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

chorused an unimpressed oh.
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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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