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The Essay My Teacher Read Twice

I used to dread writing compositions. Whenever the topic was spring, I always had
the same few lines: spring has come, the flowers are blooming, red like fire, pink
like sunset clouds. My teacher wrote the same comment on my exercise book three
times: the spring you wrote, I have also seen in the essay of another student. To be

honest, back then I did not understand. Is spring not just red and pink?

The change began with one lesson in March. That day our Chinese teacher did not
ask us to open our books; instead the whole class stood under the magnolia tree
behind the teaching building. She said: watch for ten minutes, nobody is allowed to
talk, and note down whatever you see. And we really did watch for ten minutes. [ saw
a bee crawl deep inside a petal and come out with two yellow balls on its legs; I saw
the lowest petal already loose, swaying twice when the wind blew but refusing to
fall; I also saw a small pile of fallen petals on the concrete under the tree, swept

into a heap, with two or three petals rolled out beyond the edge of the heap.

Back in the classroom, the teacher asked us to write only what we had just seen.
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I wrote about the yellow on the legs of the bee, about the petal that swayed twice
but stayed, about the petals that had rolled away. When the books came back, my essay
was read aloud in class. After reading it, she said: now this is what seeing means.
Two days later, the same essay was read a second time, because, she said, details

never repeat themselves from person to person.

That experience taught me more deeply than any comment ever had. It was not that
I could not write; it was that I had never actually looked. My eyes used to be like
an unopened window, the room inside empty, so of course what I wrote was empty too.
Since then, every week I spend twenty minutes standing by the flower bed watching,
and afterwards I write three lines in a small notebook. Half a year later, the little
notebook is full, and for the first time that same comment never appeared in my
composition book. I still keep that notebook today; when I open it, the writing on

the first page is crooked, yet it pleases my eye more than any model essay.

Now when I write about spring, I do not write red like fire. I write about the
lowest magnolia petal swaying twice but staying on. I know that those ten quiet
minutes of watching were the most important lesson of this term: first let the eyes

truly see, and only then does the pen have something to say.
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My Little Observation Notebook Saved My Weekly Journals

This term I picked up a new habit: carrying a palm—sized notebook in my
schoolbag, dedicated to recording flowers. How did this habit begin? It is a little

embarrassing to say, but it was forced on me by my weekly journals.

In the past, the weekly journal was my biggest hurdle. What was there to write?
Things at home were the same every day, so I started making things up. I invented
helping grandma sweep, invented helping an old man cross the road, and later even I
blushed reading my own inventions. Once when the journals came back, my teacher wrote
at the end: is this story true? I stared at that line for a long time and had no face

to deny it.

In early March, our science teacher assigned an observation of the flower bed,
requiring everyone to record it continuously. On the first day I wrote only one line:
two flowers bloomed. The science teacher called me over and asked: what colour were
the flowers? In which corner of the bed did they open? Were there any insects nearby?
I could not answer any of it, because I had not really looked. That day after school,
I squatted by the flower bed and watched for twenty minutes, then recorded what I saw
in my little notebook: winter jasmine has five petals, the corner by the wall blooms

earliest, an ant climbed up a flower stem, slipped halfway down, and climbed again.

Since then I have recorded two or three times a week. I recorded how many days it
takes a bud to turn from green to yellow, how petals after rain stick to the ground
in a ring, how bees only visit fully open flowers and ignore half-open ones. The
little notebook grew thicker and thicker, and suddenly my weekly journals had no
shortage of things to write. Last month my journal was about that ant that slipped
and climbed again, and my teacher wrote four characters as a comment: this is real,
with a tiny five—-pointed star drawn beside it. That day I turned my journal over and

read it three times through, happier than on any day I had earned an A.

Looking back now, what I gained this term is more than better journals. I learned
something more fundamental: first look honestly, then record honestly, and only then
can what you write stand on its feet. Invented stories cannot survive a single line
of comment, but recorded details grow clearer the more you read them. That palm—sized

notebook works better than any study guide, because inside it are my own two eyes.

www. vv99. net



REBR, REEXHESERT

AR, B A AR R T A TR FlA R A 4, il
G = AR EMSMEAC . FSAEIRZ AT, BB A A7 R BV E AR BRI

IR M AAT ., IFRIRAL, 3L — KA — KA IS e AR = 9. 3N 240 T LK I
Fro WU R LG GEAERTIINAOR B/ TR, AEFAIVETE, 1o — . JRebfE Wl 17— 1,
IS IR TE, A R R SR XL IRE, B BRI
b S AkFRWT, W R R, I S, AR A LT

FARKBHOR, BEREAEAE L b, b RE L T WA A OIS 7 A T —2eieils B, 3
e L — D A, — NN BOIRR M ARAEHBE B 1504t 42 TR, A A
oo NI ERIREMIBINES 17, B HEEATH0, SR,

IR ARG RAZ K T RIS o WREIMAEPHE RS X5 EA2IRIE . FItX e
FE T MENAR R — 0. MIBLUG, Fife. #idiels, HREALFER ISR, Ria®
ol W EH =R e AE, A, TR, XA RGEE BRI
FEH BRI Do AT I AE N0 Bk, SERE R HH S5 DA fr) i, R A SE

A E IR K DA IRIE AR A PR I, B, RR#E. LITRERR, &
b — R BBE, RFENE; BUERIEEL T, AR IRtk ORISR
SR, FAEBGRAE B BB S R (/A 7 L.

The Day I Watched the Flowers, I Cleaned the Window of
My Writing

Last week my essay won a certificate in the spring—themed contest of my school.
Classmates asked what I had written about, and I said it was about that trip to the
countryside to see flowers in March. Before that day, I had never imagined I would

one day win a prize because of looking at flowers.

We set off early that morning. Driving out to the countryside, the roadsides were
field after field of rapeseed flowers and milk vetch. I got out, took a few photos,
and kept saying how beautiful it was. My father, walking ahead, suddenly stopped and
told me not to speak but to breathe in. I stood at the edge of the field and took a
breath: the air smelled sweet and damp at once, mixed with a hint of the green
rawness of grass. Father said: this is the smell of a flower field, and your photos
do not have this. Then he asked me to listen. The buzzing came in layers, one near,

one far, and there was birdsong too, hidden somewhere out of sight.

At noon the sun was strong. My mother squatted at the edge of the flower field
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and asked me to look at the shadows. The shadow of one rapeseed flower fell on the
petals of the next one, a small patch of grey-blue resting on the yellow petals,
flickering as the flowers moved. That afternoon I sat on the ridge between the fields
and wrote half a page, all of it about smell, sound and shadow. On the way home I

fell into a drowsy sleep, and my dream had no colors in it at all, only buzzing.

That half page later became my contest essay. The teacher who judged it wrote in
her comment: this piece has a smell you can breathe in. I copied that sentence onto
the first page of my observation notebook. Since then, whether I am watching flowers,
passing a flower bed, or even waiting for a bus and noticing grass in a crack of the
wall, I stop for an extra half minute and ask myself three questions: what does it
smell like, what does it sound like, and where does its shadow fall. These three
questions are the treasure I brought back from that flower—-watching trip. Sometimes

in that half minute I even come up with a fourth question, and that is better still.

The biggest lesson of this term is this: eyes are not useful just because you
were born with them; they must be cleaned, every single day. Before, when I looked at
spring, it was as if a sheet of frosted glass stood between me and it, and I only
knew it was pretty. Now the glass has been wiped clean, and beautiful things appear
one by one. The certificate is only the ending of that essay. The real harvest is

inside my schoolbag, in the little notebook that grows thicker every week.
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