China Immersion Programme – Beijing
By Lisa Rolle, Cornwall Park District School (2018)

“When I was studying at University in Beijing,” came out of my mouth the other day, I stopped and
laughed. This was not a sentence I had ever imagined speaking, yet due to the marvellous opportunity
offered by Fu Laoshi, ILEP, The Ministry of Education, Beijing Language and Culture University (BLCU) and
Hanban, the Confucius Institute Headquarters, this had become my reality.
For three weeks in April, 14 New Zealand
teachers embarked upon a life-changing
journey to Beijing. Residing at BLCU in
the Haidian district enabled us direct
access to student life and outstanding
teachers and professors. Each day we
developed our language and spewed
forth to use these new-found skills upon
unsuspecting and tolerant members of
the Beijing community. Occasionally our
tasks resembled the Amazing Race as we
had to collect specific information in a
given time-frame and scramble back to
prepare our presentation for the next
day. For three weeks there was little time to relax as we fulfilled assignments, attended cultural classes
and saw the amazing sights of Beijing.
The trip was filled with many extraordinary experiences. On the first weekend we said goodbye to one
another and were swept away for 24 hours to live with a Chinese family. We had the opportunity to
create dumplings in their kitchens, consume Beijing Kǎoyā (roast duck) in restaurants and visit culturally
important sites. We were spoiled rotten! Some of these friendships will be life-long.
Visiting Primary and Secondary schools helped us understand the similarities and differences between our
schooling systems. Dialogue with teachers about culture and language teaching was provocative and
inspirational. Occasionally we attended classes at University that were above our language ability, and
being immersed in language situations that were so challenging made us appreciate how overwhelming
school must be for students from China and other countries. We have all gained a new empathy for their
situation and for our MLA’s experiencing a new language and culture.
Exploring the cultural icons of Tian’anmen Square and The Forbidden City was an amazing part of our
itinerary. So inspired by these cultural marvels, many of us squeezed in opportunities to visit The Temple
of Heaven, The Summer Palace and Beihai Park. The sheer scale of these Royal treasures is unimaginable.
Hand dug lakes and moats created so much soil, that an entire mountain was created behind! All around
us we were reminded of the might and work ethic of China.
(continued on next page)
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(continued)
Our absolute highlight was visiting the Mutianyu section of The
Great Wall. It is extremely rare that an experience you desire and
anticipate so much exceeds expectation, but this does. Despite the
crowds, there were moments where you could be alone on this
wall and reflect on its majesty and history and just “be.” It is hard
work though. We were all surprised by the effort required to climb
along this wonder of the world. It is not surprising that Chairman
Mao once said, "不到长城非好汉" (Bú dào Chángchéng fēi
hǎohàn) - "He who has not been to the Great Wall is not a true
man"! This quote is so famous that we did indeed hear people saying it throughout the day.
Apart from the study, school visits, homestay and sight-seeing, we did get a chance to try out our newfound language in the silk markets. What a brave bunch we were bartering in
Mandarin. On our long subway trip back with our suitcases filled with treasures and
“bargains,” we reflected on our successes and compared stories.
Food was also a highlight of this experience. Cheap, varied and glorious, food is a
huge part of Chinese culture and we enjoyed trying a variety of restaurants and
cuisines available.
As I sit here now I realise that I had no idea just how life-changing this experience
would be when I filled out my application. On reflection, I am over-whelmed with
memories, emotions and respect for this opportunity. Fourteen diverse strangers
became friends and created bonds that will last. We have all improved our Mandarin and have become
better teachers of language from this experience. We have created a multitude of high quality resources
to share. I would strongly encourage any teachers of Mandarin to put their name forward for 2019. You
will not be disappointed.

Beijing in Spring
Poem by Lisa Rolle
Beijing in Spring is a sight to behold,
Not too hot, not too cold.
Green leaves unfurl a little more each day,
The memories of winter, fading away.

Plastic flowers disappear overnight,
Replaced by real flowers – oh so bright.
This place is ancient, beautiful and kind –
Beijing; we leave part of us behind.
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