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Education Lights the Jonrney of Life

I am very pleased to be invited to address a few words to the Forum on Vocational Education and the
Harmonious Society. When thinking about the importance of education in Ireland and China, the words of W. B.
Yeats spring to mind: ‘Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire’.

This event is a very important achievement in the evolution of vocational education in China. T wish to
recognize the organizers of the event, who have put together a very impressive list of speakers and sessions: the
China Youth Development Foundation; 21" Century Education Research Institute; Tsinghua University; Narada
Foundation; BN Vocational School.

Ms Yao Li, Principal of BN Vocational School, has worked tirelessly with colleagues to develop and excellent
model vocational school. As Ambassador of Ireland to China I am very pleased that Ireland has had the opportunity
to fund projects for the school on a number of occasions. I have always been impressed when visiting the school by
the enthusiasm and dedication of students and teachers alike. The students are truly an inspiration for us all. Their
collective stories illustrate the very real and practical need for vocational education for all, but especially
disadvantaged groups. It is clear that there is a great appetite in China for more vocational education projects.

Vocational education and training in Ireland is seen as being one of the main pillars essential to the building and
maintaining of a highly skilled work force in a knowledge society. The National Training and Employment
Authority (FAS) anticipates the needs of, and responds to, a constantly changing labour market which employs
over 2 million people. T am very pleased that a representative from FAS will be making a presentation during the
Forum.

I wish all participants in the forum every success. You all are contributing in different ways to the promotion of
vocational education. The Irish— American writer and educator Henry B. Adams once said that ‘a teacher affects
eternity; he can never tell where his influence stops’. 1 know that you all have important work during this
conference to carry out. I am confident that the discussions will be very fruitful and will help further the cause of

vocational education in China and elsewhere. I wish you all every success in your endeavours.

Declan Kelleher
The Ambassador of Ireland
November 2008, Beijing
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Foreword

Four years ago, I left my job and founded BN Vocational School, a school that operates solely from charitable
donations and provides a free education to young people who live below the poverty line. When I opened the school,
some friends asked me why hadn’t I started a college instead of a vocational school? However, others supported
and encouraged me by saying, “You are doing the right thing; our society is in desperate need of vocational
schools. ”

Today, vocational education development is recognized by everyone, including the general public, as a great
need in our society. It is difficult for college graduates to find jobs and companies cannot find skilled workers.
Although the realization of this need for vocational education has come somewhat late, there is reason to be
encouraged. More and more resources are being invested to develop vocational education than ever before.,

As we have been directly involved in vocational education for the past few years, my colleagues and I have
realized that vocational education is a very challenging field. It is significantly more difficult than what we originally
expected it to be. The main reason is we are not always sure of how we should proceed. For example, originally we
thought that with employment as our goal for each student it should be very easy to understand and implement what
we needed to do was to attain that goal. However, we quickly found ourselves struggling with how to balance the
quick increase in the students’ practical skills with the development of their future potentials. It was indeed a
difficult dilemma. We wanted to emphasize a student’ s ability to work, yet at the same time we didn’t want the
school to become just another apprenticeship school like vocational schools in the past. Obviously, we wanted to
give our students a competitive advantage for future job markets. So, beyond the goal of getting a job, we asked
ourselves what are the values that we are teaching our students? We hope our students develop values and ethics
that will not only benefit their own personal lives. but will also benefit society as a whole. The benefits of education
should be both communal and personal,

Yet, the world we live in today is filled with diverse values and cultures. This makes it even more difficult for
vocational education in China. Compared with young men and women from the last century, today, very few are
proud to be technical workers. Additionally, many underprivileged youth in our society lack the opportunity for
education or training (young people from migrant workers families, for example). When we first founded BN
Vocational School, our goal was to address the inequalities in society and the imbalance of educational resources.

We are having this forum today because we hope that by discussing some of these challenges and difficulties
with experts and colleagues from various industries and organizations, we will be able to bring more corporate and
social awareness to this pressing issue. We set as the theme “ Vocational Education and a Harmonious Society”
because we want an extensive discussion. We are not looking for pure research, nor to draw a conclusion from any
single authoritative agency. What we want is an open discussion. Everyone, regardless of qualifications or
viewpoint—whether old thoughts or new ideas—as long as the participant speaks from his or her own experiences
and research, is welcome to be part of these discussions. Everyone’s information, experience, and research is
valuable—especially to us. Education is critical to evolution and change; therefore, we need everyone’s wisdom.

With that in mind, 1 would like to express my heartfelt thanks to the General Secretary of the China Youth
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Development Foundation, Mr. Tu Meng; the General Secretary of the Narada Foundation, Mr. Xu Yongguang;
and Professor Yang Dongping from the 21st Century Education Academy, Mr Liu Zhiyu, Chairman of Beijing Xinao
Property Management Company. Their support has not only been important for all our efforts at BN Vocational
School, but they have also encouraged us to broaden our focus and energies to vocational education in general.

I would also like to thank the Irish Ambassador to China, Mr. Declan Kelleher. As a supporter and major
donor to BN Vocational school, he has always been concerned about vocational education in China. With his help,
we were able to invite Irish Vocational Education Institutions to this forum. I would also like to thank Mr. Damon
Anderson. As an expert in English education, he has devoted his time and energy to young people in developing
countries. Also, thanks go to Mr. lain Watt from the Australian Embassy and Mr. Marcus Tabachnick from
Lester B. Pearson School Board, Canada. They, too, have greatly supported this forum.

Finally, I would also like to thank the vice President of the Beijing Academy of Educational Sciences, Mr. Wu
Xiaochuan; Professor XingHui from the National Academy of Education Administration; and all of the other
experts and teachers from every school. Thank you so much for contributing your research and opinions to this
forum.

A very special thank you also goes to Professor Wang ZuoYuan, our HeadMaster, our young colleagues Wen
Bo, Diao Wen, and Yu Meng for editing and working hard to put this together along with their daily administrative
duties.

Lastly, T would like to thank our volunteers Zhang LeWei, Bi MoMo, and Teri Tveten, our English Language
Fellow sponsored by the USDOS, for assisting with the translation. By making this book possible, they, too, have
contributed to the development of vocational education.

Thank you all very much for your hard work!

Yao Li
The Founder of BN Vocational School
November 2008, Beijing
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