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After My Grades Improved, Several Things Finally Made

Sense

From the second semester of seventh grade to the end of eighth grade, a little
over one year, my grade climbed from the middle of the class into the top fifteen,
and my friend Chen Mo’ s English changed from always being below the passing line to a
stable upper—middle score. Teachers and parents all ask us how we improved. If I am

honest, the beginning was not dignified at all: it was forced on me by one failed
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exam, and I was pulled up by my friend s single sentence, take out the problems you
cannot do and let us look at them together. This reflection will not describe how to
make a study plan. It describes several things I only understood after my grades had

already improved.

The first thing I understood: motivation does not have to grow entirely out of
your own heart. You can receive it from another person and then pass it back. I used
to believe that real effort must come from your own realization, and that relying on
someone else’ s encouragement was fake. This year changed my mind. During the days
after my failed exam, it was Chen Mo who pulled me from my bed to my desk. During the
half year when he wanted to give up English, it was I who dragged him into reciting
fifteen words every morning reading period. Neither of us figured out any grand
philosophy. We simply kept pushing each other back into our seats. Receiving
motivation from someone is not shameful. What matters is that after receiving it, you

keep walking on your own legs.

The second thing I understood: effort must be visible, and invisible effort
cannot be trusted. I used to work hard too, but my effort was a vague feeling. 1
would sit at my desk for two hours and drift away for an hour and a half of it. Later
we turned effort into visible things: which wrong problem I mastered today, which
fifteen words I memorized, which short passage I wrote, all recorded on one sheet,
checked every Sunday. Whether the sheet has ink in its boxes is far more honest than
how hard I feel I am working. The improvement in our grades did not happen suddenly.
It was filled in box by box on that sheet.

The third thing I understood: the greatest reward of progress is not praise, it
is the disappearance of fear. Before, I was afraid of many things: weekly quizzes,
the teacher calling on me, papers being handed back. Now those fears are much
smaller. Not because I became smarter, but because I know that when I get a problem
wrong I have a way to fix it, and when I get stuck I know where to ask. A sense of
security is saved up by yourself, but if someone is beside you while you save it, it
comes faster. Chen Mo now raises his hand in English class. If I fail one exam, I can

open my mistake notebook the same day. What we are both saving up is exactly this.

The fourth thing: friendship did not distract from studying; it became the
foundation under studying. Some people worry that good friends playing together will
pull attention away. This year we really did play together, basketball, chatting,
walking home the same way. But our playing had a bottom line: the twenty minutes of
problem exchange in evening study hall and the Sunday check were never broken by
either of us. When play and study are separated, the friendship actually grows
stronger. I remember every time he helped me; he never stands on ceremony when I help

him. The clearer this kind of account is kept, the sturdier the friendship becomes.
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One last word to students my age: if your grades are ordinary right now, do not
rush to doubt yourself. Find one dependable friend, encourage each other with one
sentence, set one goal that can be checked, and record your daily effort where it can
be seen. None of these three steps is difficult. What is difficult is starting and
continuing. The two of us have tested this road for a year, and it works. Improved
grades are the result; friendship is the treasure you pick up for free along the way.
Getting both, I think, is the best bargain of all.
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