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The Empty Chair at the Podium

During the class meeting on Children’s Day, I made a decision I hadn’t made in
eleven years of teaching: I would not go near the podium. Before the bell, I carried
the chair from beside the podium to the very back row, sat down, and told the
children: this period belongs to you. The theme is my holiday, run by me. I have only
three requirements — thank one person who helped you, tell one thing that made you
laugh, and set one safety promise yourselves. Then I sat, closed my textbook, and

became something like a parent sitting at the back of a parents’ meeting.

The host was a girl with two pigtails, clutching a card written in colored
markers. The first name she called made my heart skip: Lin Xiaoman. This child
volunteered fewer than three times all term, her voice small as if afraid of

disturbing someone. She actually walked up, stood in the middle of the horseshoe of
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desks, and told how Auntie Zhang from the canteen chased her to the stairwell, broke
open her unfinished bun, and said it’s still warm. She spoke fast, as if afraid she d
back out. In the back row I wrote that sentence in the margin of my lesson book. All
these years as a teacher I had gotten used to finishing children’s sentences for

them. Today I discovered their own words were already whole.

During the funny—things segment, the ceiling looked ready to lift off under the
laughter. Beans rotted to mud in a cup, a kite tangled on a utility pole, zongzi
boiled into porridge — one after another. I looked around the room: thirty-nine
children, and more than twenty of them laughed while looking at their deskmate or
best friend. Laughter, it turns out, is meant to be shared with specific people. 1
counted the raised hands: nineteen. A boy I had worried would never fit in also
raised his hand and told how his grandfather once fished up a boot, then doubled over
laughing at his own story. He told it from his seat without coming up, and the host

allowed it — the rules were theirs, and their rules were alive.

For the safety promises, the class monitor led the reciting. No chasing on the
road; no water edges without grown—ups; leave the school gate in pairs — three
slogans I had drilled for two years, and today led out of their own mouths, they
sounded different in tune. The fourth line stopped me cold: it was the monitor’ s own
addition — if someone feels low, we walk one lap of the playground with them. The
class echoed that one quietly to the end. When I wrote it into my lesson book, my pen
paused. I had taught them safety for two years; today they taught me something I had

never taught.

When the bell rang, the host ran to the back row and asked: teacher, did we
finish today? I said yes — and it was the best class meeting we ever held. She held
up her host card to show the tally marks on the back: nineteen strokes. After school,
Lin Xiaoman shouted from the stairwell that Auntie Zhang had steamed her a sweet bun,
loud enough for the whole floor to hear. I stood there and read those few lines in my

lesson book again. The podium, empty for a whole period, was not empty. It was
yielded.
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