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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

www. vv99. net



drag the class down every time—balance my foot. For the first two weeks, we did not

exchange a single sentence.

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; I 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.” I 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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The Daily Bet on Twenty Words

Before the winter vacation, my good friend Fang Xiaozhou and I made a “word bet”:
every day we quiz each other on twenty English words, and whoever misses more than
three buys the other soy milk the next day. This reflection is about that bet and
what it taught me.

First, the tutoring. Fang Xiaozhou is strong in English; English is my lame leg.
I used to memorize words by brute force, guessing what follows the letter s. She

could not stand watching, and taught me to take words apart: apple splits into ap
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plus ple. She said memorizing words is like taking building blocks apart—Ilearn the
pieces first, then assemble the whole. She also gave me her “three-pass method”: read
three times in the morning, write once from memory at noon, write once more before
bed. I followed it for a month, and my monthly test English went from sixty—eight to
eighty—-one.

Second, the mutual supervision. The fiercest part of the bet is not the soy milk
penalty but the daily routine that never breaks. Once I tried to weasel out, saying I
was too tired to quiz that day. She took out a small notebook and said: “Then it is
recorded—one debt, plus two extra cups.” I glared at her, she glared at me, neither
gave in. The next day I took the quiz honestly and missed only one of twenty

words—the shame of the excuse of the previous day worked better than soy milk.

She also fell behind. In the twelfth lunar month her family had affairs to
handle, and three days of quizzes were missed. On the day she made them up she missed
seven words, and without a word she brought over three cups of soy milk. I drank two
and left one for her, saying making it up is enough. She said no—the rules are the
rules. That day I understood: mutual supervision supervises not the other person but
yourself. If you slack once, the other has the right to record you; and when the
other is recorded, there is no hard feeling, because the rule is the same for

everyone.

The three—pass method sounds clumsy, but it pulled me out of the pit of guessing.
Before, 1 did cloze passages entirely by feel; now when I meet a new word I first
think of the pieces she taught. Once the test had the word transport, and on the spot
I took out the root port, remembering she had said port means to carry—carrying
things—and the answer settled at once. After class that day, when she heard I had
taken the word apart, her eyes curved into crescents and she said: that is my
building blocks.

The shared progress came home to me later. When the teacher read the list of
improved students at the start of term and reached our two names, the whole class
applauded. Only then did I notice that her math had improved too, because I had
explained equations to her for two terms. Neither of us ever took extra classes. One
taught one subject, the other taught another, and teaching went on until both

subjects rose.

My final reflection: I used to think progress came from working desperately. Now
I know it comes from rules plus company. Alone, memorizing words invites laziness;
with a bet between two people, nobody dares. Alone, explaining problems gets tiresome
halfway; taking turns, two people keep explaining. Next term we upgrade the bet to

all subjects. The soy milk penalty stays, and neither of us is afraid.
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The Friend Who Stood Three Lessons with Me

After entering eighth grade my grades slipped once, and my good friend Liu Yang

pulled me back. This study reflection is about him, and about the wrong road I took.

During the summer after seventh grade I became addicted to mobile games. When
eighth grade opened I dozed off in class, and in the first monthly test I placed
thirty—eighth in a class of thirty—eight. I panicked myself, yet I could not control
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my hands. Liu Yang did not lecture me. He did something that made me furious at the
time: he went to our homeroom teacher and said the two of us wanted to sit in the
first row, and that he would supervise me not to put my head on the desk—if I did

once, he would stand with me for that whole lesson.

In the first week he really stood with me for three lessons. I could not save
face, and neither could he, yet while standing he still wrote problems to me on slips
of paper: “The auxiliary line for this one lies on the angle bisector.” I stood and

solved the problem, and it went quite smoothly.

That was his way of tutoring: no big lectures, only slips of paper. The slips
piled up thicker and thicker, more than half a notebook. Before exams I read that
half-notebook more usefully than the textbook, because everything he wrote was a

point I had missed in class at the time.

The mutual supervision happened at night. We agreed that at nine—thirty each of
us photographs our homework and sends it to the other, and whoever finishes first
checks the work of the other one. Once I sent mine at ten—thirty. He replied
instantly: “Over time. Recorded.” The next day he really drew a cross in my notebook.
I was angry, and later understood that the cross weighed more than any

nagging—nagging stops, the cross does not.

Progress came bit by bit. Midterm I reached thirtieth, final nineteenth, and this
term I entered the top fifteen. the English of Liu Yang also rose from eighty-some to
ninety—-some, because I dictated vocabulary to him every evening. Neither of us ever
paid the other for tutoring. One watched one subject, the other watched another, and

the watching lasted four terms.

When the slips had piled up halfway, I did something I regret. One evening,
annoyed, I tore up two slips and threw them into the waste basket. Liu Yang said
nothing the next day; he simply wrote fewer slips from that day on. Then I truly
panicked—worse than falling grades was that the person who passed me a slip every
day stopped passing. I fished the two torn slips out of the basket, pasted them back
into the notebook, and said sorry to him. He nodded, and the next day the slips came

as usual.

My reflection has three layers. First, the way a friend helps may not sound
pleasant to you; a slip of paper is a hundred times harsher than advice, but it
works. Second, supervision is not managing a person; it holds the moment when your
grip would loosen. Third, and most important: when someone pulls you, you must still
lift your own leg. Liu Yang stood three lessons with me, but the legs were lifted by

me.

Our slip notebook is now filling its third volume. Next term it is my turn to
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write slips for him: he is weak in physics, and I will watch him. This road of making

progress together, we plan to keep walking.
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