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PREFACE

The Dream of Growing Love

For many people at Sinovation Ventures,1 VIPKid is their baby. Many Sinovation Ventures employees, including our venture partner Zhang Lijun and chief financial officer Li Puyu, have their own children studying English with VIPKid. They often share with me videos of their children taking VIPKid classes, so I seldom miss the news about VIPKid when I work with these parents, who are fans of online learning. For example, what new features did VIPKid recently launch? Even without Cindy telling me personally, I still learn about the updates early on my WeChat Moments.

In the past five years, VIPKid has grown from a small team at Sinovation Ventures to an online education brand with the fastest growth rate, the largest number of students, and the best reputation in the world. It has attracted what seems like half of the Chinese investment circle, and its product reputation and revenue scale as well have far exceeded my expectations. It can be said that VIPKid is the ideal star company for many investors.

I am honored to be the earliest investor of VIPKid, having watched VIPKid grow from a small seed to a towering tree. Its growth stories are always full of love and have touched us greatly.

I met Cindy for the first time in 2013, when she had neither funds nor teams, and only a business plan. I remember Cindy came to Sinovation Ventures in a suit that day. Some people even teased her, saying that she was different from regular tech entrepreneurs. Later, when she introduced herself, I found out that this young woman was really not simple. Young as she was, Cindy had taught English for nearly twenty years!

Cindy’s initial intention was to find the best teachers in the world through the Internet to help Chinese children learn more effectively. This was not simply to help them learn a language well, but also to help them know the world better through the study of a language.

Her wonderful vision for the future of education reminded me of my childhood. When I was a child in Taiwan, China, teachers taught strictly rather than encouragingly. When I was eleven years old, my family decided to send me to study in the United States. Although my mother was reluctant to part with me, she was open-minded enough to support me to travel far away and experience a new way of education.

As an international student, I had received a totally different education, one based in positive motivation from American teachers, and I gained self-confidence. More important, I learned how to deal with problems—not to seek standard answers within a predetermined framework, but to keep an open mind and accept different answers. These habits have benefited me a lot and changed my life trajectory.

Therefore, I encouraged Cindy: “Cindy, go ahead! Use your personalized and international educational philosophy to help more children fall in love with learning and try your best to change the future of education!” VIPKid officially launched at Sinovation Ventures, where Cindy built teams, recruited students, and made educational products. She was busy every day and always full of vitality.

I often observe the differences in thinking between Chinese entrepreneurs and their American counterparts in Silicon Valley. Internet companies of Silicon Valley often adopt a “going light” model. They believe that the function played by the Internet is to eliminate information asymmetry, so they always treat the Internet as a tool to connect information. By contrast, Cindy is a typical Chinese entrepreneur who is willing to settle down and do things. In order to achieve the best educational quality, she does not mind the “going heavy” model.

Cindy wanted to build more than just a platform to connect teachers. She tried to go deep into every detail of education. She spent a lot of time communicating with parents and teachers every day to solve all kinds of problems encountered in children’s learning and to find personalized learning methods and paths for each child. Later, VIPKid set up a professional service team of Learning Partners that has thousands of staff members to this day. This is something hard to imagine for Silicon Valley entrepreneurs who would rather solve problems by writing elegant code.

Cindy’s decision puzzled not only Silicon Valley entrepreneurs, but also many people in China—why don’t you use ready-made teaching materials rather than setting up a teaching and research team? Why not develop the market quickly to expand the enrollment scale instead of spending one and a half years polishing the educational products?

Despite these questions, I have always supported Cindy’s decision and encouraged her to hold on. We can all see her persistence in education. As mentioned, the children of many employees at Sinovation Ventures were students in VIPKid’s experimental class. Before moving out of Sinovation Ventures, VIPKid was the most popular topic in the workplace. Everyone liked chatting about the progress their children made in studying and the sparks of inspiration they were experiencing. Everyone passing by would be deeply affected by the energy and youthfulness of these growing dream practitioners.

The two years when VIPKid grew up rapidly were also the two years when I fought against disease. During that time, I constantly reflected on how much time I spent in my life pursuing ostentatious splendor and achievements but ignoring the really important things. Now, when I decide to do something, I will be more careful by asking myself a question: Is this something I really love? If I do it with more people, will the world become somewhat better?

When Cindy and I met not long ago, she took out her mobile phone and showed me a video. She said, “You must watch our latest video about our Rural Education Project, Mr. Lee.” VIPKid organized a public welfare program in 2017 that enables teachers in North America to teach English classes in the Chinese countryside, and Cindy loves to share the stories of rural children with everyone she meets. She is a very empathetic person. Even after watching the video dozens, or even hundreds, of times, her eyes still sparkle with tears of joy.

With the Rural Education Project, VIPKid breaks geographical restrictions, allowing international teachers access to one thousand schools in the vast rural areas of China, providing regular weekly classes for more than thirty thousand rural children. These classes not only give rural children the opportunity to rekindle their interest in English learning under the guidance of foreign teachers, but also give these children in the mountains a pair of wings. Cindy always says, “Education is a window through which everyone can see the distance.” This is how VIPKid helps more children open the window to the world.

Online classes are like magic, bringing me endless surprises. I was filled with joy when I saw the children from the mountain area dressed in costumes shout to the camera, “We like English class.” I am proud that I set up Sinovation Ventures in 2009, which helped young Chinese entrepreneurs like Cindy hatch innovative projects like VIPKid and bring smiles and self-confidence to children all over China.

People often ask me, “Will artificial intelligence replace teachers one day in the future, Mr. Lee?” I respond that artificial intelligence can replace human beings to complete those repetitive tasks, but it cannot learn to love like human beings. Love is human nature and the most important element in education. Work with love will never be replaced by artificial intelligence.

In this book, I hope you can find not only the commercial success of VIPKid, but also the inspiring stories of ordinary teachers who joined VIPKid with their love for family, education, and the world. Here, they have forged a profound friendship with Chinese children in class. Technology will not change the essence of education, but through technology, we can bring together more love, eliminate misunderstanding and prejudice, help more people in need, and make the world a better place.

Dr. Kai-Fu Lee
Founder of Sinovation Ventures

 

1 Sinovation Ventures, founded by Dr. Kai-Fu Lee in September 2009, is an investment institution and platform dedicated to early stage investment and providing all-round entrepreneurship cultivation, aiming at cultivating innovative talents and a new generation of high-tech enterprises.


FOREWORD

As someone who has worked in the field of English language education for more than three decades in both China and in the United States, including as the first nonnative English-speaking president for the world’s largest association of English Language Teaching (TESOL International, Inc.), I am always looking for “outside the box” ideas. When I first heard of VIPKid, a company that had been making revolutionary strides in challenging conventional classroom teaching, I was fascinated and curious to learn more about the company. Fortunately, I had an opportunity to meet its Founder and CEO, Cindy Mi, on a crisp winter morning at Peking University in late 2017.

Wearing a baseball cap and casual outfit, a young uplifting woman full of energy and enthusiasm appeared in front of me when I arrived at the breakfast venue. She greeted me with a warm handshake, “Dr. Liu, I am Cindy Mi. What a pleasure to finally meet you!” In the first ten minutes, she gave me a quick overview of what she is doing and where she wants to go. I listened and asked questions. All of my questions generated even more excitement in her. I could see my questions stimulated her thinking, and she was so passionate speaking about her vision and dream with inspiration and determination that she did not even have a single bite of food. I politely reminded her to eat, but her charming smile indicated that I had already given her enough food for thought. When we parted, she said to me, “Dr. Liu, I want VIPKid to be the global K-12 online education leader in the near future. Do you think I am too ambitious?”

I smiled and nodded without a word. I had never heard a vision so far-reaching that anyone had dared to dream. But Cindy Mi did and is continuing to do so.

In fact, I pondered on this idea for more than a year, and I started reading and learning about VIPKid in every way possible, as I felt I owed Cindy an answer. When she dropped out of high school, she learned English through self-teaching, studied college curricula, and then began teaching English to kids, eventually starting her own company with great success. This was no easy feat. When she leveraged resources and found like-minded entrepreneurs to join her to launch the new business, when she assembled talented people around her from all over the world, and when she succeeded in attracting more than 70,000 teachers who are based in North America and more than half a million young learners in China (and globally) by using an online platform and innovative curriculum, it meant something big. It meant something deeper than the numbers, more meaningful than the teaching and learning, something that is shaking the conventional classroom practice, something that makes the impossible…possible.

VIPKid started to hit all the right buttons at an unusual speed: working with TESOL International to provide resources to teachers; forming an online teacher community; designing its own major course; collaborating with Houghton Mifflin Harcourt and Oxford University Press, among others, to meet the market-driven needs of learners and their parents; and developing its own assessment mechanism, with a focus on individualized learning. VIPKid was making classrooms without borders—something that researchers and practitioners could never have done within their own confined universities or schools.

In my mind, VIPKid stands for Vision, Imagination, Perspiration, Kick, Innovation, and Determination.

Everyone can dream, but a dream without vision is an empty dream. It’s better to look where you are going than to see where you have been. Four decades ago, I decided to major in English due to my family’s influence. My father is an English school teacher who taught me English at home when I was a child. In my early childhood, I benefited from leafing through English books my father stored during his college years. Even though I did not quite understand William Shakespeare, John Milton, and Charles Dickens, I was fascinated by the feeling of reading. I began to be acquainted with the names of Lord Byron, Percy Shelley, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Jack London.

One day in a family conversation, a few of these names in Chinglish slipped out of my mouth, and my father was genuinely surprised. I noticed that my father’s face lit up. He encouraged my sister and me to start reading “Rip van Winkle” from Washington Irving’s Sketch Book word by word, and I remember marking all the pages with Chinese translations and semi-International phonetic symbols only I could understand. It was indeed a challenge, as it was so different from what my sister and I were taught through the radio or in school curriculum. My father was very patient and used to tell us that even though the story was a challenge for us to read, once we understood it and committed it to memory, our school English would become much easier.

Upon college graduation, I became a college English teacher, and I dreamed of becoming one of the best English teachers in the field. I learned English the hard way, and I believed in better ways of learning and teaching English. Years later, I received the Excellent Teacher of the Year Award (1999) from TESOL, I started teaching linguistics to American college students (1998), and I served as the head of the English department at the University of Arizona (2007–2011). When I was elected as the President of TESOL International, Inc. (2006–2008), my dream of becoming a leader in the field came true. I believe that faith is the daring of the soul to go farther than it can see. Any human being can see farther than he can reach, but this doesn’t mean he should quit reaching. VIPKid has a vision because of the faith in Cindy, and I know from my own experience that this vision will be realized.

Imagine the world we live in and anticipate the changes taking place every day. If we only follow what is to happen, we will never get ahead. When I came to the United States in the early 90s, many of my friends and relatives persuaded me to switch my major (English education) to business or law so that I could easily find a job upon graduation. I took their advice seriously and spent some time imagining my future. What I finally decided was quite opposite to their thinking. I took the unconventional route and imagined my career trajectory would be far more satisfactory by staying in language education. It is the process of learning, the experiences you accumulate, and lessons you learn that will enrich your imagination rooted in your passion. My passion is in education, and my doctorate is in education. But I minored in drama for my PhD, and I feel immensely gratified to use drama to enrich my teaching. I specialized in teaching English to speakers of other languages, but I have broadened my scope of expertise and transferred my skills to teaching Chinese to speakers of other languages. I found my expertise in language education particularly rewarding when I began to oversee international education as a senior university administrator, as I have deep understanding of where our international students are coming from, what their needs are, and how we can help them become more successful. We must reimagine the future, and reimagine the international role of English in the decades ahead in virtually every field. If we can tap into conventional wisdom with unconventional approaches, our students will be better equipped with English competence that will enable them to become global citizens. Learning English is a means rather than an end, and a high level of communicative competence is the gateway to success. VIPKid has created this opportunity and is moving on with exceeding speed to accelerate learning efficiency for the digital generation. That is the world we all imagine.

Success is always coupled with perspiration and hard work. Recalling my own career development from language learner to language education leader, I admit I have put my heart and soul into my work with a vision. One episode of my life is my three-year TESOL presidency. Among all responsibilities as TESOL president, my focus was to shift the North America-centric association to a truly international association in every way possible. From Dubai to Mexico, from Turkey to Greece, from the Philippines to Cambodia, from South Korea to Brazil, from France to Thailand, I crisscrossed the globe to advocate for TESOL’s global presence. I enjoyed meeting with future “TESOLers” around the world, and I enjoyed speaking at affiliates’ conferences, and in particular, I enjoyed bringing TESOL to the international communities. As a result, we have expanded TESOL Inc. to TESOL International Inc.; we increased TESOL global members and empowered TESOL professionals around the world. Yes, once a vision is set, strategic planning through perspiration is a must. I learned from Cindy that VIPKid has the hardest-working team. The book you are going to read will document creative thinking, scope of work, evidence of success, enthusiasm of teachers, satisfaction of parents, and passion of individuals representing the spirit of the company culture and its team.

Out of my professional curiosity and commitment, I had opportunities to learn more about the company culture and many of VIPKid’s leading team members. I told Cindy later: “Oh, my, VIPKid has a kick to it.” What I meant is that VIPKid is a unique animal. Its ambition and aspiration, its scope and scale, its speed and demand, and its rapid adjustment and changes are all unbelievable! Perhaps I have worked in US higher education for too long. What takes months to make a decision in academia could be done over one week or even one day at VIPKid. There is no time to wait, and there is no fear of change. This is happening in China. Recalling my own experience in China back in early 2005, I was invited to help design and establish an English Language Center at Shantou University supported by one of the leading entrepreneurs in Asia, Sir Li Ka-shing. I soon learned that all college students in China at that time were required to pass CET 4, an English Proficiency Test for employment upon graduation, so all students were expected to take courses for preparation of the exam. Upon careful thinking, I made an executive decision to move away from teaching CET 4 and instead help students build communicative competence as a priority. Long lines of students waited outside my office to have a chance to persuade me to change my policy. I did not. I feel that once students develop high competence in communication, they can easily pass any type of examinations. Two years later when these students took CET 4 without preparation, the passing rate was 97%. Those who had complained before ended up bringing flowers to my office, smiling from ear to ear. A few students told me, “Your approach to language education really has a kick to it.” For years, Chinese students in K-12 education have been obsessed with examinations. Societal pressure coupled with parental expectations have taken the fun part out of learning. VIPKid, from its curriculum development to its course design, has revolutionized the pedagogical orientation and marked the return of a playful way to learn. That’s why VIPKid has a kick to it.

Yes, an online platform, songs, gaming features, interactive teaching, and self-paced learning are just a few of the pedagogical solutions VIPKid is using—and this is innovation! Challenging the conventional way of learning, lifting up children’s imagination, making learning fun, and compensating for what is missing in the school curriculum—all are in preparation for creating global citizens for the future by cultivating intercultural communication, creative thinking, and whole person learning.

In my current job as vice president and vice provost for Global Affairs at Stony Brook University, I am also responsible for recruiting students from China. Every year, there are hundreds of thousands of high school students applying to US universities. Most students will take TOEFL (iBT) or IELTS to meet the admission requirement. In China, many bright and smart students are seeking the college entrance examination routes. Even though they might be shy of English, they have solid knowledge and skills in many school subjects. How can US universities create opportunities for these students to come, as well? One of the innovative solutions is to expand the admissions channels and recruit these talented students by using their college entrance examination scores together with oral English interviews. We did it for two years by providing conditional admission as a pathway to allow these students, upon admission, to come to our global summer institute to beef up their English. It worked wonders. Those who come through college entrance exams performed better in subject courses once they matriculated, and this innovation helped those who could not easily come to a US university gain access to realize their dreams.

In a similar vein, VIPKid’s educational approach has helped many children in rural areas where the teaching facilities are poor and teachers are lacking to have the first chance to gain access to learning English with teachers based in North America. Isn’t this access empowered by innovation?

Innovation requires determination. In Cindy Mi, I can see her determination and that of VIPKid. The annual facts and statistics in this book speak volumes of her determination. Once you have a vision, you need a strategic plan. Once the plan is set, all it takes is determination that includes careful implementation, execution, trouble-shooting, and, more important, determination. In the fast-paced world we live in, we are facing challenges all the time. It takes determination to deal with emerging challenges with confidence and a positive attitude.

I have faced many challenges in my career. One of the challenges is that I am Chinese and working in English education in US. I spent my first thirty years in China; how can I be accepted by US culture, and how can I emerge as a leader of universities and professional associations? The fact that I became the first nonnative English-speaking president of TESOL, and the fact that I served as head of a large English department of a research university, and the fact that I emerged as a university leader in my role as vice president and vice provost all reflect my determination to seek excellence and also to realize areas where I can improve. In a way, determination starts with knowing our own weaknesses, and then finding ways to overcome those weaknesses. We are living in a complex and changing world, and it is the complexity we live in that makes our determination durable and worthwhile. I am confident that VIPKid is facing a lot of competition and challenges on a daily basis. But determination to be the winner is carved into the company’s DNA, and it will thrive and go farther and faster.

During my presidential year in TESOL in 2007, I was invited to give a plenary at ThaiTESOL, one of the TESOL Affiliates. A reporter with the Bangkok Post came up to me afterward and asked me, “What is the most critical challenge in learning English for Asian students?” “The lack of an English environment,” I said. Without hesitation, he asked me a follow-up question: “And what is the most effective way to overcome this challenge?” I said, “Authentic input and interaction.” I immediately noticed a frown on his face. I wish I could have told him what would happen in the foreseeable future: having teachers based in North America interact with Asian students online! The future is now!

By writing this foreword through my own reflection, I hope I have conveyed one message loud and clear: for the most part, extraordinary people, teams, associations, and companies are simply ordinary people doing extraordinary things that matter to them. For VIPKid to move on to the next level of excellence, it needs all six elements in its name: Vision, Imagination, Perspiration, Kick, Innovation, and Determination. Under Cindy’s leadership, I believe each and every one of these elements will contribute to helping children become global citizens.

Although the success of VIPKid can easily be defined as achieving its strategic goals, there’s a difference between temporary and lasting success. VIPKid won’t achieve lasting success unless another ingredient is added to the mixture, and that is to serve a cause greater than ourselves. That’s what the lasting success of VIPKid is all about.

Dr. Jun Liu
Past president of TESOL International Inc. Professor of Linguistics, Stony Brook University


INTRODUCTION

E-commerce has changed the world. In 2018, over 10% of purchases globally were made online, and the percentage is expected to keep increasing. With the rise of the Internet, companies are able to hire the best of the best from all over the world. This increase in remote work has opened up possibilities for both companies and employees. But this change is less prevalent in one sector: education. Generally, teachers are recruited to work in their local communities, and students have to make do with the educators that are available to them.

When VIPKid came onto the scene, that all changed. With its online teaching model, teachers in North America were able to expand their impact to work with children in China. Even more beneficial, the children in China gained access to experienced English teachers. The company spurred a movement of defining what teaching and learning could look like in the twenty-first century.

As of the end of 2019, over 700,000 students in China and around the world work with English teachers and learn a new language in VIPKid’s engaging virtual classroom. Education is no longer confined to schools or traditional classrooms. The whole world has become a limitless classroom.

At the forefront of this change are dedicated teachers. In the early morning or late night hours, teachers around the globe go to their virtual classrooms to teach English to children in China and across the world. Many of these classrooms are lovingly constructed in the teachers’ homes, where they have set up lively classrooms with posters and learning materials. These classrooms can be accessed any time, giving teachers the convenience to work extra hours and make connections with students and families anywhere in the world.

In their VIPKid classes, teachers are able to build meaningful relationships with their students and families, building global connections that will benefit generations to come. In addition to students learning English, both teachers and students get to learn about each other’s cultures and backgrounds. On the surface, VIPKid is a company that delivers language classes. But it is actually so much more: it is an opportunity to learn about different people, to build cultural awareness and respect, and to empower teachers and families to take control of learning.

Students and families come to VIPKid for language learning, but they stay because of the progress and connections they make. As a class taught outside of the school day, children are engaged in learning in a fun and effective way. By making connections with teachers, students are inspired to learn in a new environment. The importance of that new environment cannot be understated. Because VIPKid classes are unlike what they experience at school, kids are inspired to participate and learn English with their teachers.

VIPKid has redefined what teaching and learning can look like. While virtual teaching is not a new concept, it had never before been done on such a large scale and with such success. The model inspires both teachers and students to engage in learning by giving them flexibility and access to high-quality curriculum that follows a clear scope and sequence to deliver impressive results.

Due to its success, VIPKid has been able to transfer its original English-to-Chinese-students model to a Chinese-to-English-students model and has begun expanding to other countries including Korea. This subsidiary of the company, called Lingo Bus, launched in 2017 and has been able to deliver a breath of fresh air to North American families looking to encourage their children to become multilingual. It is just the beginning. VIPKid is reimagining how to bring high-quality education to all students, regardless of their location or circumstances.

Online learning is expected to experience explosive growth, with the market share increasing year by year. According to an iResearch report, K-12 online education has become an urgent need of many parents and students. From 2013 to 2016, the market growth rate of China’s K-12 online education industry was at around 30%, but it rose sharply to 51.8% in 2017. It is estimated that by 2022, the online global education market share will exceed the offline market share. At that time, the penetration rate, or percentage of a relevant population that has purchased an online learning product, will exceed 50%.
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