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The author declares himself to be solely responsible for all and any flaws and errors in this work, both content and factual. The author absolves himself from all legal and financial responsibility and any liability that may arise at a future date should the reader (and their extended family or associates) after reading this book determine of their own free will to travel to China and teach English. The reader is warned at the outset that they will be embarking on a life changing experience that may well alter their career path, future occupation and place of residence. 

Furthermore, by reading this book the reader acknowledges that the author makes no claims that this work is an exhaustive reference either on teaching English in China, nor is it a scientific treatise of the people and culture of China. The views expressed are the author’s own subjective observations, influenced by personal experience, current environment and a summary of discussions with many other teachers pursuing the same dream. The website addresses presented throughout this book are offered as a resource to the reader and are not intended in any way to be or imply an endorsement on the part of the author, nor do we vouch for their content. They were checked and deemed all accessible as at the time of republishing, in July 2025.
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Ever been felt the yearning to spread your wings and travel to foreign parts, to learn a new language, try exotic dishes – all the while imparting your teaching knowledge via your own unique personality?  If that preamble resonates with you, then this is the book for you! 

You will discover in this little volume an invaluable companion to provide the critical aids to unlock a new life working and living in an alien land. It will assist you to  navigate the reefs and shoals of the Asian culture by providing you with a total immersion package, more enduring than any promise of virtual reality. Written by a teacher with hands-on experience gained in real classrooms, amongst real students – you may even smell the chalk and hear the rustle of textbooks! Are you ready for the plunge?  Dive right in and discover all you wanted to know about teaching English in China in these pages. 

You will be guided in  choosing the best teaching qualification to enrol in before you leave your home country – how to select the school to match your particular background, or a province where the climate is right. 

You will learn what power adapters to bring with you to run your all devices and accessories; how to open a banking account,  understand the somewhat confusing Chinese clothes and shoes sizes; whether you should eat street food or not - and much, much more...You will never need to buy another guide again! 

*˜*
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The author describes this book as a "field guide for teaching English" in China and this is an accurate description. It is very detailed as a "field guide" must be.

If you are about to take up David's challenge (to teach English in China) then this book is a must read pre-departure. Pack it in your briefcase because it will be an on-going source of reference.

A field guide by definition is not something you would read for fun. But actually this one is very readable. Aside from its prime purpose of helping the first time teacher, it also gives a sympathetic insight into Chinese culture as seen through the eyes of someone with a deep respect and love for the country and its people.

So beware if you are vaguely thinking about giving a year of your life or more to becoming a foreign English teacher. Reading this book may set the wheels in motion!

I think it is also a good read (selectively) for tourists and businessmen. Whilst there are many books written about Chinese culture this is current, comprehensive and I believe very insightful.

This is the authors first book but apart from knowledge and insight he also has good wordcraft and a well-developed sense of humour. Hopefully there will be more from him in the future perhaps sharing some more of his own personal experiences...

Murray Cameron, NZ

Reviewed in the United States on August 28, 2015

˜*˜

A marvellous book; inspiring and instructive.

David Ball patently has a passion for people and a desire to see them reach their God-given potential, whether they are his Chinese students or the readers of his book. With an engaging conversational style he figuratively takes your hand and leads you through every aspect of teaching English in China, from why you should go, where to look for posts, through to handling culture shock and understanding the idiosyncrasies of their culture. His meticulous attention to detail in providing information on what you need and how to obtain it will leave you as fully equipped as is possible before embarking on the adventure yourself. One cannot help being affected by his patent love for the people and their culture. It is a profoundly useful book which will not only help in preparation, but will be a constant friend while there. Essential reading and a handbook to be treasured for anyone planning to teach English in China.

Dave Walker, published author

Reviewed in the United States on September 3, 2015

˜*˜

Highly recommend this to folk who have a desire to go and teach English in China...A lot of research has gone into this book. .EXPERIENTIAL RESEARCH. Knowing the truth as experienced firsthand by the writer, David Ball HIMSELF while living in China. It is a great book and gives one much insights and info even some good points and thoughts of the importance relating to the Chinese Culture. China is in the news all over the World News and they are a major role player on the world’s economic platform. You can never know enough about China. The more you learn the more you need to learn. This is a great book and the timing of this book seems to be ordained at just the right time "as such a time like this" An excellent tool and kick start to get you going in your career as an English teacher in China.

Richard Anderson.

Reviewed in the United States on August 31, 2015

˜*˜

Well written and user friendly!

Louise Drescher

Reviewed in the United States on August 31, 2015

˜*˜

Insightful and entertaining!

Alan Burrow

Reviewed in the United States on August 30, 2015

˜*˜

An extremely useful and thorough field guide for anyone thinking or planning to spend a year or more in China and perhaps even other countries in SA Asia as well. A tremendous comfort for anyone concerned about the do's and don'ts of undertaking such an adventure, especially for people living in a western society and from a western perspective. The book details every level needed for preparation for and arrival in China. No guesswork needed as Panda and Pens sets forth in a step by step fashion all one needs to know about getting through each level of bureaucratic red-tape, as well as practical advice from someone who has been there and done that, along with how to handle each level of the arrival process and integration into Chinese society, culture, and even language preparation. Special emphasis is provided for those planning to teach or conduct business in China. Thank you David for preparing such a great guide book for "going to China."

Peter B. Brown

Reviewed in the United States on August 31, 2015

˜*˜
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That grand orator, 20th century warrior and statesman, Winston Churchill said this, “Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few”.

With humble apologies to him, I should like to paraphrase the above, to pay tribute to those unknown, unsung heroes: the teachers who so tirelessly and diligently give of themselves, believing that what they have to offer will help build a better future for the students and young people they serve. 

They may never know fanfares, walk the red carpets nor see their names up in lights, but in every student heart they have planted a nascent legacy. I salute them and am proud to number in their midst.

˜*˜
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Asia is not going to be civilized after the methods of the West. 

There is too much Asia and she is too old. 

Rudyard Kipling

Why this guide?

In 2005, visiting China for the first time I was blissfully unaware that my first encounter would kindle a fascination with this country and her people, or that the sights and smells of China would entice me to return. What began with a brief, whistle-stop tour of several big cities including stopovers at the tourist sites, culminated in a hiking trip to the Tibetan foothills and subsequent exposure to the majestic grandeur of the mountain peaks, the damp swirling mists, gigantic yaks and the affable pony people - I was sold. The enchantment had begun... 

This guide began unpretentiously as a list of answers in response to the questions of friends and young people at my home church in South Africa. Some of the responses were prefixed with wistful, “If only” statements. 

I’m sure you’ve heard similar: “If only I were more adventurous, I’d love to do something like that”, or, “If only I knew a little bit more about the culture I might consider doing the same.” 

These sentiments and accompanying questions were echoed so often that I became tired of answering them and started developing stock answers, which in turn sparked the idea of a brochure. 

As the idea developed, I began jotting down comments, observations and insights that I’d gleaned along the way, and that I wished I had known about beforehand to smooth my own path. Conversational exchanges with fellow teachers, although not always in agreement, assisted in broadening the scope as far as possible. 

These reflections on the issues that frustrated, hindered and often angered me, eventually extended to the present format. In a sense, the book is the result of addressing my own fears and anxieties, in an attempt to provide a backdrop for as broad an audience (age and background) as possible to help you, the new teacher, to plug-in with minimum stress at the location and school of your choice. 

Context is critical. I’m always a little disappointed reading travelogues that stir the blood, only to find out later that circumstances have altered the cultural landscape dramatically, through war, social disruption of some sort, or that the customs have been replaced by those imposed by another, stronger oppressor.  

China, by sheer size and numbers, I think is too vast to change overnight. Hopefully the context I have provided, will better prepare you for similar encounters you may experience during your initial ‘adjustment’ stage. The culture shock may vary in degree, but is an inevitable side-effect of the adjustment process of building a new, albeit temporary life in a strange land often perceived to be hostile at worst or indifferent at best. 

Like some explorer of old, I continue to uncover new little gems that give insights in the people’s thinking. While this continues to stimulate me intellectually, I make no claims as to being an exhaustive study. I have done little beyond exposing the tip of the iceberg of this vast country called China. I would hate to deprive you of the magic and thrill of new discoveries!

WHO IS THIS BOOK AIMED AT? 

This book is aimed at those who have either completed their tertiary education or who are looking around for ideas on how best to invest their time and energies during a gap year. Specifically, the young person who has only a vague idea themselves of the direction their career path may take. Teaching English in China offers the excitement of a mysterious and ancient culture, the opportunity to earn an income, with the added benefit of shaping and adding value to the lives of young, future leaders by exposing them to the positive benefits of Western culture and removing the alien veil of ‘otherness’. 

It is also aimed at the young at heart and the curious minded who may wonder at what makes the Chinese people so different in their thinking, behaviour and customs, and provides the opportunity for people to make friends and relationships during their tenure, perhaps setting the path for life-long relationships.

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS? 

Exposure to another culture simultaneously juxtaposes our own – like placing a template over a graphic and realising it doesn’t match up; it serves a dual purpose of exposing the highs and lows of our home country to our inner auditor in a manner that isn’t possible when we are immersed in it and blinded by the daily trivia and trials.  As a character builder, it raises questions concerning our personal identity: is it derived from family, friends and circumstances or is it built on a deeper, unshakeable foundation? If the time is not squandered in profligate living, it develops discernment, reasoning and sound judgement. You may not have entertained these philosophical thoughts in exactly these exact terms previously, but you will ask, ‘what makes them tick?’ ‘How do I get through to them?’ 

All these questions are indicative that you’re on the path, just using different equipment with differing brand names to perform the same tasks.

Why you?  

Each of us has been equipped with unique abilities, gifts and talents – some are latent – we may never discover them until we are really stretched.

I began my teaching in China at a private school, instructing students as young as four, across a range of ages to the oldest at fifteen. It was challenging, as I have never taught youngsters before. Playing games, thinking of icebreakers (or warmers), using experiences from your own country to add value comes down to sharing part of yourself and being vulnerable. I hasten to add that I’m not suggesting spilling the beans on your private life, but to give your students a feeling for what its like to have been born in the West, to live there, attend school and hang out with your friends. They are truly eager to hear about these personal revelations, pretty general to you but unique to your fellow countrymen.

Once I was required to give a demonstration at a huge bookshop and was struck by stage fright, until I realised that nobody knew me and I could take on whatever role I chose. After the first few minutes of airtime (me speaking and nobody listening) I grew into the role and the next few weeks were almost enjoyable. I had a series of cartoon cards depicting body parts (eyes, ears, nose etc) and I used them to get children to listen and thereby their parents.

Later, recognising my abilities lay more in reaching older students I applied for a university post where I was appointed to teach young adults. I find it hugely rewarding to build relationships at this level. I believe our mutual friendships, “teacher-students-teacher” have helped to shake off cultural stereotypes engendered by Marxist thought about Western imperialism. It’s been a true blessing to uncover the warmth and hospitality that lay just beneath the veneer of Oriental inscrutability. 

A teacher’s role in China is greater than the sum of the parts. You are a role model, an emissary of creative thinking and a mediator to point out moral torpor. By that I mean that attitudes are changing due to new technologies and exposure to Western ideas. While there is much good, there is much that the Hollywood ideology can poison too, so admit that there is good and bad and that living life is about making informed choices.

The Introductory chapter addresses the most frequently asked questions (FAQs) about China by friends, family and others. After which this field guide is divided into three sections:  

PART ONE deals with the practical aspects of finding a job and getting to China; PART TWO presents some background on the culture and living there; 

PART THREE provides helpful appendices, websites, blog addresses and forums to aid and assist you.

It’s my hope that you, the reader will download this book and take it with you to China, employing PART TWO as a basic reference tool to settle in, and while out- and-about, PART THREE will assist with planning and purchasing activities.

Still with us? All that remains to be done then is to read your field guide!

~*~
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It is over thirty years since I first had the privilege of visiting China.  Many, many things have changed in a most astonishing way in this great land since then.  It was even said (no doubt with exaggeration) that at one point a street a week was remodelled in Shanghai.  A traveller waking from a long dream would not recognise the China of today from the one in which he fell asleep thirty years ago. 

But one thing at least has not changed.  That is the astonishing opportunity for first language English speakers to go and work in China to teach English.  From a career point of view, this is doubtless not an upwardly mobile move.  From a personal development point of view, it is an extremely valuable step to take.  This is especially so for committed Christians, with a heart to serve China and its vast population.  English is, of course, a required language for international trade, for study abroad and for many other categories of present and future activity.  Stories of Chinese “pestering” foreigners just for the opportunity to practice their English are well known.

A few years ago, an apparently well-documented report came out of China.  It spoke of highly-placed people in the Chinese Central Government wanting to find out how many people in their country were Christian believers.  The report at that stage was 64 million. But a sub-clause was added to the report.  That clause simply stated that a number of students had become Christians, even a disproportionate number, because of the presence of foreign Christian English teachers working in universities and language schools.  Story after story anecdotally fills up the details of this picture.  The story tells of Christian teachers with a heart for the people and students of China who teach professionally and well, seeking to be the best in the department because of their high standards of excellence, but who also care for the students, many of whom are under strong life pressures.  Some students are there because families have invested in them in the hope that they will get a good job and repay the family.  Those pressures cause them to yearn for understanding teachers who will care for them and help them carry this burden.

Of course, there can be several causes of hesitation before jumping on a plane to go and teach in China.  One of them simply may be that though a person is qualified academically, they don’t feel necessarily equipped to teach English in China.  And so, David has written a book that will give insights and help to equip for that task.

David has been a personal friend for several years now.  He has walked out what he shares in this book with excellence and commitment. My simple prayer is that the Lord would multiply Davids to go and serve and work and teach in China!  That would be a significant gift to China!

Ross Paterson

Singapore, November 2014
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The Giant Panda (Ailuropoda melanoleuca), known in China as Xiong mao, (giant cat bear), unlike other bears, whose eyes have round pupils, they have vertical pupils like a cat. In its high-altitude habitat, they feed almost exclusively on two types of bamboo. This vegetarian diet precludes their bodies from accumulating adequate fat reserves for winter hence they cannot hibernate. However, giant panda fur is exceptionally waterproof and insulating, which allows the giant pandas to sleep comfortably in the snow.  

Another unique aspect is its unusual front paw that it has an extra digit serving as an opposable thumb. The "thumb" is actually a modified wrist-bone that allows the Panda to hold and tear the bamboo as it forages. The rarity and the ‘tame look’ of the giant panda, which resembles a black-and-white living teddy bear, elevated this animal into the symbol of the fight for the preservation of endangered species. Toward the latter half of the 20th century, the panda became something of a national emblem for China, and is now used on Chinese gold coins.

Fascinating as all this may be, you may be wondering where it’s all going? The uniqueness of the Giant Panda and its diminishing numbers, due in part to its shrinking habitat, epitomises for me the rapidly changing environment of modern China and the diminishment of her rich culture heritage.

The people of China are a stoic, enduring nation that have outlived imperial dynasties, survived floods, famines, wars, revolution, and pogroms. Outwardly calm and indifferent, their hearts are warm, friendly and open to education and truth. Doors once shut have been opened to the West. Who will cross through them? Who will bring the olive branch (or bamboo shoot) across?

I trust that with the help of my editors, that the material presented will be sufficient grist to the new teacher’s mill, to provide a taste of teaching and adapting without inducing indigestion - and that your appetite for China will be whetted. I have punctuated these chapters with diverse and numerous quotations; my hope is that at times they may inspire, stimulate fresh thought, or even raise a smile.

Giving up doesn't always mean you are weak.  Sometimes it means that you are strong enough to let go.  

(Author Unknown)
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PART ONE
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Preparing the Teachers to Teach
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CHAPTER 1.0: A PROPOSITION
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It has been said that “95% of mankind attempts to conform to the mould the world has cast them into; the other 5% attempt to mould the world into the shape they envisage it. To the latter, we owe all the advances mankind has achieved in medicine, science, technology and thought over the past thousand years” (unknown).

I have a proposition for you. It will cost you time, it will cost you money, it will be challenging, it’s not for the faint-hearted, but it will be powerfully and positively life changing. Interested?

What I’m proposing is that you, the reader takes some time out of your busy schedule, maybe 6-months to a year - perhaps take a gap year abroad? And consider travelling to China to teach English.

Does that sound outlandish? Absurd? Before you begin constructing ‘reasonable arguments’ as to why it’s impossible, consider the following:

Restrictions on personal freedoms in civil societies, growing uncertainty amidst the world’s financial markets, disillusionment with political leaders, tainted community leaders, corrupt businessmen and frustration with diminishing employment opportunities, marginalisation of minority groups... does this have familiar ring? 

Winston Churchill once said, (paraphrasing George Santayana, the Spanish philosopher) that history repeats itself and that those who don’t learn from its mistakes are doomed to repeat them.  So, if you are one of those people who believe in the cyclical nature of civilisations or stock markets, then you’ll be thinking of a backup plan, something to elevate your skills and to enrich your CV or résumé.

Let me tell you a story to illustrate this. Many years ago, back in the 14th century, a young teenager from Venice called Marco Polo, accompanied his father and uncle, who were seasoned travellers, back to the East, to China (Cathay as it was known then).

In those days young people were exposed to many temptations and trials, no different from today, except perhaps in the manner that they present themselves.

The Polo brothers (I’m reading between the lines of recorded history here) probably wanted to keep him out of mischief at home, away from being conscripted into the army of the warring states. But their main hope was that by exposing the young lad to a foreign culture, he would learn from his own culture (enculturation) how to address the foreign (acculturation). For what is education after all, but learning how to think for oneself?

The young Polo, learned from his experiences; he probably made many mistakes too – but in the process his discernment grew and his perspective on life broadened beyond the narrow confines of his hometown, opening his mind to the opportunities that travel induces. 

With time, he learned the language the hard way and was welcomed as a diplomat and a scholar. He returned to the Republic of Venice (Italy was not yet a nation, just a motley group of warring republics) with reports of amazing technologies such as pasta (which we now regard as Italian), silk, printed money and all kinds of marvels. He was scoffed at because the things he spoke about were beyond the comprehension of his fellow countrymen. 

Determined to prove them wrong, he returned to the east, to China where his language abilities and his business connections (guanxi) allowed him to amass a small fortune. Eventually he returned to his homeland, where he married and lived in prosperity. Today he is still remembered in China and a statue of Marco Polo stands in Hangzhou, a city of great natural beauty in Eastern China. 

His book (The Travels of Marco Polo) was hugely popular and stimulated much interest in travelling to the East. In the process, Marco Polo helped to bring two different cultures into closer communication and can be considered one of the great cultural ambassadors in human history. The Polos' courage and willingness to travel to remote regions and peacefully engage with peoples of vastly different cultural and religious practices, found a counterpart in the Mongol Khan's openness and generosity to the exotic strangers from distant Europe. The latter was none other than Kublai Khan, grandson of Genghis Khan.

Looking back, we can see that the world has for centuries been subjected to cycles of prosperity and lack, feast and famine. Today many sovereign states find themselves in a precarious financial position, poised above the precipice of defaulting debt and failure as a nation state. The horrors this would trigger for their populace don’t bear imagining.  

I want to suggest to those young men and women who may be reading this (both the biologically young and the young at heart!) and who refuse to succumb to imposed mediocrity, who yearn to break free from the queues jockeying for a position at the conveyor belts of party patronage and the shackles of cultural entitlement: “Seize the initiative for yourselves by choosing to engage in something completely different from your peer group.” 

Hmmm. Perhaps you’re wondering how travelling to a country of 1.4 billion people would achieve that? 

For starters, you would be amongst a relatively small group of foreigners (some statistics say 200 000) who live and work in China. You will stand out; you will be noticed! Bring your existing skills and abilities, acquired by your Western background and education; apply the same in a Chinese classroom environment by teaching English to either children or young adults and you will be rewarded in several areas: job satisfaction certainly but also financially as well as culturally.

Let’s look at the latter a little more in depth. Should you choose to learn Mandarin Chinese, the language spoken by almost a billion people on this planet, you will be making yourself eminently employable upon your return to your home country. Why?

As China expands and opens new trade links and establishes diplomatic ties abroad, so more and more Mandarin speaking Westerners are being sought as cross-cultural bridges. One never just learns a language, because in the process one develops (or approaches) an understanding of the culture, the taboos and traditions and the social mores. In so doing, you will have positioned yourself into a select group and enhanced your prospects in the job market immensely. Is that something you see yourself doing?

By transplanting yourself into another culture for a period, by experiencing daily life through the eyes of another nation it’s virtually impossible for your perspective on life not to be irrevocably changed. This is exactly what happened to the young Marco Polo: He learned the customs of his adopted country and the language of the local people. He earned their respect as a trader and a merchant. He met the emperor, and eventually becoming very wealthy, a by-product of his passion for the Orient.

Not all of us may become Marco Polos (or have statues erected in our honour). Indeed, not all of us aspire to become Marco Polos, but if you have a yen for something different, if you want to make a mark in this world, then you need to start somewhere. I offer you China.

SO, WHO IS THIS GUIDE AIMED AT? 

Unashamedly it’s aimed at young Christian men and women who have the courage to heed the call to go (Matthew 28:18-20), to follow the guidelines set by those who’ve gone before them and to impart values and principles not so much by what they say, but by living them out. St Francis of Assisi is reputed to have said, “preach the gospel always and sometimes use words”.

Mainland China may not be your first destination of choice, but beneath its ancient culture and its struggle to attain a modern identity you will surely find something to attract and sustain your interest. This field guide will provide you with some ways you can begin your search for a school or university where you can put your abilities to work.

When? The first semester of the academic year begins, like the USA and UK at the beginning of September while the second semester starts at the end of February. Usually, institutions will begin looking for teachers several months before this time to ensure they have a bigger pool to choose from.

If you have been feeling burdened by your living conditions, need a break from the hum-drum of life, or feel that life is passing you by but you haven’t yet had an opportunity to get onto the roller coaster then I urge you to look through this guide. It may just change your life.

"Great things are not done by impulse, but by a series of small things brought together."  (Vincent van Gogh)

~*~
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CHAPTER 1.1
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TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN
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"Take the first step in faith. You don't have to see the whole staircase, just take the first step."  - Dr Martin Luther King, Jr.

Teaching English in China is, or was one of those areas that I boldly ventured into, having only the murkiest idea of where I was going and what was expected of me. In my favour was the fact that I had lived in China previously and had already embarked upon the language-learning odyssey.

To a degree though I discovered that Westerners tended to cluster in ‘enclaves’ as much for their own comfort as for their sense of gregariousness, seeking out companionship in the face of the alien culture and the daily hurdles. Thus, one’s exposure to Chinese culture and language is micromanaged in a sense, through the lenses of one’s peers. Teaching however takes one straight to the deep-end of the swimming pool (metaphorically) and expects you to dive in, to immerse yourself in the culture around you, to experience life through the eyes of your students and colleagues. It’s different; it’s challenging; it’s not for everyone – but if mankind had never made an attempt to fly by building the Kitty Moth, maybe we’d still be travelling by ship and train? 

So, if you have only one adventurous bone in your body, I urge you to read further. In your mind’s eye see yourself as a modern-day Scott of the Antarctic (without the cold weather and the dogs) or Livingstone in Africa (without the lions) or Hudson Taylor in China. Heard of him?

When I started teaching, I confess I was often totally at sea, or ‘winging it’ as our American friends would say, trying to impose order on chaos. I wished I had some kind of roadmap or journal to guide me through my daily trials, as they seemed then. Hence, I saw a need for a field guide.
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WHAT IS A FIELD GUIDE? WHY DO I NEED ONE?
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A field guide is a book designed to help the reader identify objects occurring naturally in the environment they’ve chosen to explore. By definition: it is designed to be carried into the 'field' or local area where such objects exist, to assist in distinguishing between familiar and alien objects. Typically, a publicly accessible field guide would include descriptions of the objects referenced together with photographs and an index. I have attempted instead to portray an anthology of mental images, by which the teacher can easily reference their new environment, and identify observed or experienced commonalities shared with the author.

The following guidelines have, for the most part been the result of serendipitous discoveries over the years spent teaching. At face value, they may appear simplistic, but if I’d had these pointers at hand when I set off on my own journey, they may well have averted some stressful, risky and at times, downright embarrassing situations.

These notes are compiled as a rough field guide to get you started, but I strongly urge you seek out others who have been here before and check the recommendations of your local embassy for specifics concerning living in China. ‘Successful’ travelling abroad is dependent on following some good guidelines. Add some common sense sprinkled liberally with a good dose of patience and humour, and you’ll sail through practically any situation.

WHY WORK IN CHINA? Besides the attraction of working in one of the fastest-growing economies in the world, many expatriates are also drawn to China because of a personal desire to experience a completely different culture. Be aware, however, that these cultural differences may also add a high level of stress to your work situation and not everyone can cope with working in a cross-cultural environment. The expat “failure rate” for China has been reported to be as high as 70 percent, with many expatriates returning home before their contract expires (see chapter 2.12 on Culture Shock).

That being said, working in China adds a significant depth to your personal CV/ resume as it demonstrates your willingness to (successfully) work in a new culture and experience a different market. As China’s importance in the world economy increases, your time spent abroad networking can be a sound investment for the future.

WHY TEACH ENGLISH? China’s growing industrialism has resulted in several parallel domestic developments, namely an increasing awareness of the need for an educated workforce to meet the increased demands of an export driven economy, plus the increased interaction and dependence on the Western markets, has revealed the often-linguistic chasms of misunderstanding caused by culture and language. 

The government’s initial response was to mandate English be taught at high schools and secondly, has encouraged foreigners to take up teaching positions within China by offering attractive salary packages.

Although the academic requirements are widely diverse, the primary criterion is that you are a first language (or native) English speaker. So, if you’re reading this you’ve already ticked one box on the checklist! By complying with and meeting the other elements the employer is looking for, you can change your entire future.

WHAT BENEFITS ARE THERE TO ME? Let me share some thoughts with you. As mentioned previously, teaching English in China offers the excitement of discovering an unknown and ancient culture, and add value to the lives of children or young Chinese men and women, while at the same time earning an income. 

Teaching English in China, takes us into the hearts and minds of the young people and allows us the opportunity of shaking off cultural stereotypes engendered by Marxist thought and Western imperialism, to uncover the warmth and hospitality that lies just beneath the veneer of Oriental inscrutability and to make friends and develop new relationships inside and outside the classroom.

This then is a call to the young at heart, and to the curious minded who are interested to learn about a culture that seems so different in its thinking, behaviour and customs. Some who have read these notes and feel themselves weaken, may cry, ‘but how will I cope without speaking the language?’

Most English teachers in China needn't speak any Mandarin Chinese in the classroom at all. Indeed, on arrival the majority will consider themselves fortunate to speak more than a few words. Instead, we instruct students through a process of language immersion and simulation, which in time invariably leads to proficiency. Diligence and a little creativity are all that are really needed, but like performing on stage five times a day, it takes its toll. 

If you’ve continued reading, you may be asking “DO I FIT THE PROFILE?”

The PSB (Public Service Bureau) aka., the police, have issued a list of personae non grata, that is, those who are not permitted to enter the country. So have a browse (below), and if you can tick another checkbox afterwards, then you are well on your way to ‘qualifying’ as a potential teacher. 

“WHO CANNOT ENTER CHINA?” Officially, the following personnel are prohibited from entering China: 

People who have broken Chinese laws and others who were expelled and have not been permitted to re-enter China. 

Known or suspected terrorists and those who engage in violent and subversive activities.

Known or suspected dealers in contraband, drug trade, or prostitution.

People who suffer from Hansen's disease (leprosy), AIDS/HIV, VD (venereal disease), pulmonary tuberculosis and other infectious diseases.

People who cannot afford the cost of their stay in China.

People who are known or suspected to engage in activities that are harmful to China's social order and national security. 

Those who do not hold valid passports, visas and other credentials.

Those who hold stolen, forged or altered passports, visas and credentials.

Those who refuse to have their credentials and documents checked.

Those who are forbidden to enter China by the Ministry of Public Security (PSB) of China and the Ministry of State Security.

Many people have asked, “If China is the country of the future, is Chinese the language of the future? 

Robert Lane Greene, a business correspondent for The Economist, in New York writes, “Probably not. The major stumbling block against the uptake of Chinese is that the learner is required to know a minimum of 2000 characters to read a newspaper. Many more are required to make sense of written Chinese, and thousands more to have a real feel for it. Chinese, with all its tones, is hard enough to speak.” But the mammoth feat of memory required to be literate in Mandarin is harder still. It deters most foreigners from ever mastering the system— and increasingly trips up Chinese natives.

A recent survey reported in the People’s Daily found 84% of respondents agreeing that skill in Chinese is declining. If such gripes are common to most languages, there is something more to it in Chinese. Fewer and fewer native speakers learn to produce characters in traditional calligraphy. Instead, they write their language the same way we do—with a computer. And not only that, but they use the Roman alphabet to produce Chinese characters, the software detects the meaning and selects the right characters. With less and less need to recall the characters cold, the Chinese are forgetting them. Yet this state of affairs is increasingly uncommon in China. 

As long as China keeps the character-based system—which will probably be a long time, thanks to cultural attachment /historical links and practical concerns alike—Chinese is very unlikely to become a true world language, an auxiliary language like English, the language a Brazilian chemist will publish papers in, hoping that they will be read in Finland and Canada.”  

Given the increasingly symbiotic trade relationships between East and West, the desire for English fluency is growing, thus the demand for English teachers far outweighs the supply. 

English teaching jobs normally require that you are a native speaker and have an English teaching certificate like the TEFL (Teaching English as a foreign language). If you have a master’s degree this will not only increase your chances of finding a position but also your salary (see Chapter 1.3 for explanations).

If you’re not persuaded yet of the need for your skills, talents and abilities then I urge you to press on and read further.

“We make a living by what we get, but we make a life by what we give.” (Winston Churchill)

~*~
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CHAPTER 1.2
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WHAT ARE YOU LOOKING FOR?
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Good decisions come from experience, and experience comes from bad decisions. 

(Author Unknown)

If you are unsure of where to start it is advisable to browse some online advertisements to take stock and see what the requirements are to teach English in China. In so doing you will save yourself needless unnecessary effort and time pursuing something for which you may not be equipped (as yet) to do.

The requirements and guidelines below are listed for ESL teacher applicants to China who are citizens of: United States, Canada, UK, Ireland, Australia, New Zealand, or South Africa. Typically, you will need to be a first language (native) English speaker. 

MINIMUM REQUIREMENTS:

Dependent on whether you are applying to the public or private sector. The former are usually more stringent and require at least a Bachelor’s Degree plus some kind of teaching certificate, viz. TESOL/TEFL or CELTA (see chapter 1.3). Other posts will demand a minimum of 1-2 years teaching experience too.

The private sector language schools and colleges have less stringent requirements but do also have a high ‘churn’ rate, with teachers coming and going regularly, sometimes due to inferior conditions, poor management or both. Usually, a teaching certificate is required with a high school graduation diploma. Often this is negotiable if you have teaching experience – or if they are desperate to employ native English teachers to make up their numbers before the new semester starts in late August or early September! This would be a prime time to apply.

To meet the Chinese authorities’ legal requirements, all foreigners must be in possession of a Type Z Visa to teach in China. This will be arranged and facilitated by your new employer once you have accepted their offer of employment (see 1.4 visas)

Choose carefully. It will mean the difference between a stress-filled nightmare and a wonderful, exhilarating introduction to a new culture. As tempting as it may be to just throw your laptop, flip flops and Chinese phrase book into a bag and hop on a plane it’s probably wiser to make sure that all your proverbial ‘ducks are lined up’ and you’ve thought things through before accepting a teaching job in China. Hopefully the following section will provide food for thought and allow you to do just that.

OVERVIEW OF CHINESE SCHOOLS AND SCHOOLING: Every Chinese child is required to complete a minimum of least nine years of education. Classroom teaching materials and resources are set by the Chinese National Education Council’s national curriculum. Generally, Chinese public education classrooms are relatively crowded, with an average of 45 students in a classroom and the language of instruction is Chinese only. Thus, students are more likely to learn English in a private school as opposed to a public one. 

Essentially, China has two basic educational domains, namely the public and private sector, each with its sub-classes and categories.

HOW TO SELECT THE ‘RIGHT’ SCHOOL, COLLEGE or UNIVERSITY? 

Teaching in China can be a richly rewarding and life changing experience but can also be a miserable, lonely disaster, largely depending on the choices and preparations you make before you even taste that first noodle. Later, we will discuss how to prepare for the job interview, (see 1.5 Interviews) but for now, let’s look at FOUR areas you should examine before accepting that job.   Prioritise what you’re looking for. If you’re unsure at this stage, perhaps the questions below will help provide some focus: 
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1.2.1 LOCATION – WHERE? Would you prefer living in a rural or urban environment? Is there any place in particular that you would like to visit. My advice is to research the city, not just the job: It is wise to know as much as possible about the city you are considering making home before committing yourself. This is important because China is a country of some pretty big contrasts, which affects teachers in two ways (i) socially, and (ii) financially. For example, a small industrial city in Shaanxi is likely to be far cheaper to live in than Beijing or Shanghai. 
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Conversely, a smaller town may provide infinitely fewer entertainment options. If you were content with a quieter life and sought to learn how to live in a Chinese community then it would suit you. On the other hand, if you have amore restless nature or are a ’herd creature’ then the bright city and mingling with other ex-pats would be more in your line. Choose some place slightly more cosmopolitan. Resources such as eChinacities' City Guides and other expat websites are crucial here.

Should you be driven by financial gain then look to the bigger cities, but be warned they come with proportionally higher living costs. Note that a 3rd tier city in China will have a population of approximately 8-million people, huge in comparison to many Western cities. Beijing has over 20 million and Shanghai approximately 35 million people. Check it out on Google maps. The bigger cities will certainly have a bustling, vibrant nightlife as opposed to a smaller, less prestigious area, but the latter will have cleaner air and water! 

Which brings us to a HEALTH WARNING: Many of China’s major cities have seen massive growth over the past twenty years, usually at the expense of environmental concerns. While local authorities are attempting to redress these issues, it should be stressed that if you have any health issues, be warned that almost all the big cities have air pollution problems, which may seriously impact your health. (See 1.11 ‘MEDICAL’ for more details).  Beijing especially is problematic, with frequent thick, yellow smog. 
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1.2.2 THE AGE THAT ’FITS’ BEST FOR YOU - WHO? If you have your heart set on teaching children, then you need to be looking at either public schools or private language schools. Should you prefer to teach older students; you need to look at colleges and universities. Okay, that seems simple enough. Let’s group then the available options into two categories, namely ages and institutions. Reviewing the available information from both perspectives may help to flesh out the picture.
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