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Teaching at Yunnan University 2009—2011

David Brett

The process of getting a first-time job at a Chinese university is as mysterious
as getting to Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry for autumn term. Platform
9% at Kings Cross Station is an adequate analogy for the portal you jump through, not
knowing what you’ll find on the other side.

For the very first class I arrived at the allocated room in benbu ( the leafy campus
of Yunnan University near Green Lake ) half an hour early, surprised to find rows of be
mused faces. After a little confusion I was told that “you are 30 minutes late”. The old
and new campuses operate on different timetables, and no one had told me.

Later in semester, one of the students who I sometimes walked home with after
class told me that while waiting for me that first day, they made jokes about how long
I would last. Their previous foreign lecturer was hurt falling off his bicycle, after just a
few weeks, and promptly returned to his homeland, so the course was cancelled.

Most of my classes were at the new Yangpu campus out of town, requiring a bus
ride from the old campus. [ used these trips to practice Chinese, even if just reading the
signs on buildings as we passed.

On my first trip to Yangpu, I was met at the bus terminus by two banzhang ( class
monitors ) , Han Fei and Shamilly, who had come to show me the way. I soon learned
the value of the banzhang’s help—they answered every conceivable question, and even
arranged a make-up class one day when I was sick.

Most students were unenthusiastic about English names, so I encouraged them to

use their real names. I tried to use everyone’s Chinese name, but in classes of us to 55
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students [ was lucky to commit half the names to memory by end of semester. Talking
about names was a good ice-breaker, even with those who had“English”names. Or as in
the case of one student keen on anime, Japanese names.

Students worked in groups, and work groups were also given a name, sometimes
in English. These names were either romantic, or patriotic, rarely ironic. At some stage |
discovered that entire groups would be comprised of students occupying the same 6-bed
dorm. They would also have meals together.

I often picked up fliers or read notices to try and decipher campus life. On
“Philosophy Day”there was a program of seminars. Some topics like the “Philosophy of
Science” “Readings in Political Philosophy”and“Morals and Ethics”were conventional,
but there were others like“Different points of view on Psychoanalysis” “Optical
Ilusion” “The Wisdom of Yoga”, and*““Hedonism in Art” [my translations].

One of my classrooms came equipped with a wall-mounted camera, pointing at the
front. I asked the students: “Is someone watching me?”’They laughed and said“... the
camera hasn’t worked for years”.

The course content and syllabus was my own work—the Economics
administration saw me a couple of times a year for delivering gifts like mooncakes, and
at the end of semester for a record of student results.

Susan Bi and her colleagues at the Office of International Cooperation and
Exchange treated us on several occasions to meals and concerts. Did we see the current
President’s wife perform one night? On my trip to Kunming last year I was again
included in an event and dinner for foreign teachers!

When working, it is important to do the simple things right. Everyone is happy if
you arrive on time, and leave on time. In class, I covered topics that really interested
me as well as the students, to keep my energy high. ( “Energy level”is a common
performance criterion teaching in China. )

My happiest experience was the Spring 2011 semester when I had just eight
students; we talked about all manner of things relating to“what makes a successful
business organization?”, and sometimes went way off-topic. Thanks Zhang Xiao, Zhu
Jinni, Li Sha, Zhong Le, Di Nanxi, Tan Si, Guo Mengqi and Nelson.

Back in 2009, Yunnan University’s Yangpu campus was closer to town than

Chengong ( Yangpu was sold off to another university ) , and we were moved to the red



