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What I have learned about China 

 
My impressions of China have evolved over many years. Contributing to them are my 

relationships over the years with many Chinese people (from the mainland, from the 

Mandarin occupants of the island of Taiwan, and the indigenous people of Taiwan);.my 

past travel experience to China; learning about its history, politics, and culture through 

conversations, books, movies, music, and more recently, YouTube and the Internet; and 

learning the Mandarin language. I see China as a vibrant country which isn’t afraid to 

transform itself in ways the US could never imagine. It’s a country that likes to think big, 

initiate large infrastructure projects, modernize its urban centers, and produce on a scale 

that is orders of magnitude larger than the US. And yet, it is a country with many 

challenges: political, environmental, and global. Its society and environment are complex 

and changing and full of paradoxical contradictions. There is communism, and there is 

tight control at the top. Yet, there is a level of capitalism that permeates the economy. 

There is protectionism and open markets. There is innovation, and there is tradition. There 

is a fascination with Western culture, it’s fashions, pop culture, and Western medicine, 

and at the same time a repudiation of many of the West’s values. The air and water are 

polluted, yet there is growing awareness and action for environmental sustainability.    

 

My personal preparation for the MSOD trip has been intense, intentional, and significant. 

I am quite open to and excited about the journey and the adventures I will have as I see 

new places and meet new people and flood my senses with new sights, sounds, and 

smells. As this is my sixth trip with the MSOD program, I am feeling a combination of 

feelings: an underlying sense of familiarity in preparing to meet as a cohort yet again 

(and, sadly, for the last time); and at the same time a sense of surprise and anticipation for 

unexpected wonder and novelty, and new connections. My intrepid nature, fearlessness in 

exploring new worlds, and my counter-dependence make me want to jump into the deep 

end of this experience pool and relish it with high intensity.  

 

One goal I set for myself is to master “survival level” language skills, to be able to speak 

and ask for things in Mandarin and to make connections with the people I come in contact 

with while I am in China. My understanding of the Chinese culture is based on a belief 

that we have more in common than our differences, and those seemingly formidable 

barriers of language, political systems, worldview, and cultural reference points can all be 

overcome with a mindset of dignity, respect, and shared humanity. Yes, an idealistic, 

utopian, globalist viewpoint, to be sure, but one that I choose to embrace at this moment. 
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Cross-Cultural Entry Model 

Step Key Activities 

A  
Pre-Trip  

90+ days prior 

1. Research facts about China  

2. Weekly tutoring lessons in Mandarin (started 18 months prior to 

trip) 

3. Youtube and Netflix searches for Chinese-language based movies 

and television shops – listen to at least one hour twice per week 

4. Frequent restaurants and shops in Chinese speaking areas of 

Houston – find Chinese speakers to practice my survival language 

skills and to improve cultural understanding 

5. Review my personal CQ report 

6. Prepare for trip; get $200 in local currency 

7. Download and install Beijing subway system phone app 

8. Confirm phone and data plan with AT&T for use in China  

9. Plan to pack two bags, one smaller to take with me to Datong and 

one to leave in Beijing 

B  
Travel to 

Destination 
1 day 

1. Pack the day before and keep it a light day; keep track of what I 

pack in the smaller suitcase and the larger one 

2. Get to the airport early  

3. Avoid multi-tasking on departure day 

4. Upon arrival take the simplest, most convenient form of 

transportation to the hotel 

5. Plan ahead! – I will be arriving into Beijing at 5:00 in the morning. 

Most likely the hotel will not be ready to check me in when I 

arrive, so I need to have a plan on what to do with myself for the 

first 8 hours  

C  
Onsite 

Transition  
1 day 

1. Acclimate to the new environment, take a walk in the area around 

the hotel; find the nearest subway stop; buy subway tickets  

2. Day 1. Self-care and rejuvenate  

D  
Stay  

10+ days 

1. Observe locals 

2. Interact with locals 

3. Collect data on what I observe and experience 

4. Confirm or refute baseline understanding 

5. Adjust behavior to local, immediate circumstances 

6. Pace myself to include periodic and appropriate self-care 

7. Balance spending time with cohort members and alone time when 

going out to explore the area 
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E  
Return 

Travel 
1 day 

1. Pack the night before 

2. Allow sufficient time to get to the airport 

3. Avoid rushing 

4. Enjoy the journey home 

F  
Re-entry  

1-2 days 

1. Acclimate 

2. Take the first day for self-care, to slowly adjust 

3. Wait at least one day before launching into post session school 

assignments or work tasks and meetings 

4. Use this time to process or let the mind incubate on the recent 

experiences abroad 

Key Activity Details 

A. Pre-Trip 

1. Research facts about China (geography, language(s), people, politics, history, 

culture, food, fashion-i.e., what people my age wear) 

2. Explore the expat community at home, talk to Chinese I know who live in Houston 

(Johnny, Karl, Luke). 

3. Learn key phrases in the target language, weekly tutoring lessons with Luke, 

practice speaking Chinese at Chinese restaurant  

4. Develop a baseline understanding of the target culture and behavioral norms 

(dos and don’ts, Hofstede comparison to US culture, YouTube videos) 

5. Review my personal CQ report (and identify opportunities for cross-cultural 

misunderstanding and growth)  

6. Prepare for the trip (purchase $200 in target currency, familiarize myself with maps 

of destination, forms of transportation, create a packing checklist) 

B. Travel to Destination 

1. Plan a day off from work to pack, wind things down, and go to bed early, and get 

plenty of sleep 

2. Allow ample time to get to the airport, avoid multitasking and set my intention of 

enjoying the journey ahead of me 
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3. Upon arrival take the simplest, most convenient form of transportation to the hotel 

and ease into my first day (I have already reserved a shuttle to the hotel when I arrive 

at the airport) 

C. Onsite Transition (1-2 Days) 

1. Acclimate to the new environment (13 hour time difference between Houston and 

China) 

2. Day 1. Self-care and rejuvenate (take care of basic needs on the first day, i.e., getting 

to the hotel, checking in and unpacking, getting acquainted with the hotel services, 

getting something to eat, catching up on sleep, making sure I feel rested) 

3. Day 2. Explore and get the lay of the land near the hotel (i.e., shops, nearest bus and 

metro stop, taxi stand, street names) 

D. Stay (14 Days) 

1. Observe locals (i.e., how they interact with each other, how they speak to the hotel 

and wait staff and shopkeepers; how strictly do local drivers obey traffic signals, 

wear seatbelts, pedestrian rights-of-way, pedestrians waiting for the light to change 

before crossing, and jaywalking)  

2. Interact with locals 

3. Collect data 

4. Confirm or refute baseline understanding 

5. Adjust behavior to local, immediate circumstances 

6. Pace yourself to include periodic and appropriate self-care 

7. Balance spending time with cohort members and alone time when going out to 

explore the area 

E. Return Travel (1-2 Days) 

1. Pack the night before 

2. Allow sufficient time to get to the train station or airport 

3. Avoid rushing 

4. Enjoy the journey home 
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F. Re-entry (1-2 Days) 

1. Acclimate 

2. Take the first day for self-care, to slowly adjust (unpack, do laundry, perform light 

errands) 

3. Wait at least one day before launching into post session school assignments or work 

tasks and meetings 

4. Use this time to process or let the mind incubate on the recent experiences abroad 

 


