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On the Way to Pick Up My Daughter, We Squatted for

Twenty Minutes

At half past four that afternoon, I went to pick up my daughter as usual. Only
two hundred meters from the school gate, she suddenly stopped, squatted down on the
curb beside the flower bed, and called me: Dad, come quick, the ants are moving

house!

On a normal working day I would probably have said: hurry up, go home and do your

homework. But that day I happened to be on leave, and I was not chasing time, so I
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squatted down too, beside her. In the crack of the curb there really was a line, ant
after ant, some carrying white eggs on their backs, some lifting something, all

hurrying toward higher ground.

Her questions came right after, one after another, giving me no room to breathe.
Why are they moving house? Is it going to rain? Are the white things they carry their
babies? Why does the tallest one keep looking back? I answered one by one. Some I
knew — for instance, about the rain: when ants feel water will get into the hole,
they move upward. Some I did not know, like why that one kept looking back. I could
only say: I guess it is waiting for the companions left behind; let us look it up
when we get home. She was not disappointed. She nodded and said: then we must

remember to check.

We squatted there for twenty minutes. People hurried past; an old grandpa laughed
at us, father and daughter, absorbed in watching ants. She was not shy at all. She
even introduced it to the grandpa: it is going to rain soon, the ants are moving to
higher ground. The grandpa said: oh, then I should have a look too. For those twenty
minutes her eyes stayed bright — brighter, and for longer, than when she scored a

hundred on a test.

After we got home she did not complain of hunger first. She dug a drawing
notebook out of the drawer and said she wanted to write it down. I wrote while she
dictated: October thirty—first, afternoon, flower bed at the school gate, ants moving
house, carrying white eggs, one kept looking back, we guess it is waiting for a
companion. The drawing was hers: a black line climbing from the flower bed to a
bench, a row of small dots on the line, and on the dots she drew little bundles. On
the last page she also wrote a question mark: how do ants know it will rain? And she

wrote that she would go back after school tomorrow to look again.

That evening I checked the forecast: rain was indeed coming the next day. I told
her by her bed. She murmured an absent yes, turned over, and fell back asleep, the

corners of her mouth still turned up.

I often think: the questions of a child are like those eggs on the backs of the
ants — small, easy to overlook, yet each holds a life not yet hatched. A careless
hurry up from an adult is a foot stepping down. I am not a father who knows much;
that day I had questions I could not answer either. But I squatted down, and I wrote
it down, and that is enough. Those twenty minutes squatting with her by the road work
better than any lesson I have ever explained to her — because she came to believe:
this world is worth squatting down to look at, and the questions she asks are worth

writing into a notebook.
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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.
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He was right. On the line at the foot of the wall, several ants were carrying
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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Grandma Squatted Down Too

On the weekend I took my seven—year—old son to the village to see my parents. The
concrete road into the village has fields on both sides, and he walked and watched,
very slowly. Under the old scholar tree he suddenly squatted by the road and refused

to move, calling out: Mom, look quick, the ants are in line carrying things!

My mouth opened with that city sentence: stop squatting, the ground is dirty,
grandma is waiting at home. Before I finished, my mother — a seventy—-year—old woman
with a bad back — slowly squatted down too, saying as she went down: oh my, it is

true, they are moving house. I stood there beside them, suddenly the odd one out.

My mother watched, more absorbed than my son. My son asked: Grandma, are the ants
carrying their eggs? My mother said: yes, the white ones are eggs; they fear the rain
will flood their home, so they move to higher ground. My son asked again: are they
tired? My mother froze for a moment and turned to me: how do you answer that? I
opened my mouth and had nothing. She turned back and told her grandson earnestly:

ants do not know whether they are tired; they just never stop. People do not know
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whether they are tired either; what you want to do, you just keep doing, like the

ants.

Standing there listening, my face grew warm. This answer that was not quite an

answer was steadier than anything I could have searched my head for.

After we got home, my mother dug out an old calendar with a blank back page and
said: let us keep accounts for the boy. What accounts? The accounts of the ants. My
son dictated, my mother wrote in pencil, her characters crooked: Saturday, under the
old scholar tree, ants moving house, carrying white eggs, heading north to higher
ground, sky overcast. My son drew ants beside her, filling the page. My mother also

wrote a line in the margin of the calendar: if it rains tomorrow, watch once more.

Rain did fall the next day. When it stopped, my mother went out first to look,
then came back with a report: the ants have moved to high ground, and the soil at the
mouth of the hole is freshly piled. My son jumped for joy, as if the news had been

delivered for him alone.

That evening my mother told me she had herded cattle all her life and watched
ants move house for decades without ever thinking it worth watching. I said: Mom,
that moment you squatted down today beats ten enrichment classes I sign him up for in

the city. She waved her hand: nonsense, the boy called me to look.

I heard that and said no more. Protecting curiosity, it turns out, asks for no
learning — only the willingness to squat down. My mother knows only a few
characters, yet she knows that when a child calls you to look, you look; when a child
asks, you answer in earnest; and that what you saw deserves writing on the back of a
calendar. Those three things are exactly what I, a teacher and a mother, forget most

easily.
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