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In Science Class, I Squatted With My Students for Ten

Minutes

Last week in science class, I took six children outside the east wall of the
campus to observe plants. I had walked the route in advance: twenty minutes out, back
to the classroom to draw, timed just right. Less than five minutes after we set off,

the plan fell apart.

Xiao Yu at the back of the line squatted down by the road and would not move. I
went back to urge him on, and he looked up and called me: Teacher, come look — this
line of ants is building its own road! I was about to say hurry up, and swallowed the

words at my lips. I squatted down too.

He was right. On the line at the foot of the wall, several ants were carrying
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grains of soil into a small pit. The pit was not big, but the column detoured when it
reached there, and with each detour a few ants dropped off. Xiao Yu watched for a
long while, then suddenly asked me: Teacher, who taught them? Nobody taught them,
right? Then how do they know to fill the pit with soil? That is a good question. 1
squatted there thinking for ten seconds, then answered honestly: I do not know the
exact answer; scientists are still studying it. What I do know is that they pass
messages to each other with their antennae and scent. Your road-building, maybe it is
just the ants behind stepping in the footprints of those ahead, and the more they
step, the smoother the path.

Xiao Yu said: can I do an experiment then? Next time I will put a sheet of paper
here and see whether they still detour. I said yes, that is a good idea — do not

hurt them, and take the paper away when you are done observing.

For those ten minutes, all six children squatted there. The plant route went
unfinished. Back in the classroom, instead of catching up on the schedule, I wrote
the question of Xiao Yu on the blackboard: do ants build roads? The whole class
discussed it for a period. Later we really made an observation record sheet — date,
place, weather, direction of the line, questions found — and each of the six filled
one row. the row of Xiao Yu read: the ants are filling the pit, like building a road;

next time put down paper and test it.

I pasted that sheet on the back wall of the classroom for half a term, and
children from other classes kept adding rows to it. One of the most fidgety boys in
school wrote one row: the gaps between ants in line are the same — I measured them

with a ruler.

In all these years of teaching, I believe one thing more and more: curiosity is
not taught, it is protected. The moment a child squats by the road is the moment he
is moving toward the world on his own initiative, and the last thing an adult should
do is haul him up and hurry him along. Ten minutes traded for a period of discussion
and a record sheet that stayed on the wall half a term — a bargain. I made up the
plant route later, but those ten minutes with the ants were the best lesson I taught
that term.
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