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The Moment the Candle Stood Up Inside the Cup

In my seventh year of teaching third—-grade science, I am more and more convinced
of one thing: the fate of a lesson often hides in its first three minutes. This
week’ s topic was air, and I hauled the demonstration equipment onto the podium ahead
of time: a shallow tray, half a cup of water, a stub of candle, a box of matches, and

six squat glass cups.

The bell had barely rung when I stood the candle in the center of the tray and
lit it, the flame flickering before forty pairs of eyes. I asked: what happens to the
candle if I put a cup over it? The classroom split into two camps instantly — one

side said it goes out, the other said it goes out but couldn’t say why. I lowered the

www. vv99. net



glass cup straight down; the candle struggled for two seconds and died. The class

chorused an unimpressed oh.

The real trick came next. I switched cups and added more water to the tray before
putting this one over. The instant the candle went out, the water in the tray rushed
into the cup as if someone had sipped it up in one gulp, the water level climbing in
full view. The class went silent for half a second, then exploded: the water climbed
up by itself! I lifted the cup high so the back row could see the water line hanging

in midair.

Then came group work. Six groups each received a full set and repeated the trick.
The room instantly came alive: the crack of matches, the glug of water surging into
cups, wow after wow, all blended into one. The boy who normally cannot sit still
redid the experiment three times this round, earnestly recording which notch the

water reached each time, more focused than in any homework assignment.

I reserved a full fifteen minutes for the discussion afterward. One child said
the cup ate the air, so the water came in; another disagreed, saying the air did not
shrink — the candle spoiled the air inside. We did not rush to the standard answer;
we pored over the book and looked things up together, landing at last on air
pressure. The boy raised his hand: then is the mist on winter windows also air
changing? That question was not in the lesson plan, yet it was the gift I most wanted

to receive.

After class a child ran after me to ask: Teacher, will there be an experiment
next class too? I said yes. He whispered to his deskmate loudly enough for the whole
class to hear: I told you science class isn’t memorizing. I pretended not to hear,

and filed the sentence away in my heart.

That evening I wrote in my lesson book: three minutes of demonstration, twenty of
group work, fifteen of discussion — far more effective than forty minutes lecturing
on the definition of air. Interest is not poured in by the teacher; the moment water
surges into the cup, it bubbles up on its own from forty pairs of eyes. All I must do

is carry those six cups onto the podium in advance.
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After the Egg Floated, the Discussion Truly Began

For the open class on buoyancy, I placed my heaviest bet in the lesson plan on
the experiment. I wanted to gamble: rather than explain Archimedes’ principle three

times, let an egg float up on its own and let the children chase the why themselves.

The demonstration began with an egg sinking to the bottom. I lowered it gently
into a cup of fresh water; it dropped straight down and lay there like a small stone.
I asked: who can make it float without touching the egg or pouring water out? The
room went quiet, forty faces facing that cup of water, not one hand raised. I added
salt to the water spoonful after generous spoonful, stirring; after the third, the
egg hesitantly left the bottom and hung in mid-water. Several children in the front

row pressed their faces to the edge of the desk, noses nearly touching the glass.

Group work started immediately. Each group got a cup of water, a bag of salt, one
egg, and a small spoon. The task sheet had a single line: find a way to float your
egg to the surface, and record how many spoonfuls of salt it takes. The classroom
instantly became a kitchen crossed with a market. One group dumped salt wildly — the
water turned murky, the egg stayed put. Others learned quickly, adding while
stirring. The group by the door lost their egg to the third spoonful of salt; the
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whole group mourned around the broken bowl for three seconds, then collected a new
egg and started over. As I walked the aisles, the most common phrase I heard was one

more spoonful.

The moment each egg floated, groups erupted in cheers in unison, wave upon wave
of sound. But I knew the real centerpiece was still ahead — the discussion. I had
each group report its spoon count, ranging from three to nine. Why such a difference?
One child said the salt wasn’t fully stirred; another said eggs come in different
sizes; still another asked: Teacher, is the Dead Sea just one giant cup of this salt
water? I projected a photo of the Dead Sea onto the screen, and the discussion caught
fire all at once — could you swim in the Dead Sea, would the salt water lose buoyancy

after cooling down.

When the bell rang, nobody left right away. A girl held up her cup and asked:
Teacher, may I take it home and see if the egg gets fatter by tomorrow? I smiled and

said yes — write an observation diary.

At the evening critique, the teaching research group leader said the discussion
segment was the brightest part of the lesson. In my reflection I wrote: the
demonstration is the spark, group work is the kindling, and the discussion is the
fire that actually burns. The Dead Sea and the fattening egg that the children raised
are more precious than any worked example I had prepared. The educational meaning
does not live in my mouth; it lives in that half-class hour when they chased the salt

water.

AR, BATERALIEEE T HE

PG EOR I, RATRER =R IHTHEHE R RS R R 2 e B %
H=REE. Ahs BB %, B KM, MoltiE A, SRR, ZIEREN . I
7 P SN T L AKEY, SERT AR =

RN TR 08 IR . ey B aded, s hok, —HPRAAENG L, FOUHITE
S KA T b, BT ARHEIE R A A K . R T, A PRI —R, —IEE
PRI MK K, UM s, BREMEEAERS b s Bk — i AECEAR RS
R A NS EMFEAERT, W T e 2L

SRS ZI T, AN SR, AT TR, R R A . 5
HF T AANURALT Y . AR AR BRI e, A8 ek AIAIE
STIER, BT AR, iU pERs b, AU TH A, FEE e, e
G, FEMABE, ZEEIRLE— DI, AL RS — Ak, A R4l
HERHR S, o b5 5 5E.

www. vv99. net



S IR, BIEA & T, 45 R ok LA RALDN AT A B 4L AE
AM8 T It AT BRI SR K B Y TR B R T, ISR S R L HERE B OC AT ? 3K,
A A, BEDCHT M@, MRS RSN = 8. AN L& 2,
BAPCEIRBHENRLL, BROR LR, RR-Em? AR 7R, BA R, Bt XA
A, AEAR RS R

PR, BB, BEEPCEE . BRI S A KRG K, BRI, KA
M ASTERAL . BAEH HAS RS X = RPIRBAT SRR, S (803 1 T L (AR ) AR
Ao KU ESONRAE RS M Z 08, AER BN, JeHURAESIE, e T
FEHE T K.

The Day We Caught a Rainbow into the Classroom

The week I was to teach dispersion of light, the forecast showed overcast skies
for three days running. I stared at the lesson plan in despair: the most beautiful
part of this experiment is sunlight passing through a prism and a spectrum blooming
on a white wall. Without the sun, the show cannot open. On the fourth morning the
clouds were still thick. Gritting my teeth, I decided to switch to flashlights and

water troughs and catch a rainbow into the classroom by force.

The demonstration began a little shabbily. I drew the curtains; the room went
dim. A flashlight stood on the podium, its white beam striking a mirror held at the
edge of the water basin, the mirror slanting into the water. I turned the mirror
slowly, hunting back and forth on the white wall — and suddenly a narrow rainbow rose
up from the water surface, red orange yellow green blue, hanging faintly on the wall.
The class let out a collective disbelieving gasp. The boy who had drawn the curtains

held the fabric fast and shouted: don’ t open them! Let it stay a while longer!

Group work rolled out at once. Eight groups each received a basin, a small
mirror, and a flashlight, and set up at their own corners of the room. The classroom
became eight little rainbow workshops in a blink. One group turned its mirror every
way and got only a blur of white light, scratching its heads in frustration; another
stumbled onto the right angle, and half a rainbow lay on the wall — the whole group
froze as if holding a live creature, shifting positions breath by breath, trying to
complete it. The group by the window was luckiest: a sliver of true sunlight leaked
through the clouds, and their rainbow outshone everyone else’s by a class. The other

groups queued up to visit, faces full of envy.

For the discussion afterward I had prepared only two questions; the children
handed back more than a dozen. Why is red always on the outside of the rainbow? Why

must the mirror slant into the water? Is there no rainbow on cloudy days — so who
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breaks open the sunlight for the rainbow after rain? We worked through question after
question, reaching refraction and dispersion, reaching the fact that a raindrop is
the sky' s own prism. At the end a girl asked: Teacher, is the rainbow we caught into
this classroom the same one as the rainbow in the sky? I thought a long time, could

not answer, and said: that question is worth writing into your weekly journal.

At dismissal the curtains opened and the classroom brightened again. On the
blackboard remained the water—drop light—path diagrams each group had drawn, crooked
and wobbly, yet every one of them leading to that rainbow. In my teaching journal I
wrote: three days of overcast weather did not ruin this lesson; instead it forced out
the flashlight—and-basin version. The meaning of an experiment was never in how fine
the equipment is, but in whether forty children come to believe that colors hide

inside light — and that they themselves let the colors out.
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