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This past year I was given the chance of a lifetime by none other than Faith Chao.  She asked if I would like to link my school with the school her grandfather started in the early 1900’s.  My heart leapt out of my chest. (I hope that does not translate as a heart attack)  Faith Chao is an inspiration to me and to have her ask for my school’s participation and my involvement meant the world to me.  To further the excitement, my principal was equally honored and excited.  So the work began last July as I flew over the Pacific to meet Principal Bao, Ms. Bu and Ms. Wang.  

The exchanges between us professionals went exceptionally well.  Though I suffered from some jetlag, the gracious treatment I received was phenomenal.  I met many school teachers, administrators, and district dignitaries, but most surprising were the students who assembled for a special gathering to ask me questions.  While everyone mentioned was excited, these students seemed exceptionally interested with well prepared questions and good English skills.  It was a privilege for me to witness the hard work the teachers at Huai An #1 had accomplished and their students made them proud.

Let me stop here and explain the demographics of our Schools and then I will continue with the triumphs and challenges our sisterhood in education presents.

First, the school in China is called Huan An #1 School. This school has around 3500 student grades 7 to 12 and 245 teachers. They have a total of around 60 classes which means they have more than 50 students per class.  They are located in a province of 5 million people of which less than 200,000 live in the city itself, which gives the city a more rural feel.  The student population has lived in Huai An and has deep cultural roots there in the Han tradition of China.
Next, Chula Vista High School is located in southern California within a few kilometers of the Mexico border.  The school has 2600 students from grades 9 to 12, and over 100 staff with a class size on average of 31.  Chula Vista is situated between two large urban centers of San Diego and Tijuana, Mexico with a total of 3 million, but our city only has 230,000.  Chula Vista has is a very diverse population of immigrants from Mexico and other parts of the US.  Our culture reflects a mix of Mexican and American traditions.

These two schools appear very different in history, culture and student makeup but they share the curious excitement mentioned previously, like two long lost sisters meeting for the first time.  We have many questions, are anxious to learn about one another and have an unexplainable fondness for one another.

I hope I have established that any challenges I am about to explore seem miniscule compared to the willingness and exuberance our schools have to overcome them.

The first obstacle is language.

Of course our students are not proficient in Chinese as we have no Mandarin program and I myself have not learned the language other than to say hello and thank you.  This has been addressed by the excellent English skills of Ms. Wang and Ms. Bu.  However, when they are not available to be contacted, there can be a delay in decision making.  This must be met with patience and understanding on both sides as has been the case so far.  Students are anxious to talk to each other as well, but we had immediate concerns about them communicating openly.  Given the information on the internet we were concerned about young English learners saying the wrong thing, or the possible inappropriate behavior of teenagers, or cultural mishaps in translation.  We will address options explored later.

In most sister relationship there is an older and wiser sister to counsel the other.  In our case we are like twins raised by separate mothers…in different counties.  Neither school is seen as subordinate or wiser in organizing mutual student activities so everything had to be developed separately and brought together as best as possible.  The timing of which is the next problem discussed.  In the future we may want to have an administrator dictate future projects or one teacher take a lead in all planning.

As mentioned timing is a problem.  Addressing the time difference of 16 hours is relatively minor.  Actually we could have our students talk to each other instantly using modern technology because early Tuesday morning in China is late Monday afternoon in California.  We have not done this yet, but we will.  No, the timing I refer to is the school calendars have proven a problem.  Chula Vista starts school at the end of July while Huai An starts in September.  We have different breaks throughout the school year.  So this being the first year, it was hard to coordinate a common curriculum for student discussion.  This next year we will designate a leader who will compare school calendars and set up objectives and goals so all parties have specific dates in mind.

Developing lessons is much easier if you also have similar resources.  One obstacle that we overcame was having similar texts to compare.  Huai An had to delay starting the agreed upon book Old Man and the Sea while Chula Vista had to use the books in a specific window of time. Also the book for Chula Vista is not approved 10th grade material and had to be assigned as outside class/course reading. This coordination will be easier in the future.  With our second shared work, I chose a simplified English version of The Journey into the West that is electronic and printable.  At the time of this presentation we will have updates as to how this goes.

Lastly I would like to address the medium of communication as a potential problem.  We have only selected to communicate through e-mails of teachers.  Students have had to send information to the teacher who then proofs it and sends it on to the other teacher.  This information is then disaggregated and given to the students, which they enjoy immensely.  But the delay in the actual application of the information of the students work or comments are limited and of little consequence or relevance by the time the student get them   We tried a bulletin board application in the beginning and we may try that again with Wiki-spaces, but this proved hard to manage and limited.  Students had to be cleared and have time to write.  We opted instead for simple e-mail exchanges between teachers with charting matched student responses on a spreadsheet.  We will provide better examples at the presentation but attached is an introductory spreadsheet with student information from Huia An in column form and information from Chula Vista in paragraph form.  We have proposed letting students talk to each other by direct e-mail and copying both teachers on their correspondence.  We will let you know at the presentation how this works out.

In conclusion, my recommendation for sister schools keeping linked up is to:

1) Designate a team leader who coordinates schedules and dates that assignments will be completed

2) Share a common calendar of dates in and out of school for the year and each teachers home e-mail if not phone number or Skype address.

3) While Language may be an obstacle it is not insurmountable and each team member should continue to explore learning more about the other’s language.  This is more my directive than anyone’s.

4) Determine the lessons based on available resources as will be determined by the team leader.

5) Explore options of media interaction between schools before students are involved so that the communications seems professional and smooth.

As before stated, it is my greatest honor and privilege to be associated with both Huai An #1 and Evergreen Education Foundation and I am looking forward to serving as a team member to further education and friendship between our two schools.   I write this as I am looking forward to greeting Principal Bao here in California this very week.  The friendship has continued and our student will benefit.

Please feel free to contact me further with questions on the progress our two sister schools make at dgriepenstroh@cox.net.  And further, please congratulate us on our new found family across the Pacific Ocean and wish us well as we acquaint ourselves with each other’s culture, shared value of education, and beloved humanity.

