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Three Questions from a Child

I am a Chinese teacher and also a mother. After finishing one round of shared
reading of Grass House with my class, I started another round at home, this time with
my son as the reader. Over one school term he asked me three questions. I wrote them

in a blue notebook, and that notebook is worth more than my lesson plans.

The first question came from Du Xiaokang. When we reached the little stall at the
gate of Youma Di Primary School, he asked, why does Du Xiaokang run a stall. I had a
belly full of answers ready: responsibility, bearing up, growing through adversity.
He would not take in such words. He answered it himself: because his father lost
everything, and the family has to eat. Then he added a counter—question I remember to
this day. You told us, he said, that a good child is one who gets up after falling.
Is Du Xiaokang one. I said yes. He said, then why did nobody praise him when his
family was richest, and everyone praises him only now that he runs a stall. That
question stopped me cold. Grown—up praise really does arrive late, and it really does

pick its moments.

The second question was about Bald Crane. We discussed him at school, then again
at home. His question was sharp: in the end Bald Crane helped the class, and only

then did people stop laughing at him. So do people like Bald Crane, or do they like a
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useful Bald Crane. I froze for a moment and admitted the teacher had not figured that
one out either. We flipped back and counted how many times Bald Crane was laughed at,
then counted how many times he helped the group. One to one, nobody owes anybody. My
son said, then I will not wait until someone is useful before being good to them.

That sentence cannot go into a lesson plan, but it moved into our family.

The third question came the night he finished the book. He asked, who is the
bravest person in the story. I could not say. Sangsang dares to pry off cabinet
doors, Zhiyue dares to walk the dark road, Du Xiaokang dares to run the stall,
Grandma Qin dares to dive into the river. He said, what about me, when do I get to be
brave. I said bravery is not saved up like coins. It is the one step forward when the
moment arrives. He said oh, and went off to brush his teeth. A while later his voice
came out of the bathroom: then I will practice small steps first. I stood outside the
door and laughed. One term of shared reading, three questions, each deeper than the

last. I taught him to read sentences. He taught me to read books.
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