
“Wherever you go, go with all of your heart.”       
    - Confucius 

 
As an educator, one of the ultimate forms of professional development is getting 
into other schools to see different ideas in action. There is always something to 
learn, an activity to borrow, or a method to adapt when one sees teaching and 
learning in action. So, when Assistant Superintendent Brad Crozier called me a 
month ago to offer me the opportunity to fly half way around the world to visit our 
sister school in Beijing, China in order to learn more about our cultural exchange 
program, despite my apprehensions, I had to jump at the chance. The trip to the 
Jingshang School Yuangyuan Branch (JSYY) alongside eight other Wayland 
teachers and administrators offered me a chance to practice what we preach to our 
students at WMS - take risks to learn, collaborate with others, and celebrate 
diversity. 
 
If you've seen me use chop sticks before you might have questioned my decision to 
journey to China. I had a lot to learn. I am a creature of habit when it comes to 
eating, and I don't typically a stray far from familiar cuisine, so the trip embodied 
significant risk taking for me. I was nervous about dining with my host family and 
stepping outside my culinary comfort zone. Their warm embrace made me feel 
included from the moment I arrived and sat down to a traditional family meal. 
Breaking bread together has a way of building bridges and fostering community, 
making it easier to try new dishes. My host grandmother prepared a feast of 
shrimp and pork dumplings along side countless dishes from soup to vegetables 
and breads filled with various new tastes. My host mother brought me right into 
the fray, teaching me how to fill, fold, and seal dumplings for steaming. We 
laughed as we communicated with the help of a handy translating app, and they 
applauded my awkward attempts with the chopsticks. I kept at it, declining the 
western fork and knife, and learned through doing. Mistakes were an entertaining 
part of the process as I sampled new dishes such as fish head stew, Peking duck 
and individual and family style hot pots throughout the week. While I would not go 
back for seconds on every new dish I tried, I was pleased to have tried them and 
proud of my commitment to using chopsticks to do so.  By the tail end of the trip, 
one of the Wayland students noted, "Ms. Gavron's chopstick technique is unique, 
but it gets the job done." 
 
In the mornings, I walked to school with my host sister, Kiwi, to experience her 
school and learn from her administrators and teachers. There, our seven Wayland 
High School exchange students looked right at home as they participated in 
morning exercises in their JSYY uniforms. It was impressive to see the entire 
student body in grades K- 12 line up and exercise in unison. As the day progressed, 
we saw that our WHS students had much to offer in English class as they analyzed 
non-fiction passages along side their Chinese peers. WHS students were fully 
engaged in a vocabulary game in Mandarin class as they practiced reading various 
Chinese characters. In math class, we saw fourth graders partnering to discuss 
similarities and differences between cubes and rectangular prisms. A middle 
school science class conducted chemistry experiments in small groups. We found 
music class to be a kinesthetic bonanza as students beat out rhythms in round 
format, rotating from station to station.  



 

         
 
What struck me most in class after class was that despite completely different 
systems of government, languages, and experiences in the world, we had far more 
commonalities than differences with members of our sister school. As the adults 
sat in the circle to debrief our observations and talk about educational philosophy, 
we learned that the JSYY leaders prioritized educating the whole child, mind and 
body. They too looked to hire teachers who were knowledgeable and passionate 
about their subjects - teachers who cared about and formed warm relationships 
with the students. We talked about the joy we saw in the classrooms, as students 
were eager to share their ideas and engage fully in the learning opportunities. 
Respect was their most important core value (along side calm, firm, honorable, 
and brave). I think BERT would feel right at home at the JSYY School. Some 
notable differences included the absence of students with special needs and the 
high student to teacher ratio (most classes had 36 - 40 students). Class sizes made 
differentiation and practices like RTI challenging to consider in their current 
structure. It was such a rich opportunity to think deeply and collaborate with 
skillful educators from a different culture. 
 
In addition to experiencing the schooling, we were treated to a diverse cultural 
education throughout our stay. Our Wayland students helped us navigate the 
subway to visit The Forbidden City and Tiananmen Square.  There, WHS students 
gave us a primer on the architectural features of the Palace. Additionally, we hiked 
the Great Wall of China which was built by 720,000 workers over 38 years during 
the Qin Dynasty over 2300 years ago to protect China from invaders to the north. 
It was breathtaking and a welcomed work out.  
 

        



 
We were fortunate to have the opportunity to travel with WHS exchange students 
to tour the ancient city of Xi'an as well. We visited museums, practiced calligraphy, 
haggled in the Muslim district, and saw the terra-cotta warriors who were buried 
to protect emperor Qin Shi Huang Di in his eternal rest. 
 

        
 
 
As a group, we consciously tried to shift our language and thinking from seeing 
practices or customs as “strange” to viewing them as “different.” We aimed to shed 
the judgment and embrace the curiosity, opening our hearts and minds. For 
example, so many traditions such as eating meats that are unfamiliar to us, like 
scorpion or even dog meat, are grounded in a history of famine and starvation that 
killed 30 million people. Once one understands that, one might be less likely to 
view the practice in a negative light. As we experienced the rich history of Xi’an, 
took in the beauty of the bell tower at night, and biked on the city wall we felt 
incredibly lucky for this cultural immersion. Even being photographed regularly by 
locals (as we were a conspicuous group of predominantly white Americans) just 
became part of the experience. 
 
For those of you who have a child who is considering participating in the two-way 
Chinese exchange program as a freshman, I would highly recommend it (even if 
your child hasn’t taken Mandarin – though I would recommend 7th graders begin 
taking Mandarin as well).  I know our seven students who are in the midst of the 
experience would endorse the program whole-heartedly. In fact, I recently spoke 
with parents of upperclassman who have already studied in Beijing and learned 
that they were eager to go back.  Through the exchange students become global 
citizens with a broader perspective. They are encouraged to follow the wisdom of 
Confucius and go with all their hearts.  In doing so they take risks, collaborate with 
others, celebrate diversity and ultimately, gain a second family in the process. I 
know I am so grateful to have had this life changing opportunity. 
 



 
 
Respectfully, 
 
Betsy Gavron 


