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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
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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
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 1is
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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