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My Ant Diary Taught Me to Ask Questions

In the summer after my first year of middle school, the science teacher assigned
an observation diary, and I chose ants, one entry every day. For the first week my
diary was full of nothing: many ants today, ants carried bread today, no change

today. My teacher wrote four characters as a comment: you record, you never ask.

Those four characters woke me up. The next day I forced myself to write one
question at the end of every page. The questions began as silly ones: why do ants
circle around sugar? Do they have eyes? But as I kept writing they changed. On the
ninth day I wrote: the same ant went left yesterday and right today, what does it use
to know the way? On the fourteenth day I wrote: why do the soil grains at the hole

change place every day, who moves them, and where do they go?

The list grew longer, so I cleared half a page for it as a question list. To find
answers I went through books, and when books failed I asked the science teacher. He
looked through my list and picked two questions worth testing. On the balcony I

covered a small piece of an ant hole with a flower pot and buried half a drinking
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straw to see whether the ants would walk inside it. They did. I wrote in my diary:
they most likely know the way by smell, because inside the straw they kept touching
the ground all the way.

This habit later moved into the classroom. Before, I listened to lessons like
watching a play, seeing whatever was shown. Now before each lesson I glance at the
title and ask myself one question: what is this lesson meant to answer? Listening
with a question in mind, I drift off less, and my notes know which sentence to catch.
In the science quiz of the first term of my second year, I got my fewest wrong

choices in the multiple—choice part.

My question list still exists, continued from that half page in summer to the
back of my second-year notebook, two and a half pages, more than forty questions,
fewer than half answered. Still I find the list useful, and not in the answered half
but in the unanswered half: it shows me plainly what I do not yet know, and knowing

that plainly beats being comfortably confused.

Outsiders see observing ants as crouching and staring at bugs. I know what it
really taught me was how to ask. Looking is the door of learning; asking is its legs.
The diary forced one question per page, and as I kept asking, the questions grew up

by themselves, from ants to textbooks, and then to everything else I want to know.
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