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The Extra Egg in the Bowl of Noodles

In the last class meeting of the term I gave the whole class a special summer
assignment: not to be written with a pen but done with two hands. Each child was to
take one chore, do it every day all summer, learn to cook three meals, and hand in a
notebook the size of a palm at school opening, recording what was done, who tasted
it, and how it tasted. One boy groaned that the teacher was turning summer vacation

into a kitchen squad. I laughed and said a kitchen squad is soldiers too.

Before the vacation I went over the points of arranging housework: the point is
not many chores but doing them daily. Taking out trash, trimming vegetables, wiping
the table, one is enough, and the value lies in never stopping. I also told the
parents on purpose, when the child is slow or clumsy, hold back and do not take over.
I repeated that sentence three times, because I know the easiest mistake grown—ups

make is not bearing to see children fumble.

At school opening I collected the notebooks. Some were filled with tally marks,
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one square for each day. One child wrote that in August his mother fell ill and
stayed in bed, and he cooked noodles for her for fourteen days; the noodles of the
first day were overcooked into a lump, and she still finished the bowl. He wrote in
the notebook, mother cooks for me every day and I never once said it was good. I
stayed on that page a long while and wrote one line at the foot: this page is better

than every composition.

At the sharing meeting, the children who had learned to cook took turns telling.
One boy said he learned to boil noodles and could not judge the water, so in the end
he measured with his finger, and water up to the second knuckle was just right. The
class laughed and he laughed, then added one line: now when his mother works
overtime, he keeps a bowl of noodles for her. A girl in the back row told how she
stir—fried greens for the first time and used sugar instead of salt; the whole family
ate sweet greens, and she cried in frustration, while her grandmother said sweet

greens are still greens. The room roared with laughter, and I saw her eyes go red.

The harvest of this assignment kept growing a month after school opened. The
blackboard in the classroom got wiped clean every day, nobody rummaged in the chalk
box on the platform, and rice grains fallen on the lunch table were picked up by some
passing hand. A parent wrote that her child now arranges his own dishwashing on
weekends and even scolds her for washing imperfectly. I answered, let him wash;

slowness is speed.

I have taught for over ten years, and I am more and more sure of one thing: the
moments when children grow up are not inside textbooks. They are in the kitchen,
beside the dishwashing sink, on the evening when a child first understands that a
bowl of porridge and a bowl of rice each cost someone trouble. I will give this
summer assignment again next year, and add one more item, that every child serves a

meal once to the person who cooks.
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