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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.

I wrote about the yellow on the legs of the bee, about the petal that swayed twice
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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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