the school, spent two weeks persuading the head teacher, and moved

two consecutive composition periods out there.

Before we left I made one demand: bring a pen, write what your own eyes see, not
a single memorized fine phrase. At the edge of the field I spread them along the
ridge, handing each a sheet of stiff cardboard as a writing board. Some forty
children crouched down into spring, and all the restlessness of the classroom was

gone. The boy who hated writing most crouched so close to a flower that his nose
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nearly touched the petals. I watched from afar and said nothing.

I asked them to record: how many kinds of yellow are here? How many petals on one
flower, and how are they arranged? What kind of edge do the leaves have? How do the
flowers move when wind comes? Which blossom does the bee land on, and for how many
seconds? The children wrote lying on the ground, stiff boards rustling. I walked the
rows and read their sentences — clumsy, and solid: yellow comes in three kinds,
bright yellow, pale yellow, and the yellow of flowers about to fade. Four petals,
like a cross. The leaf edges are full of teeth. The bee dives in headfirst, bottom in

the air, stays seven or eight seconds.

Back in the classroom they wrote the long piece in forty minutes, and not one
person chewed a pencil. My hands shook as I graded. The boy who hated writing most
filled half a page about bees: powder on the bee’s legs, its hind legs kicking as it
flew. His last line read: the bees I used to write were made up; this one is not. I
circled that line in red and read it to the class the next day, then told them: this

is what a composition looks like.

Colleagues often ask whether moving the class out was a show. I cannot say
clearly. I only know that after that spring, smiles and poked—-out heads grew fewer in
our compositions, while cross—shaped petals and toothed leaves grew more. The flowers
are still those flowers, blooming beyond the embankment every year. They charge
nothing and choose no students. Lend a child s eyes for one morning, and they return

a whole composition of truth.
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