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Three Compartments in the Pencil Case

My son turned his pencil case upside down on the desk, and pens, a ruler, an
eraser, a squashed bread wrapper, and a small key that had slipped in at some point
all piled up under the lamp. [ squatted down to pick things up and sorted out what
still worked: two pens that could still write, a ruler with a chipped corner, half an
eraser. The rest went to one side: a mechanical pencil with a broken tip, a dried-out

highlighter, a crumpled note.

I asked him how he could use the case every day and never tidy it. He said
tossing things in takes three seconds, but hunting for something takes three minutes.

Last week he was two minutes late for an exam because he could not find his compass.

The next day I bought a pencil case with compartments and taught him to put pens
in one layer, rulers and compasses in another, and erasers and spare refills in the

small pocket. The rule was simple: spend one minute before bed putting anything that
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had wandered into the wrong layer back where it belonged. For the first week I set a
phone alarm at twenty to ten each night, and when it rang he sat down at the lamp and
worked on the case. The first three days went well. On the fourth day he had too much
homework and forgot, and the pens and rulers ended up mixed together again. On the
fifth day, before anyone reminded him, he remembered on his own and put each pen back
into its slot. On the sixth day he tidied up without any reminder. On the seventh day
I deliberately set no alarm, and at twenty to ten he sat down at the lamp and pulled

the case out of the side pocket of his schoolbag.

Passing his room, I saw him lining up the pens with their tips facing the same
way. He looked up and told me that tidying was not tedious after all; before, he had
been afraid that one tidy—up would take forever, while putting things into separate
places was actually quick. As he said this, he was still holding that half eraser,
tapping the crumbs off it against the corner of the desk.

After that day, no squashed bread wrapper ever appeared in his schoolbag pocket
again, and the small key that had wandered in went back to the hook by the door. Once
a classmate came over to do homework and rummaged through his case for a ruler; the
zipper opened and the ruler lay plainly in the second layer. The classmate said his
case was cleaner than mine, and my son just smiled, did not answer, zipped the case

up, and checked the zipper once more.

The case still sits beside his lamp. He sometimes still tosses things in
carelessly, but putting everything back into its own compartment before bed has
become a habit, as automatic as brushing his teeth. I no longer check. I sometimes
stand in the doorway and watch him line the pens in one direction, a motion he has

clearly done many times.
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