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At the Parents Meeting, I Read for Three Minutes

At the end-of-term parents meeting, [ spread five observation notebooks on the
podium and told the parents: no scores tonight, just a few lines read aloud. I first
explained where the jar came from. In March, short of lab equipment, I dug up a small
colony from the flower bed and brought it into the classroom: a glass jar, wet soil,
a straw, crumbs, covered with blue cloth on the windowsill. The class took turns
observing in groups, one magnifying glass and one notebook per group, with the rule

of no touching, only looking, drawing and noting the time.

I read the diary from Xiaoyu, the line about the ant going around the eraser, and
the sentence Group Three argued over: does it know the road? The room was quiet
enough to hear the wind outside. I read other entries too: the ants touched antennae
faster and faster; when a crumb was too heavy, an ant went back to call for help. In
the third minute a father in the back row laughed and said his son had mentioned the
ants at home, squatting at the stairwell entrance for half an hour with muddy trouser
cuffs. Another parent half jokingly asked whether this counted as homework. I said
no, watch if you like, and there would be no checking. That parent laughed out loud
and said if the youngster at home heard there was nothing to check, he would squat

down every single day.
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When I finished, I asked the parents to squat down and watch for ten minutes on
the way home, no long record required, a photo or a few lines would do. One mother
frowned and said the stairwell was dirty. I smiled and said ants do not care about
clean or dirty, and neither did their children while watching. As the meeting broke
up, several parents gathered around the podium asking to copy a page from the
notebooks. I stood in the corridor for a while and understood one thing: parents were

not asking for a checklist. They wanted to see the eyes of their own children light

up.

The jar lived in the classroom for two months and went back to the flower bed
before finals. The children lined up to watch it poured into the grass, and nobody
spoke. I often think of those three minutes of silence. An observation diary writes
down ants, but what it reflects is how a child begins to speak and how I learn to
keep quiet. Those three minutes named no score, yet that evening quite a few families

probably squatted down to look at a small patch of the flower bed.
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