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TELL US ABOUT HOW YOUR PERSONAL LIFE HAS CHANGED
Both my wife and I are teachers in China, she teaches PYP (or kindie kids 
for non IB teachers) and I teach MYP and DP (or middle school and high school). We teach in
Guangzhou where there have been 339 confirmed cases of COVID-19, better known as the
Coronavirus. She is a local and her family grew up here.
 
I’m from Canada and during the first week of the virus many of my friends and coworkers who
were abroad for the Chinese New Year vacation decided not to return. Within a few days, many
of those who were in Guangzhou decided to leave. With each passing day it seemed more and
more travel restrictions were being imposed. There was uncertainty about the virus and
uncertainty about quarantine leaving the country.
 
As it was Chinese New Year, we were in the middle of the largest migration of people on the
planet when the outbreak in Wuhan occurred. Coworkers who were visiting Hubei at the time
were placed under quarantine, some are still there and each day the World Health Organization
increased the severity of the warnings. Many teachers caught the first available flight out of
China. The longer we stayed, the less options there were for flights out of China and the
likelihood that we would be quarantined upon arrival in another country grew.
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FINDING OUR WAY
Life and teaching Drama amidst the Coronavirus crisis 

In Guangzhou, public gatherings were banned and
it became compulsory to wear masks and submit
to temperature checks when entering all buildings.
People from a given community were not
permitted to enter other communities and most
buildings had a single entry point where screening
was mandatory.
 
And still, the feeling within my building and that of
the friends we have here, is one of solidarity and
hopefulness. The city has been trying to contain
the outbreak and limit the impact on the lives of
families here and everybody is supporting the
effort.

My wife and I outside The Opera House in Huacheng
Square where there a usually thousands of people.
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TELL US ABOUT WHAT IT IS LIKE WHERE YOU LIVE
There are levels to the quarantine. If you are in a building where there has been a confirmed
case of COVID-19 you are instructed to report to a designated hospital and then there is a
recommended fourteen day self-quarantine. There has been a ban on all public gatherings,
meaning while you can shop or take out food from a restaurant or coffee shop, you may not
congregate inside and most shop owners meet you at the door for a temperature check while
they take your order.

Mandatory temperature checks outside
of McDonald's and the shopping centre.

A normally busy grocery store, well-stocked
but empty.

COVID-19 information displayed on screens
in empty malls.

More COVID-19 information displayed on
screens outside empty malls.
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We can come and go as freely as we please, however we are subject to temperature checks
upon leaving and entering the building and all are advised to keep a one meter distance
between yourself and others. All food is readily available from fresh produce to imported
goods and there is no difference in the amount or quality of food in any grocery stores. 
 
I feel completely safe. I have seen no impact from the virus itself (meaning I don’t personally
know anyone who is sick) but a lot of impact from the fear the virus has caused. Quarantine
and flight restrictions from China are major concerns for those living within the country. As my
wife’s family is here, we decided to stay. With each passing day however, options to leave are
becoming less and less of a possibility.

Empty city streets.

TELL US ABOUT HOW YOUR TEACHING LIFE HAS CHANGED
I am Head of Year 10 at an international school here in Guangzhou and I teach MYP/DP Theatre
as well as Theory of Knowledge. We have a very active Creative Arts Programme at our school
and the students’ stage two big productions a year. A Shakespeare play and a musical. We
finished A Midsummer Night’s Dream in December and the kids were in the middle of rehearsals
for Oliver! which would have been staged in March. We were also bringing our middle school
actors to Shanghai for the ISTA Middle School Festival. With the postponement and cancellation
of these events the students are left with a further sense of loss.
 
Three weeks ago, when it became clear that school would not be resuming due to the rapid
spread of COVID-19, our school, like many, launched its online learning programme. We were
primarily working with Teams, Managebag and OneNote, supplemented by videos uploaded
from teachers. It quickly became apparent that despite all the platforms we employed to
deliver content and instruct our classes, we were and are, dealing with a much bigger problem.
Students who left China are often not in a situation where they can consistently access online 
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learning. Some have arrived in countries to find themselves quarantined in hotels and unable to
access even the basic of online instruction. Students within China, who often relied on internet
cafes to work with their peers were suddenly without a place to meet.
 
From a pastoral perspective the goal has been to assess the individual learning ability of our
students in their given situations and then decide how best to facilitate them moving forward and
meeting the curriculum requirements. To say it is more time consuming than in-class instruction
would be an understatement.
 
WHAT DO YOU WISH OTHERS KNEW ABOUT YOUR EXPERIENCE?
My father is in St John’s, Newfoundland and my sister is in California. Most of my conversations
with them are an attempt to convince them that life in Guangzhou is, for the most part, normal.
And it is. There are challenges we face each day living in Guangzhou due to the Coronavirus but
for family members abroad the news reports and the fear that is generated can become
overwhelming. The panic makes a difficult situation even worse. To understand a concern as
complicated as the one China is currently facing requires an unbiased look at what the media
presents and then the understanding that the situation itself changes day to day, hour to hour.
 
WHAT HAVE YOU LEARNED FROM THIS EXPERIENCE BOTH PERSONALLY AND/OR
PROFESSIONALLY? 
Personally, I have an even greater appreciation of family and friends. I have been pleasantly
surprised at how communities in Guangzhou have pulled together to help each other. Being a
foreigner abroad it can become easy to resent cultural differences, particularly in times of crisis.
The predominant feeling here is one of support and cooperation. Most daily interaction outside
the household takes place behind an N95 surgical mask. It is difficult to tell what a person is
feeling when you can’t see their face and for most, a kind word goes a long way.
 
Professionally, I empathise with my students. We have Year 12 students who are midway through
the process of completing their Collaborative Project and are unable to meet to finish the task.
We have two basketball teams that were to compete in Taiwan for an ACAMIS title and the
tournament is cancelled. We have students who were preparing an entire semester for the school
musical which is now postponed. And we have students who are uncertain about their future and
when they can return to school. The support of teachers and classmates is key. Our school sports
teams are the Wolves and there is a Rudyard Kipling quote… ‘For the strength of the pack is the
wolf, and the strength of the wolf is the pack’. We rely on each other. While online lessons can
provide the essentials for learning, clearly a school is much more.
 
The interactions of coworkers, of teachers and students, the accomplishments and activities
outside the classroom are the foundation of a school community. I look forward to getting back to
work and getting the students back in the classrooms, on the courts and fields and of course, up
on the stage.
 
There have been many more positives than negatives from this experience. Whether students and
teachers are stuck abroad or isolated in China, we are a community. We continue to work together
to support each other. Today in Guangzhou there have been no new reported cases and the ten
foreigners infected have all recovered. Restaurants have reopened and the ban on communal
gathering is lifted. It’s a beautiful sunny day outside and my wife and I are going to the park to
film material for online lessons about colours and shapes. Guangzhou Jiayou!


