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The Flower Name Wall

On Friday, the science class left the classroom with me, heading to the big
flower bed across from the school gate. I had prepared a lesson plan about the parts
of a flower: sepals, petals, stamens, and pistils. But the moment we reached the

flower bed, the children set the plan aside.

They gathered around the purple flowers in the corner, and question followed
question: Teacher, what is this flower called? Teacher, why is it purple on top and
white below? Teacher, do bees mind the smell of flowers? The last one came from Yan
Yifan. The whole class laughed, but I did not. I said: that is a good question. Let
us look them all up together.

I had made one preparation in advance: I borrowed from 0ld Zhou, the school
gardener, a dog—eared handbook of common flowers and plants of northern China, and
the children photographed the flowers with the class tablet. We sat in the shade of a
locust tree and turned the pages one by one. The purple flower was found: lupine,
also called fan flower, brought from abroad and planted along roads for viewing. When

I read the words brought from abroad, the children burst into sounds of wonder, as if
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the flower had suddenly become a transfer student. Whether bees mind the smell was

not in the book, so we wrote it on the question sheet and marked it unsolved.

Back in the classroom, the children could not sit still and proposed making a
wall. I gave them a sheet of kraft paper, and they divided the work themselves: some
copied the flower names, some drew the flowers, some spelled out the foreign names I
dictated. The flower name wall went up on the back wall, holding eleven kinds of
flowers, three unsolved questions, and one line written by Yan Yifan in the corner:

Bees, do you really dislike the smell of flowers?

The next week a child brought a book from home and found the answer: bees do not
mind the smell of flowers; what they mind is the smell of perfume on people. I had
Yan Yifan add that line to the wall in red pen, with a crooked little bee drawn under
it.

I often think about that day afterward: we never finished the lesson plan; the
parts of a flower had to wait until the next week. Yet the children remembered eleven
flower names, remembered that books cannot answer everything, and remembered that a
question will not be laughed at. Curiosity is not taught into children; it rises by
itself when they crouch beside a flower bed. What grown—ups can do is catch it on the

spot and take it seriously, looking it up all the way through together with them.
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