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The Three—Column Mistake Notebook and the Duty Penalty

This term my math crept up from seventy—some points to ninety—some. If I write a
study reflection, the first person I want to thank is my deskmate Chen Yinuo. But as
I write, I do not want to only say thanks. I want to tell the truth: at first, I was

not willing to admit him.

After the midterm, the teacher moved me next to Chen Yinuo and said: “You two
balance each other.” I grumbled inside: he gets full marks in math every time, and I
drag the class down every time—balance my foot. For the first two weeks, we did not

exchange a single sentence.
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The turning point was one homework assignment. I wrote the wrong equation for a
word problem. He glanced at it, did not say “wrong,” and only asked: “What does your
equation actually calculate?” I read it aloud and froze—I had calculated something
the problem never asked for. Then he said: “From now on, every time you write an

equation, read it out loud. Read it to yourself.”

That was the first method he gave me: read the equation aloud. It sounds simple,
but you only see its use when you do it. I used to race through problems like
snatching food; after reading aloud I found four mistakes in ten problems. Now one

reading removes half the errors.

The second method he forced on me: a mistake notebook. He lent me his own
notebook to copy the format—three columns: the original problem, where I went wrong,
how to prevent it next time. He supervised me copying the mistakes of that week every
Sunday; 1 supervised him too—he is weak in Chinese, and I made him recite two

classical poems a week. Whoever failed their task owed the other one duty shift.

In the first month of this mutual supervision, we each punished the other twice.
In the second month, only once. By the final test neither of us owed a punishment,
because both finished. My math was ninety—six; his Chinese rose from seventy—some to

eighty—eight.

What I reflect on most is not the scores but the word “balance.” T used to think
studying was my own business, and help from others was a favor. Now I see it
differently: while making him recite poems, I learned the poems best myself; while
explaining problems to me, he thought deeper than when solving his own. The one who

teaches learns twice.

Copying the mistake notebook has its own rules. In the first month I copied it
like copying a text: write the problem once, write “careless” in the mistake column,
done. Chen Yinuo flipped through my notebook and wrote directly in the column “where
I went wrong”: no writing careless—write clearly whether you misread a sign or mixed
up two formulas. I followed him, and in the second month I found that sixty percent
of my errors came from forgetting to flip signs when removing brackets. Once you find

the root, fixing has a place to start.

Making progress with a friend is not two people walking side by side. It is two
people serving as mirrors for each other. I see his carelessness in the mirror; he
sees my impatience. Next term we are deskmates again, and the mistake notebook has

already been replaced with a new one.
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