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China’s entry into the World Trade Organisation (WTO) in
December 2001 was an event of world-changing significance,
marking China’s emergence as a dynamic force in global
development in the 21st century. For the past two decades,
China has been the fastest growing area in the world – set to
overtake the UK as the 4th largest world economy in 2005 and
projected to double in size over the next decade. China is
developing as the workshop of the world and as a prime
engine of world economic expansion, contributing
significantly to the growth in world trade, and a major
destination of direct foreign investment. Mandarin is
becoming a leading business language. 

China’s increasing integration with the global economy
clearly presents a tremendous challenge for its peoples, and
for the rest of the world. China is beginning to exert more
influence in global institutions, adding its voice, for example,
at the WTO Cancun Summit, to those of the newly assertive
developing countries led by Brazil, India and South Africa.
China is Britain’s number one non-European market and UK-
China links are growing apace through cultural, social,
scientific and political as well as business and economic
exchange. Outsourcing to China is bringing home the reality
of global interdependence. Economic restructuring at home is
being shaped, at least in part, through changes in the global
economic structure as China – and Asia – industrialise and
their knowledge economies develop. China is now more in the
public eye with media coverage of issues ranging from
agricultural trade to SARS to football to the use of outer
space. All this presents a challenge for education in Britain. 

However, a recent investigation of language and non-
language Chinese Studies in UK schools by the British
Association of Chinese Studies (BACS 2003) has found that
the area is suffering a chronic lack of expertise. Although on
the increase, Chinese language learning in schools is under-
funded and lacking in status. Non-language studies fare even
worse, declining worryingly in parts of the curriculum since
the 1980s. 

Chinese language provision 
Until recently, provision of Chinese language in UK schools
was virtually non-existent. However, in 2000, the Department
for Education and Skills (DfES) and the Ministry of
Education of the People’s Republic of China agreed an
Education Co-operation programme to develop Mandarin
teaching in the UK. The programme, operated by the British
Council, aims to develop strategic partnerships between
schools in England and China, offering headteacher visits,
foreign language assistants exchange, a yearly Mandarin

immersion course in Beijing, schools links and the
development of on-line joint curriculum projects. A new non-
native friendly GCSE has also been launched with supporting
teaching materials.

The uptake of Mandarin in schools has risen very sharply
as a result. As of November 2002, over 150 primary and
secondary schools had been involved in one or more of the
programme’s activities. 64 Specialist Languages Colleges in
England and Wales are currently listed as offering Chinese to
a certificated level. Independent schools are also increasing
their provision as growing numbers of pupils arrive from
Hong Kong and the PRC. Generally, there is much enthusiasm
in the schools for Mandarin learning. In some classes staff and
adults learn alongside school students creating a fun
atmosphere. On the other hand, one teacher noted problems of
‘racist’ reactions as pupils see learning Chinese as ‘being
different’. 

The DfES plans to increase the number of schools offering
Mandarin to 200 or 300 over the next few years. It is hard,
though, to see how such ambitious goals may be realised.
There is at present no provision for professional training of
teachers in Chinese as an Modern Foreign Language (MFL).
Nor is any advisory support available.

Much of what is being provided in schools is either at a
rather superficial ‘taster’ level or entirely for native speakers,
with Mandarin often offered extra-curricular alongside a range
of community languages. Unlike Japanese where almost half
of teaching staff are full-time, Chinese language is taught
largely by part-time native speakers. Few schools are prepared
to commit to offering a full GCSE or A-level study route with
only a precarious supply of teachers to rely on. The ‘add-on’
nature of the provision hardly encourages students to go
further and without sufficient numbers continuing through to
GCSE and A-level, schools cannot justify the costs of
appointing full-time permanent staff. This means that there is
no proper teaching career structure and the problem of
staffing becomes a vicious circle.

Teachers of Chinese language are usually isolated from
contact with others and in need of support. Lack of expertise
makes for an inadequate advisory infrastructure whilst the
absence of compulsory oral exams at GCSE and A-level
reflects the shortage of expert examiners. The need for
textbooks and other teaching resources as well as budgetary
support are other issues that need to be addressed.

The introduction of any new subject or language can meet
with resistance. Responding to a suggestion to start teaching
Chinese at age 5, the general secretary of the NAS/UWT,
remarked recently that this ‘...was a valuable contribution for
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3001 – but not for now. What would be dropped off the
National Curriculum?’ (Guardian, 2/2/01). Although the
Languages for All Strategy may prove beneficial for lesser
taught languages in allowing greater flexibility in the
curriculum, it may well increase resistance to new
developments if overall the status of languages is undermined.

It is a major challenge then to increase the numbers of non-
native pupils learning Chinese and secure the position of
Mandarin within the mainstream curriculum. One way
forward could be for Specialist Language Colleges (SLCs) to
share teaching with local Chinese mother-tongue schools. For
the last 35 years and more, Chinese parent groups and
community organisations, demonstrating their strong interest
in maintaining their language and links with China and South
East Asia, have run classes at weekends on a self-help and
self-funded basis. Membership of the UK Federation of
Chinese Schools (UKFCS) currently stands at 109, reaching
an estimated 13,000 pupils (www.ukfcs.info). These schools
experience problems in the lack of qualified teachers,
unsuitable curriculum, irregular attendance by pupils and
shortage of funds. Education authorities have been unwilling
to help, regarding mother-tongue teaching as a community
responsibility (Chan Yui Man 1995), however, bilingualism is
now receiving more attention and is encouraged in the
Languages for All Strategy. Partnerships with SLCs in
Mandarin teaching would require careful handling, since
whilst some of the Chinese schools are beginning to introduce
oral Mandarin (now the official language of Hong Kong), for
most the mother-tongue is Cantonese 

To develop Chinese language within UK schools, the
Education Co-operation Programme with China offers a long-
term strategy starting with soft entry, getting parents and
business involved and building up networks. New delivery
modes using ICT to link key language centres with other sites
and even using video-conferencing to deliver master-classes
from China are also on the agenda. However, for schools to
commit to the employment of teachers, buying books, and
dedicating curriculum time will also require commitment from
the DfES. Without an established teacher training programme
in Mandarin making this a credible MFL option and without a
framework of advisory support, Chinese will continue to lack
status and remain a peripheral language. 

Non-language studies of China 
Non-language studies of China present a more dismal picture
of lack of awareness, low levels of interest, inadequacy of
teaching resources, and stereotypical views of Chinese culture
as a traditional and exotic curiosity. Despite the greater scope
for introducing themes of cultural diversity and wider world
perspectives across the curriculum, reference to China in the
classroom is minimal. In interviews for the BACS research
(2003), OFSTED inspectors from a variety of subjects echoed
each other in describing Chinese Studies as ‘marginal’, ‘rare’
and ‘under-represented’. 

In Geography, study of China goes little beyond tokenistic
reference to the Three Gorges Dam and the One Child Family

Policy. At KS3, where pupils are required to study a
developing country, China is hardly ever considered. It is also
extremely hard to find any schools taking the KS3 World
History China options – or indeed covering the Opium Wars.
Study of Chinese History appears to have actually gone into a
decline since the 1980s when China was a popular option in
the Schools History GCSE Project.  

Chinese New Year, fitting the theme of festivals in KS1/2,
is the most common classroom topic. The main provider here
is the Chinese Arts Centre in Manchester, with activities for
some 120 to 130 schools per year. These are mostly ‘one-
offs’. The Centre’s recently opened education facility provides
an opportunity to develop more serious curriculum work
especially in art education. However, whilst the aim is to
promote awareness of contemporary Chinese art and culture,
the Centre finds it hard to break through the stereotypes of
traditionalism in its work with schools.  

The international dimension of studies in schools is often
sold short, yet where global studies are introduced, Africa and
South Asia are more popular options than China even in areas
where the local community is predominantly white. It may be
that China suffers a poor ‘image’ in relation to human rights
and news coverage is limited. But there are other significant
constraints, not least the lack of teaching materials and
resources. 

Not enough is being done to bring to the attention of
teachers the opportunities that exist in the curriculum. The
National Curriculum website, for example, makes no more
than a couple of passing references to China and Chinese
culture. It is hardly surprising that teachers regard other topics
as more important when, for example, recommended
resources omit or barely cover China. A unit designed for
History KS3: ‘Why did major twentieth century conflicts
affect so many people?’ mentions Hitler, Stalin, and Churchill
but not Mao. A Geography book for schools on the New
Wider World contains only one reference to China – a two-
page spread on the Three Gorges Dam – even though the book
itself was printed in China.  

Study of China and Chinese culture presents difficulties
for teachers beyond the general challenges of international and
multicultural studies. In Art and Design, for example, as the
QCA Officer pointed out (ibid) Chinese concepts are ‘difficult
to get to grips with’. Nor does China fit easily into other areas
of the curriculum. Uncertainty as to whether China is a 2nd
World or a 3rd World country may affect its take-up as a
developing country case study in Geography KS3 whilst in
Economics and Business Studies it is hard to place China into
international economics which divides transitional and
developing economies.

On a positive note, non-language studies of China may
expect to benefit as developments in Mandarin teaching
increase the visibility of Chinese Studies more generally. The
potential for schools links, e-pals, on-line and joint curriculum
projects, for example in sports, music, art and design and
environmental studies – all included in the British Council
programme – is also very exciting and has great novelty value. 
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The BACS survey clearly indicated a demand from schools
for information about Chinese studies. The BBC Education
programme ‘Living China’ broadcast in January 2004 is
another positive development. Chinese Studies elements are
being included in the latest GCSE English and History
textbooks. Web-based learning materials may become more
easily available, however, these markets tend to be dominated
by US companies, projecting an American view of China. 

Beyond cultural awareness ‘tasters’ 
Chinese Studies – both language and non-language – are
further constrained by narrow visions of multicultural
education and wider world studies. Of the schools in the
BACS survey with no provision and no interest in the
provision of Chinese Studies over half cited insufficient
numbers of Chinese children as a reason. This suggests that
the inclusion of cultural diversity and wider world
perspectives in the curriculum is perceived not as an essential
element of education for all but mainly as addressing the
needs of minority ethnic children to understand their roots.

DfES guidelines and the National Curriculum direct
schools towards raising awareness of the needs of ethnic
minorities. Such an approach may have made study of Africa,
the Caribbean and South Asia more widespread. However,
Britain’s Chinese population is dispersed and lacks a ‘high
profile’. With only small numbers of Chinese children in
individual schools and colleges, Chinese Studies have been
overlooked. Placing emphasis on the needs of minority ethnic
children alone, encourages tendencies to ‘pigeon-hole’ non-
traditional languages as ‘community languages’; rather they
should be recognised as modern and even business languages.
Similarly, multicultural education, narrowly conceived as
fostering respect for the customs and traditional beliefs of
Britain’s diverse communities can reinforce superficial and
fixed notions of culture.

Cultural myopia is becoming an impediment in a
globalising world. So long as China is seen as remote and
alien, so long as we cast it in the role of ‘Other’, it is difficult
to make China relevant in the classroom. Yet Chinese Studies
has much to offer the education agenda in helping to bring
about the cultural changes in schools education that
globalisation demands. Studying China, a developing country
with one fifth of the world’s population, with one of the
world’s greatest civilisations, and with its own perspectives on
global development, introduces new ways of looking at the
world. Bringing China into the classroom provides
opportunities for innovative cross-curricular work, with topics
such as Chinese medicine and martial arts offering links from
art and history through to citizenship and cultural diversity
and to science and technology. 

Studies of China open up the spectrum of ideas relating to
the global dimension: issues of sustainable development,
poverty and social justice, conflict resolution and human
rights, globalisation and international trade, the impact of
information technology and geopolitical developments. Since
the adoption of the Open Door Policy in 1979, 270 million
Chinese have been lifted out of absolute poverty, an

achievement which stands out against a background where
poverty on a world scale has worsened (Chen Shaohua and
Wang Ya 2001). Although poverty persists for 25% of the still
largely rural population, the World Bank regards China as a
model in poverty reduction. However China’s headlong dash
for growth raises cause for concern: the destruction of the
environment; the often appalling working conditions; rising
crime and prostitution; and the increasing divisions between
rich and poor. All this provides an excellent example in
examining the different conceptualisations of globalisation,
highlighting both positive and negative features of global
multidirectional flows. 

The DfES needs to be proactive
Chinese Studies is generally poorly represented in national
global education networks. Unlike the development education
movement with its wide range of providers across a breadth of
organisations, groups and educationalists, and in contrast with
Japanese Studies, which are well-organised through the Japan
Festival Trust, Chinese Studies are under-supported and under-
funded. Advisory provision is patchy and fragmented, often
relying on voluntary effort from a handful of groups and
organisations such as BACS and the Association of
Geography Teachers’ China group with some University
departments also occasionally arranging activities. 

Much more needs to be done to raise awareness of China
and the important role Chinese Studies can play in education
for a global future. The educational agencies need to be
proactive in addressing the chronic shortage of expertise. The
promotion of Chinese Studies through DfES websites and
informational materials; the development of new programmes
in teacher education and teacher training; the provision of a
PGCE in Mandarin as a Modern Foreign Language with
attached student funding; support for a range of innovatory
teaching materials to bring China alive in the classroom and
into the vocational education agenda; and the establishment of
regional advisory centres creating partnerships in the delivery
of Chinese Studies at different educational levels – these are all
essential elements in a strategy to develop capacity and create
demand for Chinese Studies, language and non-language. 

The National Curriculum states that education ‘must enable
us to respond to the opportunities and challenges of the
rapidly changing world in which we live and work’. It is time
then to address our outdated perceptions and acknowledge
China’s importance by placing it firmly in the school
curriculum. 
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