
From Southeast Asia

ALTHOUGH I NEVER EXPECTED TO END MY TEACHING CAREER

IN MACAU, IT IS NOT A DECISION I REGRET. LIVING AND WORKING IN

SOUTHEAST ASIA HAS BEEN STIMULATING AND EVENTFUL.

Teaching in Macau
MARGARET MITCHELL

THE DISCUSSIONS I HAVE IN MACAU WITH PARENTS ABOUT

EDUCATIONAL PHILOSOPHY THAT SHAPES THE CURRICULAR EMPHASIS

IN CANADIAN SCHOOLS ARE VERY SIMILAR TO THOSE I ENGAGED IN

WITH PARENTS IN VANCOUVER.

Four years ago  (September 2002), I was teaching a Grade 7 class on the east side of Vancouver and had begun contem-
plating retirement.  After 33 years in the profession, I wanted to leave while I was still enthusiastic about my work and my
students. By January 2003, I had decided to retire and take advantage of the fact that our daughter and her husband were
teaching at the United Nations International School in Hanoi. I was planning an extended holiday in Southeast Asia. By late
March my retirement papers were processed. Then in early April an unexpected and unsolicited opportunity arose. I signed
a two year teaching contract agreeing to work for a fledgling international school in Macau, China.  At the same time, my
husband – retired from the Vancouver School Board where he had been an Associate Superintendent – had agreed to
begin work in June as head of school. 

The International School of Macao (T.I.S) is a privately owned school offering a Canadian curriculum. At the beginning
of its fourth year of operation (September 2005), the student body has grown to three hundred and ninety students with
a staff of 32 teachers and 12 teaching assistants, and the school has expanded its program to include Grades 7, 8 and 9. By
September 2006 the new T.I.S. premises will be opened with the capacity to accommodate 900 students up to Grade 10. 

Much of my very positive experience as an “expat” teacher is a result of the “pioneering” spirit that is part of being
involved in a vital new enterprise. What our school has to offer to Macau residents is unique. As a result we are under con-
stant scrutiny, and the rapid growth of the school reflects the good reputation for quality education we are building
together as a staff. The energy and optimism generated is invigorating. It has brought vitality to our staff and students.
There is a burgeoning demand for quality English language instruction in mainland China. The brief history of our school
will very probably be replicated many times in the near future.

For teachers at entry and exit stages in their careers, there are numerous incentives to explore overseas teaching oppor-
tunities. Full time classroom positions are available for young teachers who would have difficulty securing similar posi-
tions at home. There are financial benefits particularly for retired teachers drawing pensions. Taxes in many countries are
negligible or nonexistent. Class sizes are often lower; classes at T.I.S range in size from twelve to a mandated maximum of
twenty-five students. Teaching assistants are much more liberally assigned, particular at the primary grades.
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Many of the more experienced teachers at T.I.S. were initially dismayed by the paucity of learning materials and
resources to support classroom instruction.  But “necessity” has proven to be “the mother of invention”, and we have found
ways to meet our needs and those of our students. Whatever we have, we share, and as a result, we have become a tightly
knit professional group. We depend upon one another for support in the classroom and in the community.  As we forage
about, seeking to meet our personal and professional needs in a society where communication is always an issue, we share
frustrations and discoveries. Finding materials and supplies to support a Canadian curriculum in China has not been easy.
Experience has solved some problems, but a strong supply link with Canada has to be maintained.

Our staff is composed of many teachers relatively new to the profession and many who are approaching the end of their
careers. The number of mid-career teachers is disproportionately low. As a result, much of the professional development
I have enjoyed and benefited from has occurred while planning lessons or discussing student needs and behaviour with
the younger teachers. During the course of my career in Canada, I was privileged to sponsor nine teachers in training.
Guiding them through a practicum forced me to examine and articulate my notions of “best practice”. Working with entry
level teachers in Macau has provided me with a similar opportunity.  The “fresh” perspective and recent exposure to cur-
rent theories of “best practice” have helped hone my skills. 

Offering English language International Schools in China has become part of China’s push to become a super power.
There is a growing recognition of the need for English speakers to conduct global trade. But moving from Chinese schools
to a Canadian school requires students and parents to take a leap of faith. Chinese schools in Macau and in mainland China
rely heavily on rote learning. This reliance is necessitated by very large class sizes and supported by deeply ingrained
parental expectations. Parents who enroll their children at T.I.S. are engaging in what must seem to many of them a risky”
experiment. At my first “Meet the Teacher Night” in Macau, one father explained to the group, “In the local Chinese school,
my daughter was an excellent student (and she is!), but they were not teaching her to think. I want her to learn to think!” 

My Grade 7 classes at Lord Nelson Elementary in East Vancouver were just as multicultural as my classes in Macau, with
approximately the same percentage of Chinese students. Many of the students and their parents in Vancouver were
valiantly attempting to adjust to Canadian culture. The discussions I have in Macau with parents about educational 
philosophy that shapes the curricular emphasis in Canadian schools are very similar to those I engaged in with parents in
Vancouver. Had I taught in China earlier in my career, the experience would have contributed immeasurably to my appre-
ciation of the culture and education system that so many of my students in east Vancouver had experienced before they
emigrated to Canada. I would have been better equipped to help them adjust to the radically different education system
in the West.

Although I never expected to end my teaching career in Macau, it is not a decision I regret. Living and working in South-
east Asia has been stimulating and eventful. The circumstances in which I find myself both professionally and personally
have been challenging and rewarding. T.I.S. is a reputable institution that can be depended upon to honour my contract.
(Sadly, the same cannot be said for all the international schools that are springing up in Southeast Asia and China).

I consider myself fortunate in my choice of location and employer. My students for the most part have been thought-
ful, enthusiastic and diligent. I have enjoyed working with my colleagues and I have formed friendships that I hope will
last. And life here has unique opportunities: our first staff outing involved a day trip sailing on a junk in the South China
Sea. What fun! I

MARGARET MITCHELL is a retired teacher who taught for 35 years in the Canadian school system. When her Chinese con-
tract is completed in June, she will return to Canada to begin her retirement and find ways to use her educational experi-
ence in the volunteer sector.
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