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Inviting Ants into the Classroom

The day I invited ants into the classroom, I first borrowed a glass jar from the
science teacher. We spread wet soil inside, stuck in a straw, scattered a few crumbs,
and covered the lid loosely with blue cloth on the windowsill. I told the children
that twenty guests had come to our class, that they feared vibration, so nobody
should slap the desk or shake the jar. When the cloth was lifted at one corner, the
whole class held its breath, and even the most mischievous boy asked in a whisper

whether ants bite.

Group observation began the next day. Each group got a magnifying glass, a
notebook and a pencil, with one rule: no touching, only looking, drawing, and writing
down the time. I deliberately mixed talkative children with quiet ones, and put
restless ones together with careful ones. For forty minutes the only sound in the
room was pencils scratching. Group Three noticed first that the ants went around the
crumbs and headed straight for a grain of sugar. Two ants touched antennae, then

turned back. One child looked up and asked me whether they were talking. Instead of
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answering, I asked him to draw what he had just seen. He bit his pencil, drew two

curved lines, and wrote beside them: touched once, then went left.

Observation diaries started on the third day. I had worried the children would
write too little, one line each and call it done. But Xiaohang wrote: that ant walked
in a straight line yesterday, and today it went around my eraser. Does it know the
way? I was not sure either, but the question was worth three more days of watching. I
copied his sentence onto the blackboard, and the class stayed quiet for a while, as

if everyone were thinking out their own answer.

In the final essays, seventeen were about ants, and not one began with the
weather was fine. While preparing lessons I often think of that little ant going
around the eraser, and of the question from Xiaohang. Some things are not in the
textbook. They are in the glass jar on the windowsill, in the way children bend down
to look. My job is to invite them in, then step back and let the children see for

themselves.
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