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During the spring break of April 2007 I was fortunate enough to be a member of the 
Chinese Language Teachers Association of Greater New York, (CLTA—GNY) 
Educators’  Tour to China.  The trip was sponsored by the US –China Education Council 
(USCEC) and organized by the CLTA—GNY (based in Plainview, New York).   
 
I return with a wealth of information, enthusiasm for the study of Chinese, and new 
understandings of the language, culture, people, and history of this amazing country.  I 
will present this report in the major areas of information I have obtained, namely, in the 
language, culture, history, geography, politics, economy, and educational system of 
China, as well as a summary of the itinerary and highlights of the trip.  While my 
knowledge is only cursory (and possibly still flawed) after such a short amount of time, it 
is immense (and greatly improved) in relation to the understanding I had before this 
adventure.  In order to supplement and enhance my learning I researched literature that 
included information on these topics.  The best resource I found was A Traveler’s History 
of China by Stephen Haw (2006).  I read this book while traveling through the country.  I 
recommend this resource to anyone who plans on traveling in China and to anyone who 
cares to develop a better understanding of this country. 
 
Language/Educational System 
 
The Chinese Language belongs to the Sino-Tibetan group of languages.  There are a great 
number of dialects and ethnic languages spoken in China.  The majority of the population 
speaks Mandarin Chinese.  The word mandarin means “official”  or officer.  Historically, 
this language was used by the Chinese governing officials and so the language took the 
name of the word for this group of people who were highly regarded in the society.  The 
main features of the Chinese language that distinguish it from romance languages are:  
there are no cognates (words that sound similar to other languages), it is based on a tonal 
system (four tones), and it uses characters instead of letters (Haw, p. 251).   
 
While these aspects make the language a challenge for learners, there are other features 
that make it easy to learn.  For example, there are a limited number of sounds used and 
the grammar is very simplistic.  The basic sentence structure is subject-verb-object.  
There are over 60, 000 characters, but it is necessary to know at least 2,000 characters for 
everyday reading (Haw, pp. 251-254).  In speaking with guides during the trip it was 
clear that people from different cities (Beijing and Shanghai) have difficulty 



understanding each other at times in spite of the fact that they are both speaking 
Mandarin.   
 
Children in China study English beginning in elementary school.  In visiting the two 
schools (the Beijing Fengtai Number 2 High School and the Shanghai Ge Zhi High 
School), it is clear that students are able to gain an advanced proficiency in the language 
by high school.  They are basically fluent in English by the age of 13.  One of the classes 
we observed was an English class.  In one lesson, the students accomplished the 
following:  shared their opinions of four “Great Minds,”  discussed botany, read poetry, 
and analyzed an essay on the lotus flower.  The “Great Minds”  were Einstein, Nobel, 
Churchill, and Bill Gates.  The students were able to explain why they believed each man 
should be revered by society.  They also discussed botany and the structures of flowers 
(the lotus) and they read and critiqued poetry about the lotus flower.  The level of 
language used by these students (10th graders) was exceptionally high.   
 
One of the first expressions I learned in Chinese was “Ni chi le ma?”  This expression is a 
common greeting and it holds cultural, historic, and economic significance.  Instead of 
saying hello, with this greeting people ask one another “Have you eaten yet?”   This is 
evidence of the periods of hunger that affected people during the 1970s.  They 
incorporated this concern for one another into their daily speech and they express their 
memory of the past in this now commonly used greeting. 
 
Culture 
 
While culture is too broad a term to discuss in a concise manner, I will limit my 
discussion to the insights I had during this trip.  The Chinese are a very gentle and 
benevolent people.  They are involved in a rapid economic expansion that is transforming 
the cultural reality on a daily basis.  There are 56 ethnic groups with the Han group as the 
majority.  There is an incredible sense of pride and good will towards the culture.  The 
influence of Western ideals, philosophy, and economics is evident in the major cities, but 
the culture is still one of deep seeded tradition and conservative attitudes.  
 
One of the most salient cultural realities is the effect of the one-child only policy.  
Attitudes of the people I interacted with were of acceptance and resolve, in spite of the 
hardships this policy brings.  The sense of acceptance comes from the understanding that 
the population (1.4 billion) is causing major social, economic, and environmental 
concerns that can lead to major disasters and famines if not addressed.  While it will be 
years before this policy will bring the population growth to an end, the current leadership 
is aware of the problems that will result from not attending to this problem.   
 
This policy will reverberate through the culture for many years to come.  For instance, 
children not only miss having siblings, but they do not have aunts or uncles.  The family 
unit is restricted to four grandparents, two parents, and one child.  Most young adults 
marry in their late 20s.  They are expected to move into an apartment (usually provided 
by the man’s family) and take care of the parents of the man.  They are also expected to 
care for the woman’s parents, but the woman must live in the circle of her husband’s 



family.  For this reason, many couples prefer to have a son.  Parents can expect to be 
cared for by their son and involved in the raising of the one grand child.    
 
In the more modern cities, some people prefer a daughter because of the requisite 
expense associated with having a son (the wedding, providing an apartment, etc.) but 
most people still prefer a male child.  Couples often live in one apartment, sometimes 
with both sets of parents and the one child.  Men retire at the age of 60 and women at 55.  
The senior population is in a relative state of boredom.  They are too young to stop 
working so they become the care takers of the one child.  This phenomenon (and the one 
child policy in general) is believed to have a causal effect on the high rate of divorce 
(53%).  The one child is “spoiled”  by three sets of parents and so upon getting married 
s/he has difficulty not being the center of attention and having to “share”  for the first time 
in his/her life.  
 
Farmers are less restricted by the one child policy.  If their first child is a girl, they can try 
to have another.  If the second is a girl, they cannot try again.  Anyone in areas other than 
remote farmlands is subject to steep fines for having more than one child ($8,000.00 US 
Dollars).  The fine does not end there.  The second child is basically illegitimate, or 
unrecognized by the government.  S/he cannot get an ID card which means s/he cannot 
go to school, or get health care, etc.  Any service for the child must be paid for out of 
pocket at exorbitant fees.  Some (wealthy) people resort to buying an ID card to 
legitimize the child’s life. 
 
Women are taking a stronger position in society and while they are officially “equal”  in 
status to men, many inequities still exist.  Remnants of the male dominance in the culture 
are still evident even walking down the street.  While foot binding was dying out after its 
abolishment by the Republic in 1912 (Haw, p. 210), women remained second class 
citizens for many generations.  In walking through Tiananmen Square on the way to the 
Forbidden City, I saw a middle-aged man assisting his elderly mother as she tried to walk.  
At first I thought she was handicapped.  Then I realized she was of the age to have had 
her feet bound and as I looked down I saw what were wisps of feet.  The juxtaposition of 
the young caring for the old and the abuse perpetrated on a woman was staggering.   
 
The responsibility for caring for the elderly is a serious one.  In the local newspaper, The 
China Daily News, on the following day I happened to read an article discussing the 
importance of caring for the elderly.  The newspaper was also reminding citizens that 
failure to care for one’s parents is considered a criminal offense.   
 
There are four main religions practiced in China:  Daoism (original to China), Buddhism 
(brought in from India), Christianity (brought in from Europe), and Islamic (brought in 
from the Mid East).  Chinese people seem to be unaware of the percentage of people 
practicing each religion and the general sentiment is that people coexist peacefully in 
their various beliefs.  Across each religion is the imprint of the history of the many battles 
experienced by the Chinese.  Confucianism (while not a religion) holds as a firm back 
drop as the foundation of philosophy and intellectual pursuits in Chinese culture. 
 



The Qin and Ming Dynasties are known for the building and rebuilding of the Great Wall.  
In visiting this monumental sight, the stories of endless battles, losses of territories and 
re-acquisitions are as thick as the walls themselves. 
 
History 
 
China has a history of over 3000 years.  While the earliest Chinese state is likely to have 
come into existence before 2000 BC (Haw, p. 34) most of the interpretations and 
teachings of the history of China are presented in the folklore of the dynasties.  The 
dynasties were:  Xia, Shang, Zhou, Qin, Han, Sui, Tang, Song, Yuan, Ming, Qing.  In 
sharing the history with visitors, the Chinese refer to the dynasties often as the backbone 
and key to understanding Chinese history.  Not all of the dynasties were Chinese and the 
last dynasty (Qing) in particular was a Manchu dynasty.  Another famous vestige of the 
Qin dynasty, the Terracotta Soldiers, is an awe inspiring glimpse into the magnitude of 
power and control exerted by these emperors.  This ceramic army of 8,000 soldiers was 
built for the tomb of Emperor Qin Shi Huangdi, the last emperor of the Qin dynasty.  We 
met the farmer who accidentally discovered the vast underground army when he found a 
piece of a ceramic warrior as he was digging a well in 1974.  He now works in the 
museum signing autographs in a book sold by the government about the warriors.  He is 
79 years old.  It wasn’ t until the 1990s that the government gave this farmer a job in the 
museum.  Before obtaining this job, he was unemployed as the government took away his 
farmland when the warriors were discovered.  It was the influence of western media that 
provoked attention to his plight and thereby secured him a job in the museum.  
 
Geography 
 
The diversity of the geography of China has a huge impact on the history, culture, and 
economy of the country.  China is bigger than the US and almost as large as Europe.  
China’s climate and geography are the most diverse of any country in the world (Haw, p. 
12).  The majority of the climate is monsoon.  The diversity includes tropics of the south, 
the cold of Siberia, the Himalayan Mountains, the Gobi Desert, a large coast line, and 
three main river systems.  The main river systems are the Yellow, Huai, and Yangtze 
Rivers.  One of the visible effects of the geography I saw (in addition to enjoying very 
moderate temperatures in the spring season of 60-70 degrees) was the migration of 
farmers into the cities.  When the farmers are off harvest season, many of them move into 
the city to find work.  They often resort to begging on the streets, but some of them can 
be seen on street corners with brooms and paint brushes.  Some farmers try to migrate to 
the city permanently.  The difficulty with this is that each Chinese citizen has an 
identification card.  This card allows for health insurance, education, etc.  If one moves to 
another city, s/he loses all privileges.  This policy discourages migration into the cities.   
 
Politics 
 
The fact that China is a Communist country is well known, but the effects of the 
transformation to a more open economy are still in progress.  While the economy has 
blossomed through the open market practices (there are Mc Donald’s, Haagen Daz, and 



hundreds of Foreign Banks), the government still has a very strong hold on the people 
and their lives.   The government has shifted its stress from a collective economy to 
encouraging individual initiative and enterprise (Haw, p. 246).   
 
People still revere Mao Zedong as the founder of the People’s Republic of China.  As the 
party members are aging and dying off, the face of the Communist Party is changing and 
tensions between the young generation and the more conservative elders is on the rise.   
 
A remnant of this tension is the incident at Tiananmen Square in 1989.  The Chinese 
students who amassed at the square in memory of the liberal Hu Yaobang caused such 
distress for the Party Leaders that troops were used to terminate the demonstration.  
While there is no certainty of the number of deaths for both sides, it is clear that tensions 
did (and still do exist to some degree) and that the government prevailed.  The sentiments 
for political change seem to be secondary to the interest in economic advancement (Haw, 
pp. 198-199).  While visiting the Tiananmen Square it was interesting to note that the 
tour guide (a young woman aged around 28) was unable to share any real information 
about the incident. She told us that the Chinese do not discuss it, tour guides are not 
expected to give any details, and in fact, there is never any mention of it in history classes.  
Any information she (and her peers) have about the incident comes from foreigners.   
     
Economy 
 
China is fast becoming a world power fueled by economic growth.  Shanghai is a super 
metropolis with over 3,000 high rise buildings.  The progress in economic development 
in recent decades is remarkable.  Since 80% of the population still depends on agriculture 
for their living, the future of the country depends on its success in balancing industrial, 
technological, and service expansion with attendant advancements in supporting farmers 
(Haw, p. 248).  The changes in the economy have also impacted on the environment.  As 
a world producer of major resources and products, China is also draining its land with 
pollution and deforestation.  A newspaper article in the China Daily News discussed the 
results of a recent study conducted by the government.  The study explained how toxins 
in water and soil were now becoming a threat to the health of residents in certain areas.  
A plan was discussed to address the concerns.   
 
One of the perspectives that is commonly held by Westerners is that China is not doing 
enough to stop the pollution and destruction of its environment.  On the contrary, it was 
easy to see that policies designed to turn back these effects are in place and are taken 
seriously.  People are riding bikes instead of driving (Beijing has a population of 8 
million people with 10 million bicycles). People are planting trees each year.  Lights go 
out at 10:30 in Shanghai to conserve energy (the entire commercial area turns off).  These 
are no small feats in the effort to save the environment.  It is also clear that the enormity 
of the population makes this an even greater challenge, but the sovereignty of the 
government might just make this possible.   
 
 
 



Educational System 
 
While the official literacy rate of China is less than 10% (Haw, p. 215), in rural areas 
children receive only primary education.  The educational system is divided into three 
levels:  primary schools, secondary or middle schools, and higher educational 
establishments.  In order to advance to higher education, students must take an 
examination at the end of middle school (age 17).  They have three chances to pass this 
exam.  Education is subsidized by the government, but parents must pay part of the 
university fee.   
 
The quality of primary and secondary schools varies.  In Shanghai and other big cities, 
the schools are better equipped and more prestigious.  Education is regarded as the key to 
progress.  Classes in the schools we visited had 50 students, sitting in rows.  The students 
were incredibly focused and dedicated to learning.  It is clear that education is not taken 
for granted, in spite of the nine years of compulsory education.  One establishes himself 
or herself as a leader in society by advancing in education.   
 



The Itinerary and Highlights of the Trip: 
 
Beij ing (3 days): 
 

�  Office of Hanban (the Office of Chinese Language Council International—One of 
the branches of the Government’s Department of Education). 

 
This visit was overwhelmingly impressive. The Chinese government is dedicated to 
opening intercultural, educational, and language exchanges with the United States.  It is 
spending considerable amounts of money to foster progress and success in this area.  The 
members of the Hanban Council were most gracious and receptive.  We were able to ask 
questions about their efforts and they shared a PowerPoint presentation of their extensive 
outreach programs (PowerPoint to be made available on the website of the Department of 
World Languages).  One of the most recent successes was the development of the AP 
Exam in Chinese Language and Culture, done in collaboration with the College Board.   
 

�  Beijing Fengtai Number 2 High School 
 
The principal greeted the CLTA—GNY guests and we toured the campus.  We watched 
Physical Education classes and we were able to interact with students.  These students 
were eager to share their enthusiasm about their school.  They commute to the school, 
attending five days a week from 7:00 AM – 5:00 PM.  There are boarding options for 200 
students who come from remote areas.  They have vacation for two weeks in January 
(Chinese New Year) and again in September and October, and they are off for the 
summer in mid July until the end of August.  They have 9 classes a day on a rotating 
basis.  They study similar courses to a high school curriculum in the US.  This is a 
prestigious school that accepts only top students into its program. 
 

�  Hong Qiao Market 
 
A local market famous for its pearls and jewelry. 
 

�  Tiananmen Square and the Forbidden City 
 
Historic area in the center of Beijing with Mao Zedong’s mausoleum tomb, memorials, 
government buildings and the Forbidden City.  The Forbidden City was home to the 
Ming Dynasty and was rebuilt several times after fires and destruction. 
 

�  Great Wall 
 
Built by the Qin Dynasty 210 and restored during future dynasties, to prevent the 
constant attack on the borders of China.    
 
 
 
 



�  Big Gate of Royal Style 
 
 
An ancient palace, home of a prince with gardens restored after damage from years of 
fires and the effects of the Cultural Revolution. 
 
Xi’an (2 days): 
 

�  Big Goose Pagoda 
 
Seven story building erected as a repository for Buddhist scriptures brought from India 
by the monk Xuan Zhuang in 660 AD.  Xuan Zhang helped establish clear interpretations 
of Buddhist texts, fostering the study and practice of Buddhism in China. 
 

�  Art Museum 
 
Home of paintings and calligraphy work of local artists. 
 

�  Terracotta Warriors 
 

Army of over 8,000 soldiers built for the tomb of Qin Shi Huangdi.  The army was placed 
1 mile east of his tomb, ready to protect him in his death.  Millions of people were forced 
to work on the construction of the soldiers and his tomb, many of them dying in the 
process.  The soldiers were accidentally discovered by a local farmer in 1974 when he 
was digging a well.   
 

�  Tea House 
 
Traditional tea ceremony with opportunity to interact with women trained in the art of tea 
ceremonials and to sample teas native to China. 
 

�  Tang Dynasty Show 
 
Xi’an was the capital of China during the Tang Dynasty and so the people of Xi’an relate 
to this dynasty with a strong sense of pride.  The Tang Dynasty Show is a collection of 
dance, song, music, and costumes representative of traditional culture from the 600s BC. 
 

�  Ancient City Walls 
 
City walls surrounding Xi’an.  Reconstruction of the city interior is planned (500 million 
people will be removed) with architecture in the style of the Tang Dynasty. 



 
Suzhou (1 day): 
 

�  Web-Master Garden 
 
The smallest, but most beautiful of over 200 gardens in Suzhou.  Example of traditional 
Chinese garden design with separate rooms designated for men and women in the 
original homes found there. 
 

�  Silk Factory 
 
Showcase of fine silk craftsmanship, artwork, and the techniques for spinning silk. 
 

�  Acrobatics Show 
 
Exciting demonstration of physical dexterity, creativity, and daring acts. 
 
Shanghai (3 days): 
 

�  Shanghai Ge Zhi High School 
 
Impressive and prestigious secondary school.  After introductions from school officials 
we toured the campus and visited classes.  English language class was held in high tech 
room with screens, flat screen TVs, etc. 
 

�  Yu Yuan Garden 
 
“China town” area of Shanghai with garden and resident of Chinese officials built during 
the Ming Dynasty. 
 

�  Chenghuang Temple and Market Bazaar 
 
Temple found in the center of the Yu Yuan Garden.  Market is filled with interesting 
shops in a maze format.  Shops sell everything from traditional Chinese medicine and 
teas to clothing and souvenirs. 
 

�  Bund Financial and Commercial Area and Nanjing Road 
 
Similar to Fifth Avenue, financial, and commercial districts in NY.  Skyscrapers, stores, 
large hotels, eateries, and clear evidence of the influence of foreign markets and large 
cash flow in China. 
 
 



In summary, this trip was a remarkable opportunity.  In addition to gaining a wealth of 
knowledge, I have experienced a paradigm shift in my perspectives on China.  For 
example, a Westerner’s perspective on the one-child policy may be that it is harsh and 
oppressive.  After traveling through the country, speaking with the people, and studying 
the history I understand that the Chinese government has to take drastic measures.  This 
policy, while difficult, is an attempt to manage a situation that will be catastrophic if 
something is not done.  The people understand that this is their contribution to stabilizing 
the country.  
  
Another change in perceptions I had is the idea that the Chinese government is not taking 
environmental issues seriously.  There is clear evidence as you walk down a street in a 
large city in China, when you talk with a resident or when you read a Chinese newspaper 
that this is not true.  The government is in fact taking steps towards addressing 
environmental issues.  We are not aware of what is being done on a daily basis.  It might 
take some time before the effects are seen, but they are working on it nonetheless.   
 
One of the most important parts of the trip for me was the visit to the schools and the 
opportunity to meet with officials from Hanban (one of the government bureaus of 
education).  I was able to discuss the AP Chinese Exam, finding and hiring people to 
teach Chinese in our school district, textbooks, and other issues around teaching Chinese 
with officials from the department of education.  I also was able to network with 
representatives from the local Chinese Language Teachers’  organization.  I found this trip 
incredibly enlightening and meaningful.  I am thankful for having this opportunity.  I 
recommend it for other supervisors in our district and I look forward to visiting China 
again in the future.   
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