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THE 40 MINUTE BUS JOURNEY TO HANOI WAS AN EYE OPENER!

NOTHING CAN COMPLETELY PREPARE YOU FOR THE SIGHTS, SOUNDS

AND SMELLS OF SUCH A DIFFERENT WORLD.

After five years of teaching, I was up for an adventure. Luckily my husband Eric, a fellow teacher, agreed! After reviewing 
our applications and checking references, the European Council of International Schools (ECIS) invited us to a job fair in
Vancouver in February 2002. We hoped to teach in an international school in France where Eric could refresh his French
language skills and I could soak up the French culture.

In early February, when we checked the ECIS website, we were taken aback to find a complete absence of European
schools. There were schools from Russia, Malaysia, Vietnam and a large contingent from Kuwait, Iraq and Lebanon. For-
tunately, shifting our focus from a European experience to one most definitely not European, was easy. Why live and teach
abroad in a place similar to home? By the time mid-February rolled around, Eric and I were heading to the “mysterious
East” to teach Grade 3 (Eric) and Grade 5 (me) in the United Nations International School of Hanoi, a prestigious school
offering an International Baccalaureate program from Kindergarten to Grade 12. It is one of only two UN schools in the
world, the other being in New York City.

At job fairs, schools often brag about high tech computer labs or well-appointed campuses. Although UNIS Hanoi had
all of this to offer, the Head of School, Dr. Rhodes, presented an educational philosophy that represented for me what
teaching should be. She described the philosophical pillars of UNIS: collaboration, professional growth and development,
the ethos of the International Baccalaureate curriculum, as well as fund raising and volunteer service to enable visiting
staff to repay a city and its people for their generosity. Dr. Rhodes’ words were truly inspiring. And she chose us! 

We landed at Noi Bai International airport on August 1, 2002 – ten new arrivals met by a contingent of UNIS adminis-
trators. The 40 minute bus journey to Hanoi was an eye opener! Nothing can completely prepare you for the sights, sounds
and smells of such a different world. Our faces were glued to the windows as our bus careened down the highway, weav-
ing around motorbikes, ox carts and cyclists. Farmland surrounded us, but modern machinery was nowhere to be seen.
Instead, we saw water scooped with buckets out of hand dug ditches and ox powered ploughs tilling the land. We were
about to experience a very different life from the one we had left in Vancouver!

The school provided accommodation in the UN compound as well as a “start up fund” of over 2 million Vietnamese
dong. We were finally millionaires! Actually this was the equivalent of only 200 dollars Canadian, but it bought a lot! Our
1000 square foot apartment was fully furnished, complete with three air conditioners – which quickly became our
favourite appliances as temperatures ranged from 25 to 40 degrees C throughout the year. Our building, 2A, became
known as “2 eh”, as it was home to six fellow Canucks, our future colleagues, friends and travel mates.

Our first school-sponsored journey was a shopping trip on Hanoi’s streets – winding, narrow, lined with vendors, con-
gested with bicycles and motorbikes. The architecture was stunning – everything from grand French style homes lining
wide boulevards to ponderous Communist constructed buildings. Most streets were too narrow for car traffic and filled
to capacity with honking motorbikes. Leaving the bus, we received a much needed lesson on how to cross the street. Laugh
if you will, but the traffic chaos was like nothing I’ve ever seen! Paris, New York, Madrid, Santiago, Lima, even Montreal
are tame by comparison. Bikes weaved around as we slowly walked across the narrow streets. We learned the rules: “Don’t
stop!” “Don’t look at the bikes!” “Just keep moving!”

After an overwhelming two days of Hanoi, it was time to go to work. Luckily UNIS was a two minute walk from the
compound which, after the street crossing lessons, even I was able to manage! At the campus we met the elementary staff
– teachers from Canada, Holland, Ireland, New Zeland, Australia and Vietman, with between three and more than 20 years
of experience. But whatever our experience or educational backgrounds, we would all be learning and teaching according
to the International Baccalaureate Primary Years Program (PYP) model. All new arrivals received more than 30 hours of
“introductory” training during the first year, beginning with three days of intensive professional development before
school started.
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Margaret Mitchell and Sarah Larsen are two B.C. teachers who happen also
to be mother and daughter. Margaret made an end-of-career decision to teach
in Southeast Asia shortly after her daughter, Sarah, began an early-career
adventure that took her to Vietnam. They both reflect here on the quality
of their experiences and the ways they have been changed, personally and
professionally, by the opportunity to teach and live in another culture.
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On the first day of school, my 18 students filed into the room filled with anticipation. They were a multicultural lot from
Germany, Italy, Australia, Canada, USA, Indonesia, Korea, Thailand, India and Vietnam. Many of their parents worked for
non-governmental organizations in Vietnam. 

With such a multicultural student body, UNIS decided to celebrate UN Day in October – when 48 different flags were
paraded across the stage. We celebrated other holidays when the Vietnamese did, which gave students (and teachers) the
opportunity to learn about the rich, resilient and vital Vietnamese culture, in addition to the history and geography taught
in grade level curriculum. We learned about the Moon Festival and Tet, the Vietnamese Lunar New Year. The school’s cal-
endar was also interspersed with several week-long holidays.

I didn’t find it difficult to incorporate PYP practices into my teaching, as they mirrored my own professional beliefs. The
program is academically challenging, but reading, writing and mathematics did not overshadow the importance of atti-
tudes and the learnings that are central to the International Baccalaureate Program. Our students were expected to be
thinkers, inquirers, communicators. Furthermore they were encouraged to take risks without fear of making mistakes,
show empathy for one another, be open minded, consider new ideas and demonstrate integrity in all they did.

Daily preparation periods with grade level colleagues and bi-monthly professional development meetings enriched my
teaching, and specialists in PE, Art, Music and Information Technology enhanced the program. 

UNIS supported a number of local organizations to help street youth and children with mental and physical handicaps.
It was primarily high school staff and students who ran these, and I wanted to find a group that the elementary leader-
ship group could help. While shopping in downtown Hanoi, I found “Kids and Stone”, an organization that takes in street
youth and teaches them how to carve in stone. We not only raised funds for clothing, medical supplies, and hygeine prod-
ucts, we also invited the young carvers to come to our school, meet our students, and teach them a bit about carving stone. 

My two year experience in Asia changed my life, both personally and professionally. Personally, I was transformed by my
travels, becoming aware of the wondrous diversity Asia has to offer. My favourite travel experience was the nine hour hike,
under clear blue skies, on the Great Wall of China. Or was it sitting atop a temple in Bagan, marveling at a vista of over
2000 Burmese temples and pagodas? No, I think I most enjoyed gently rocking back and forth in a small boat on a river in
Malaysian Borneo, blanketed by darkness, looking up at the North Star, the Southern Cross and billions of twinkling stars.
But what about my 30th birthday, when prayer flags flapped in the winds as we hiked the Himalayas in the pristine king-
dom of Bhutan? Or was it watching a parade of saffron-robed monks quietly walking down the streets of Luang Probang
in Laos? I can’t decide. And why should I?

Of course, the experience has also changed the way I approach my teaching. The professional development I received at
UNIS was outstanding and helped me to develop a clear set of philosophical beliefs which I continue to use. My students
have responded well to the infusion of PYP into the provincial learning outcomes. I have become more aware of my 
students, their backgrounds and personal interests. I am now back in a Canadian school, with far fewer resources at my
disposal. Most of the students in my class have come to Canada from parts of Asia. I now look to them as resources. Instead
of learning about just the Chinese New Year, we learn how the Koreans and Vietnamese celebrate the Lunar New Year 
as well. I encourage students to appreciate the diversity in the room and to take every opportunity to learn from one
another. My students are also teachers, from whom I learn every day.

Teaching at UNIS Hanoi was the opportunity of a lifetime. It is an experience that my husband and I will never forget
and hope to repeat in future…another continent, another magical experience. I

SARAH LARSEN is back teaching Grade 7 in Burnaby, B.C. – for now.
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EN BREF Margaret Mitchell et Sarah Larsen sont deux enseignantes de la
Colombie-Britannique. Elles sont également mère et fille. Mme Mitchell, à
l’orée de la retraite, a pris la décision d’enseigner à Macao, en Chine, peu de
temps après que sa fille Sarah se soit rendue à Hanoi, au Vietnam, pour
enseigner aussi. Elles témoignent toutes deux de leur vie et de leur expéri-
ence de travail dans une autre culture et sur les changements personnels et
professionnels que cela a produits. 




