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Strawberries on the Windowsill: A 400—Character

Observation Diary and How It Ripened Entry by Entry

Below is a fourth grader’s strawberry observation diary, about four hundred
characters in its original Chinese, with five entries in all. Read the diary first,

then watch how the strawberries on the windowsill ripened entry by entry.

The diary was not written in one sitting. It was kept from March to May, and
every entry carries its own date, so the reader can follow the child and watch the

potted plant change day by day.

March 12. Mom brought a strawberry plant home from the market and put it on the
windowsill of the south—facing study, where the sun only reaches by noon. The pot was
small, the plant not tall, with a few serrated leaves that felt rough under my palm.
I looked at it for two days and found nothing to record, so the first entry simply

says that there was nothing to record.

March 28. Two white flowers opened on the strawberry plant. The petals were
small, five in each flower, and the center was a cluster of tiny yellow balls. 1
crouched by the windowsill and looked for a long time, close enough to count the
little yellow balls. Mom said do not touch them, let the bees come. But our
windowsill is on the eighth floor, and bees cannot reach it. Mom took a small brush
and swept it gently from one flower to the other. I asked what she was doing, and she
said pollinating, because without bees the flower cannot become a fruit. I held the
brush and swept it over the two flowers myself, carefully, as if I were doing the

bees’ job for them.

April 15. The petals of one flower dried up and fell off, and the base of the
flower, the part that had held the petals, swelled into a small green ball covered
with tiny seeds. Mom said that is a strawberry. I was surprised, because I had always
thought strawberries grew from the pink flower buds sold at the flower shop in
spring. I wrote it down in the diary: strawberries grow from the bottom of white

flowers.

April 29. The small green ball grew bigger, turned from green to white, and the
tip began to turn red. The other one was still green and small. I asked Mom why it
does not turn red all at once, and she said a strawberry ripens from the tip upward,
so the tip is always ready first. I touched the red part with my finger, and it was
still hard, not soft at all.

May 8. The strawberry at the tip was completely red, and when I leaned close to
the pot I could smell its sweetness. I reached out and pinched the stem, and it came

off easily. The strawberry was small, not even as big as my thumb, and its seeds sat
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on the outside of the skin. I bit into it. The tip was sweet, but the white part near
the stem was sour. The other strawberry is still half white, and I did not pick it. I

will write about it again when it ripens.

This diary never says how beautiful or how happy I was, yet the strawberry

ripened entry by entry.

The first entry admits there was nothing to record, and that is itself a lesson:
an observation diary is not afraid of empty days; it is only wrong when it invents

things. An empty day was also truly seen.

The second entry is the fullest: the number of petals, the yellow balls in the
center, the bees that cannot reach the eighth floor, and the small brush. The line
about bees not reaching is a real observation of a real windowsill, and nobody could

invent it.

The third entry records a correction. The child had believed strawberries came
from pink flower buds, and his own eyes fixed the mistake. Writing down a correction

is livelier than writing down a conclusion.

The fourth entry writes the color in stages: green, then white, then the tip
turning red, with Mom’s line that it ripens from the tip upward. The fifth entry
writes the taste in parts: sweet at the tip, sour near the stem. The flavor is

divided in two, and that is what a real strawberry tastes like.

The last line, I will write about it again when it ripens, is the most valuable
line. An observation diary does not end in one sitting; the half-white strawberry is

already the next entry.
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The Three Entries of a Strawberry Diary: Flowering,

Turning Red, and the First Bite

The outline for the fourth grade observation diary titled Strawberries on the
Windowsill requires three time periods: flowering, the fruit turning red, and picking
and eating. An observation diary is written entry by entry, and these three periods

are exactly the three most important entries. Here is how to make each entry stand.

First, the diary format. Every entry carries a date, and one entry records only
what was seen on that day. Do not write next week’ s red fruit into this week’ s entry.
A child may complain that several days in a row have nothing to write. Tell him that
nothing changed today is a legal entry: the plant was simply growing quietly, and
that is a real observation too. A diary also teaches patience better than any lesson.
The child learns that a strawberry is not made in a day, and that waiting is part of

growing it.
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Period one, flowering. Do not write a beautiful white flower bloomed. Count
instead: how many flowers opened, how many petals each has, what color the center is.
A strawberry flower has five white petals, and its center is a cluster of yellow
stamens. Then write what happened to the flower afterward. The petals dry up and fall
off, and the base of the flower swells and turns green. Many children assume that
when the flower dies the strawberry disappears, when in fact the bottom of the flower

becomes the strawberry. This discovery deserves a whole entry of its own.

On a home windowsill there are usually no bees, and a parent helps by sweeping a
small brush from flower to flower so the flowers can set fruit. This is a real scene
and worth writing. The child taking the brush himself and sweeping it over the

flowers is the liveliest line in the entry.

Period two, the fruit turning red. The key is to write the color in stages. A
strawberry fruit goes from green to white to red, and the red starts at the tip and
spreads toward the stem. Do not write the strawberry turned red. Write which end
turned red first and which end is still white. Let the child touch it: the red part
is still firm, not soft yet. The seeds on the surface are also worth writing about. A
strawberry carries all its seeds on the outside of the fruit, and counting them is

something children gladly do, so the count ends up in the diary by itself.

Period three, picking and eating. Write how it is picked: the stem pinches off
easily, or twists off with the fingers. Write how big it is by comparing it with a
thumb or a palm. Write the taste without using so sweet. Write that the tip is sweet
and the part near the stem is sour, or that it smells fragrant but tastes plain, or
that it is a little hollow inside. A windowsill strawberry is usually smaller and
more sour than a store—bought one, and that is fine. Writing it truly is better than

writing that it was delicious beyond words.

The three periods are spread over more than a month, and a child may lose
interest halfway. The fix is to look at the plant together at a fixed time every day,

after dinner for two minutes. Only a child who looks every day can write every day.

The most common flaw in observation diaries is writing the whole month in one
sitting at the end, with every entry dated the same day and every strawberry already
ripe. Such a diary has no time order. Real time order hides in the details: the entry
about the withered flower must come before the entry about the green fruit, and the
entry about the half-white strawberry must come before the entry about the fully red

one.

For four hundred characters, a good split is: one or two opening lines for how
the plant arrived, one hundred twenty for the flowering period, one hundred twenty
for the turning red period, one hundred twenty for the picking and eating period, and

one closing line about the other strawberry that is not ripe yet.
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One final check: read the diary through and see whether you can tell what the
plant looked like on each date. If you can, the diary works. If you cannot, go back

to that entry and add one more thing the child actually saw that day.
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Turning a Flat Strawberry Diary into a Real One: Three

Repairs

Take a very common flat strawberry observation diary and repair it entry by

entry. Three repairs, and the flat diary becomes a real observation diary.

The original first entry read: March 28, the strawberry plant flowered, the
flowers are white and very pretty. Very pretty is a label, not an observation. We
asked: how many flowers opened, how many petals, what is in the center. The repaired
entry: March 28, two white flowers opened on the strawberry plant, each with five
petals, and the center is a cluster of tiny yellow balls. I crouched by the
windowsill and looked at them for a long time. Once the counting is done, the word

pretty is no longer needed.

The original second entry read: April, the flower withered and a small green
strawberry grew out. This entry skips the most important process. We asked: how did
the flower wither, and where did the strawberry come from. The repaired entry: April
15, the petals of one flower dried up and fell off, and the base of the flower
swelled into a small green ball covered with tiny seeds. Mom said that is a
strawberry. I had always thought strawberries grew from pink flower buds. A child’ s
own mistaken idea being corrected by his own eyes is the best entry in the whole

diary.

The original third entry read: May 8, the strawberry turned red, I picked it and
ate it, so sweet. Turned red and so sweet are the two most worn—out phrases in fruit
diaries. We asked: which end turned red first, how big was it, and where exactly was
it sweet. The repaired entry: May 8, the strawberry at the tip was completely red,
and the other one was still half white, white near the stem. I pinched the stem and
it came off easily. The strawberry was small, not even as big as my thumb. I bit into
it. The tip was sweet, but the white part was sour. The taste is divided in two and

the redness is divided in two, and now the entry finally contains a real strawberry.

There is a fourth small flaw worth mentioning. The flat diary dates every entry
with the same day, because it was written in one sitting at the end of the month. A
real diary cannot be written that way, and the parent should not ask the child to
catch it up. The entries must be written on the days they describe, even if the entry

is only one line long.

All three repairs use one method: do not write for the child, only ask. The

original entries are reports; the answers are observations.

Parents can keep three questions ready: what did you see today, how is it

different from yesterday, which part do you find strangest. Whenever the child writes
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very pretty, turned red, or so sweet, pick one of the three questions and ask it. His

answer is the new entry.

Notice also that these three repairs added not one fancy idiom. A third or fourth
grade diary does not need beautiful words. It needs the five petals, the yellow
balls, and the white part near the stem. The child’ s eyes already hold all of it;
nobody has simply asked.

One more thing: after the repairs, have the child read the diary aloud to Mom.
When Mom hears the line about thinking strawberries grew from pink flower buds, she
will laugh out loud and add that the pink potted strawberries at the flower shop are
grown for their flowers and hardly ever bear fruit. Whatever Mom adds can go into the

diary too. An observation diary is something a whole family can thicken together.
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