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The Film That Opened the Composition Class

That month I graded compositions with a headache. More than thirty of forty—two
books said today I was very happy, with nowhere to show the happiness. The love of a
mother meant an umbrella, the help of a classmate meant an eraser. Every sentence was
correct, and no person lived inside them. I had read model essays aloud and explained
that process must be written concretely. The children nodded and wrote the same way.
I circled the thirty-some claims of happiness and set them on the platform, unable to
name anyone. So in the composition class on Wednesday I carried in the projector and

said: before pens, a film.

I chose the silent short of a dozen minutes about an old cobbler who takes in the
boy who kept stealing his parts. Not one line of dialogue, only rain, hammering, and
the static of a radio. I chose it for its bareness: without dialogue speaking for the
audience, the children could only watch with their own eyes. The class held its
breath through the screening. Zhao Yifan, who could never sit still, held his mouth
half open, fingers tapping the desk unknowingly along with the hammer. When the
cobbler quietly polished the stolen parts and put them back in the toolbox, a soft
intake of breath rose through the room, as if a whole room of people were touched by

something at once.
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When the lights came on, I took the notebooks away and talked only about the
film. They spoke one over another: the cobbler kept his left hand in his pocket, and
only later did we learn it was hurt; the boy held an umbrella over the cobbler at the
end, crooked; after the radio broke, the cobbler blew a breath onto it, the way one
soothes a child. I told them to write these down. The next day, for the first time,
nails, waxed thread, and a crooked umbrella appeared in more than thirty books. One
child wrote: when he blew on the radio, I remembered my grandfather blowing on the

chain of his old bicycle. I drew three lines under that sentence.

Later I saved the silent film in my lesson plan with a line to myself: it is not
that children lack feeling; they lack one thing the whole class has watched and held
breath over together. I can explain a hundred times that details matter, and it is
worth less than letting them watch one detail quietly together. I often think since
then: we are always in a hurry to teach expression, forgetting first to give them

something worth expressing.
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