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Bringing Worlds Together:
China and America through the Eyes
of Dr.Yali Zhao

John S. Crumb II &
Chara Haeussler Bohan

Georgia State University

Imagine pioneering a brave new frontier with all of the questions,
fears, and excitement that exploration brings. Yali Zhao was not part of
the American westward expansion, nor was she an astronaut seeking to
step out into outer space. She is however, on a journey to expand multi-
cultural relations through cultural exchange and the analysis of multiple
historical perspectives. Zhao’s journey began in Xinjiang Uygur Autono-
mous Region in northwestern China.! Her journey continues today in the
Southeastern region of the United States.

The purpose of this article is to demonstrate how Yali Zhao's life story
is representative of many Chinese immigrants’ experiences in the U.S., yel
it is also to show how her biographical experiences are unique. From a la-
borer’s daughter in China to a well-respected scholar in the United States,
Zhao's story reflects an interesting dichotomy. A member of the Han ma-
jority in China, Zhao was raised in a region where she was a minority
among the Uygur, a Muslim ethnic group. As Zhao explored cultural dif-
ferences in China, she developed a distinct perspective among her fellow
Chinese citizens. Zhao would later experience life as a minority yet again
in the United States. In the following narrative, we recount Zhao's life
during China’s Cultural Revolution in Xinjiang province, her collegiate




48 Bringing Worlds Together

and graduate life in Xi’an, and Beijing, China and Athens, Georgia, and
her work with international students in the United States. These experi-
ences led Zhao to develop an interest in diverse ethnic groups around the
globe and to pursue teaching social studies at the university level in order
to share this knowledge and interest with future teachers.

Biographical Theory and Methodology

This investigation into Zhao's life story provides an opportunity to
expand educational research through biographical inquiry.* Through this
biographical inquiry, the complex issues and problems Zhao faced pro-
vide insight into her evolving beliefs as an educator.? For example, Zhao
exemplifies a strong work ethic typical of many Chinese who experi-
enced the hardships of the Cultural Revolution. Yet Zhao's life is atypi-
cal among Chinese immigrants because of her encounters with diverse
groups throughout her life. Zhao's narrative provides a “traditional ori-
entation that includes telling the subject’s story in a chronological pattern
with more emphasis upon developing a ‘quest plot’ and describing those
life-periods of recognition (or notoriety) to the general public.”# Different
from an ethnography, Zhao's narrative awakens the imagination to her
world view as an educator.®

Narrative biography fills an important role in educational research
by providing a glimpse into the lived experiences of other educators who
confront historical and contemporary issues. As Craig Kridel suggested in
1998, “the study of biography is slowly emerging as a significant develop-
ment in the field of educational research;” subsequent recent work in ed-
ucational biography demonstrates its continued acceptance and relevance
as a field of educational study.® Documenting Yali Zhao's life experiences,
situated in historical and contemporary contexts, fills a gap in educational
research, as the lives of Chinese American professors are often omitted
from educational biographies. Many benefits emerge from educational
research that focuses on the biographies of educators. As Stephen Oates
explains, “There are good reasons for biography’s appeal. For one thing,
it demonstrates that the individual does count — which is reassuring to
people in our complex, technical age, who often feel caught up in vast im-
personal forces beyond their control.”” Zhao's life may appear typical of
Chinese immigrants in the professoriate, yet her life experiences are also
unique and worthy of investigation and description.

In order to conduct this particular educational biography, the au-
thors read secondary literature on contemporary China in order to sit-
uate Zhao’s life in historical context. In addition, the authors obtained
and reviewed relevant articles that Zhao authored, as well as syllabi and
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other materials related to her educational biography. Both authors held
individual personal interviews with Yali Zhao on two separate occasions.
Subsequently, both asked follow-up questions with Zhao when needed
for clarification purposes. Finally, the authors submitted the manuscript
to Zhao at least four times to provide opportunities for her to correct any
misinterpretations and to serve the function of member-checking. Zhao
provided feedback and editorial corrections each time to ensure accuracy
of the authors’ description of her life. Member-checking also served as a
means to honor Zhao’s perspective on her lived experiences. Thus, the
authors’ approach reflected a traditional biographical approach that relies
on contextual documents, as well as incorporated oral history interviews,
in order to give voice to the biographical subject.

The relationship between the authors and the biographical subject re-
mains complex. The primary author is a doctoral student at the university
where Zhao works and the secondary author is a colleague at the same
institution. The first author is married to a woman of Chinese origin and
the second author has an adopted child from China. Thus, both authors
have a personal interest in Chinese culture and history. The first author
never studied under Yali Zhao as she teaches in the elementary education
department, thus a hierarchal relationship does not exist. The second au-
thor has been a colleague with Zhao for a decade and they have a collegial
working relationship. Certainly, these relationships with Zhao enhanced
access to information about her life experiences. She was able to clarify
statements in the manuscript quickly. However, the research was also
complicated by the personal relationship, especially when the authors and
biographical subject held differing viewpoints. For example, Zhao did not
want the authors to include a picture of Confucius that she found offen-
sive. The authors agreed to change the image. In another instance, Zhao
and the second author came to an understanding after considerable delib-
eration that their views on the one-child policy respectfully differed. Thus,
the biography reflects a traditional approach to writing about a life, while
simultaneously honoring the lived experience of the subject.

While deference to Zhao’s perspective on her lived experience is of-
fered, several differences between Zhao’s written account of her cross-cul-
tural experience and the authors’ perspectives emerged. For example, the
authors provide more details on the socio-cultural and historical context of
the Cultural Revolution as well as post-Mao China and how these events
impacted Zhao's life. Zhao provides a more personal and emotional de-
scription of her life in her autobiographical narrative and in-person inter-
views. Moreover, the authors reference literature related to human rights
from an American perspective, and they offer a comparison of the Chinese
and American education systems. Zhao does not describe these contex-
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tual issues in her narrative and observes that her perspective of China’s
government and policies is less critical. Thus, this educational biography
highlights elements of Zhao's life that she has not detailed in her own
writings. Ultimately, both the authors and Zhao believe her life story has
meaning and relevance, particularly for individuals who are minorities or
who face cross-cultural challenges.

Life Prior to the 21st Century

Yali Zhao was born in 1965, one year prior to the start of the Chinese
Cultural Revolution that was initiated and led by Chairman Mao Zedong.
The Cultural Revolution began in 1966 and lasted until Chairman Mao’s
death in 1976.8 During this timeframe, all of China under Mao was cast
into upheaval, which was later referred to as “ten years of catastrophe.”
All forms of capitalism including land ownership were repudiated and
anyone practicing capitalism was persecuted and publicly humiliated in
endless denouncing meetings.! ,

Some Americans might question how a society could blindly follow
the dictates of one man. Understanding the Cultural Revolution is diffi-
cult given the geographic and cultural differences between America and
China, but considerable literature has been published recently to illumi-
nate this time period in Chinese history for American audiences." For
the vast majority of the people of China during the Cultural Revolution,
Chairman Mao was viewed as a diety.®? Controlling all forms of the media
and education, Mao gave orders and the people most often obeyed with-
out question.’® Chinese citizens were passive in politics and possessed few
human rights.’* Authors of histories of the Chinese Cultural Revolution
have painted a portrait of a time period that appears harsh, particular-
ly from an American perspective. For example, Fairbank and Goldman
wrote in their history of China that the Chinese, “...have no human rights
because they have been taught that the assertion of human rights (such as
due process of law) would be selfish and antisocial and therefore ignoble.
It would also be severely punished.”!® According to estimates, there were
around one million victims of the Cultural Revolution, many of whom did
not survive.!® “To Chinese, so sensitive to peer-group esteem, to be beaten
and humiliated in public before a jeering crowd, including colleagues and
old friends, was like having one’s skin taken off.”"

Yet, not all Chinese people experienced such brutal conditions during
the Cultural Revolution, and Yali Zhao believes that such a description
did not match the historical reality that her family experienced during her
childhood in Xinjiang. In a recent interview and in a published chapter,
Zhao noted that even though her family, “experienced some discrimina-
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tion being labeled as “class of landlords’, we were not physically bullied or
cruelly treated.”®® The discrimination to the Zhao children was more of a
verbal or psychological kind as the topic was rampant in school textbooks
and public slogans. While the brutal descriptions of life during the Cul-
tural Revolution did happen to many people, Yali Zhao noted that her life
experience was not as harsh as those who had more ruthless encounters.
In reading a draft of this manuscript for member-checking purposes, Zhao
explained that a few reasons accounted for these differences in experienc-
es.!? First, she was very young, aged 1-11 years old, during the Cultural
Revolution. A child’s understanding differs from an adult’s understand-
ing, and certainly Zhao’s knowledge and experience of Chinese politics
would have been limited at such a tender age. Second, her parents worked
exceptionally hard to gain people’s respect, despite their landlord label.
To this day, Zhao continues to exhibit a strong work ethic and a positive
view of the world. This understanding is not intended to convey that all
people with strong work ethics were as fortunate as Zhao’s family, nor
that the contrary is true. During the Cultural Revolution many Chinese
people lost their homes, jobs, educational opportunities, and sometimes
their own lives.?

Zhao's family’s class was that of “landlord,”?' even though her grand-
parents’ family in central China did not actually own a lot of land before
new China was founded in 1949 and her parents were very young and had
no land at all. The landlord title held much disdain and hatred. To escape
condemnation and also answer the call of young people to improve con-
ditions in remote and frontier areas, Zhao’s parents migrated from central
China to Xinjiang province in hope that the Cultural Revolution in this
region would not be as frenzying as in the central and eastern parts of
China. Family members were hired and worked as hard laborers for the
Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps (XPCC), where many Han
Chinese settled down for both building and defending Xinjiang.? Xinjiang
was known as a “minority”? region (home of the ethnic Uygur), so Zhao
grew up in a “very very diverse part of China.”? The Han is the dominant
ethnic group (the majority) throughout China; however, it composes only
a minority part of the population in the five ethnic minority autonomous
regions in China; Xinjiang Uygur, Guangxi Zhuang, Tibet, Ningxia Hui
and Inner Mongolia (see Map 1). Zhao grew up in an Uyghur dominat-
ed area and acquired an appreciation for Uyghur food, music, crafts, and
other aspects of the Uyghur culture.? Fear of ethnic tension existed in the
region, but Zhao was curious about the Uyghur Muslim way of life. She
also wanted to discover more about the Uyghur people.? Growing up in
Xinjiang, Zhao learned that it was critical to act in harmony with other eth-
nic groups.” “I still remember clearly how often we were admonished by
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our parents and teachers that we must respect the lifestyles and religious
practices of the Uyghur people to avoid triggering any ethnic conflicts.”?

Being raised in Xinjiang brought mixed emotions. While she was
proud of her parents for being pioneers on China’s “western frontier”,
Zhao felt as if she was “living at the end of the world and had been for-
gotten by the rest of China - a sentiment shared by many in my home-
town.”? Zhao noted that her family lived far in the south of Xinjiang from
the 1950s through the 1990s. When she was a young girl in the 1970s, it
took at least eight days at that time to reach cities such as Beijing by bus
and or train. While growing up, Yali Zhao noted that some sporadic un-
rest between Han Chinese and minority groups existed in Xinjiang, but
the relationship between groups was tolerable. Generally speaking, as a
young child, Yali Zhao did not perceive the need to cope with such issues
as she lived mostly with Han people.*® Additionally, relations with Chi-
na’s neighboring countries to the west “had become tense and unstable.”3!
Compared to China’s eastern provinces, Xinjiang lagged behind both in
terms of economic and educational opportunities.®

Map 1 (Five autonomous regions of China highlighted in light gray) 3
The Cultural Revolution and Education

Prior to 1912, the emperor and nobility dominated Chinese political
culture (a form of Chinese feudalism), while the vast majority of people
worked as peasants.3 This stratified economic and political system led to
considerable unrest in the early part of the 20th century. Military coups
and civil wars plagued the country until 1949 when China became a com-
munist country under Chairman Mao.*® The Chinese government under
the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party extirpated this old feu-
dal system and began classifying citizens into various social categories.*
During the Cultural Revolution, the Chinese people were further divided
into the Seven Black Categories and the Five Red Categories.”” Citizens
who belonged to the Five Red Categories were given preferential status;
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they included: revolutionary soldiers, workers, poor and lower-middle
class peasants, revolutionary officers and revolutionary martyrs.*® Citi-
zens who were members of the Seven Black Categories included: land-
lords, rich farmers, reactionary bad elements, rightists, traitors and spies,
and their children.® Those in the Seven Black Categories were excluded
from many privileges. Among the privileges they were denied was joining
the Communist Party and the army, being promoted at work, and pursu-
ing higher levels of education.®

As a young student, Zhao found that carrying the label of one of the
Seven Black Categories to be tremendously painful because the anti-land-
lord topic was pervasive in all the textbooks they read at that time, mostly
during her elementary school years (1972-1976).* This humiliating status
remained with Zhao’s parents, siblings and herself no matter how well
they behaved.#

My siblings and I were naturalized ‘landlords,” a title of which we
were painfully ashamed; it was a nightmare that we had to endure
for many years, whether it was on the first day of school, when we
had to write down our family’s classification on the registration
forms, or when we were reading textbooks about how the poor
peasants were mistreated and exploited by the cruel landlords.
Such themes were prevalent and ubiquitous in every school sub-
ject area, even in math application problems. Slogans and posters
denouncing the Black Categories always hung conspicuously on
the walls, often making me feel as though I were sitting on pins
and needles. I was unhappy and confused about why young peo-
ple like me who had grown up “under the red flag” (a term refer-
ring to generations who were born after the People’s Republic of
China was established in 1949) had to carry on the humiliating
burden of our ancestors.*

Yet, Zhao perceived that she did not face arduous discrimination
overall because she continuously worked hard to earn respect and was an
honored student.# Her parents, however, did encounter discrimination,
and consequently Yali Zhao was always aware of the discrimination en-
acted towards people with such labels. Zhao reflects that it was through
this difficult time, she learned humility, patience, and kindness.* These
experiences “forced me to become strong and optimistic when facing chal-
lenges.”*¢
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Figure 1
1 juxia Zhi severely berates Confucius

1747

Education had been emphasized and valued throughout Chinese
history until the Cultural Revolution. Confucius, the central figure and
founder of Chinese private education, was criticized and many of his tem-
ples and statues were ruined during that time. “What better way to attack
old belief systems than to attack their perceived champion, Confucius™*
(see Figure 1). Not only were capitalists targeted and persecuted during
the Cultural Revolution, but so were intellectuals, a category which in-
cluded teachers. However, 7hao's mother and father still believed in the
intrinsic value of education, and encouraged their children to work hard
in school to achieve high grades and become teachers. “My parents were
always very humble and very nice people. They taught me to work hard
and be nice to (other) people. By working hard you may someday have an
opportunity (for advancement).”*

Zhao and her siblings, an older sister and a younger brother contin-
ued to encourage each other to put forth their best effort. According to
Zhao, of the three children in her immediate family, she worked the hard-
ost. In her hometown in Xinjiang, if a person was born into a family of a
five black-listed category, the only career choices available was to become
4 farmer or a hard laborer. When Zhao was young, she dreamed of be-
ing in the military but members of her family could not qualify. Chinese
textbooks wrote about how lovely and honorable military service was,
and thus Yali Zhao thought she would enjoy serving her county. Like mil-
itary requirements in the U.S., Chinese soldiers needed to reach an age
of maturity before serving. Yali Zhao was 11 years old when the Cultural
Revolution ended in 1976, and social classification ended in 1979. By the
time she was 18 years old and able to attend a university, she realized
that obtaining a college education was more attractive and honorable than
joining the military. Yet, during the Cultural Revolution, Zhao's parents
hoped that if their children worked diligently and earned high grades in
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school, local schools might hire them as teachers.®® During the Cultural
Revolution, teaching represented a career opportunity for people like her
family members.

Life after the Cultural Revolution

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, political events started unfolding
in China that would profoundly affect Zhao's life. While she was in fifth
grade in 1976, Mao Zedong died. Hua Guofeng took over as Chairman of
the Central Committee, bringing the Cultural Revolution to an end.”! Zhao
entered middle school, a time of great transition for her and for China.
Hua was replaced by Deng Xiaoping, who ruled China from 1978 until
his retirement in 1992. Deng recognized that Mao’s economic policies had
failed China, plunging the nation into isolation and poverty.52 The Cultural
Revolution had also damaged Chinese universities, as Mao attacked what
he deemed as “reactionary bourgeois academic authorities.”? Jung Chang
in her tome on Mao describes in great detail the atrocities Mao incited in
the universities.* Fortunately, Deng instituted new economic reforms that
once again opened international relations with the western world. A few
years after the Cultural Revolution, new thoughts and ideas flowed into
China from the West. Zhao and her siblings became able to attend college
in the early 1980s. By the time Yali Zhao and her siblings enrolled in col-
lege, expectations and college admission in China had changed dramati-
cally. In the end, all three children attended universities in different areas
and selected different majors to study.

The educational system in place at the time of Zhao's collegiate expe-
rience dictated that college students from China’s frontier towns would
return to their hometown after graduation. The policy was instituted by
the government to improve the frontier and remote areas as they lagged
behind in education and other opportunities.®® However, this policy was
perceived to be unfair by many students from frontier areas because they
wanted to live in more populated and cosmopolitan areas and wanted a
chance to pursue careers outside their hometown. If a student took and
passed the graduate school exam and was admitted to a university, the
student did not have to return to the remote hometown. This path is the
option that Yali Zhao followed.

Zhao, like many students from remote areas, hoped that she would
be able to remain in a cosmopolitan area after graduation. For Zhao, it
was important to avoid the college assignment system which would have
forced her to return to her hometown. Although she was admitted to a
graduate program in another city, Zhao decided against attending be-
cause she was not familiar with the city. The decision to turn down the
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graduate program opportunity meant that Zhao was once again enrolled
in the college assignment system. Zhao discovered that some colleges in
Urumqui, the capital city of her hometown province of Xinjiang, were re-
cruiting outstanding university graduates as part of the faculty. The op-
portunity to work in Xinjiang would allow Zhao to be closer to her family
than most other cities in China. Confident she would be hired because
of her outstanding grades and some awards she had won in her college
program, she was asked to conduct a public lesson that her departmental
faculty would attend. Being asked to conduct a public lesson was a unique
opportunity afforded only a few students.”

On the day of her graduation job assignment, when she would learn
where she would be employed, Zhao received a pleasant surprise. “l was
totally shocked to hear that I would be hired by our department to teach
English as an assistant professor. Of course, I happily accepted this posi-
tion as I knew the university and the city Xi‘an so well...It was my dream
university at that time.”®

Zhao pursued her degree with a fiery passion in order to bring honor
to her family and learn new knowledge. Because of her deep interest in
the English language and the influence of her high school English teacher,
when Zhao graduated from high school, she wanted to teach English. Her
study of English reflected her continuing interest in diverse cultures. In
1987, Yali Zhao earned her Bachelor of Arts degree in English Language
and Literature from Shaanxi Normal University in Xi‘an, China. In China,
Normal Universities specialize in educating college students to become
teachers in specific subjects. Upon graduation, she was hired by Shaanxi
Normal University and worked as an assistant professor of English. This
achievement was a great honor for Zhao's family and for Zhao the posi-
tion brought a sense of relief and security.® “I began to build my self-es-
teem and confidence, both in communicating with people of various back-
grounds and seeking ways to accomplish my dreams.”®

Yali Zhao's dreams continued to come true as she migrated to the city
of Beijing, a city which held special meaning for Zhao, not only for its elite
status as China’s capital and cultural center, but also because of how she
was educated about Chairman Mao when she was young.® Zhao further
developed her interest in diverse cultures in Beijing as she began an ad-
vanced study of English language and Western Cultures. Zhao earned a
Postgraduate Advanced Study Certificate in English Language and Liter-
ature from Beijing University of Science and Technology, in Beijing, China
in 1991. Upon graduation, Zhao was hired by the university. As an assis-
tant professor in Beijing, Zhao taught a course called, “English-Speaking
Countries and Western Culture.”® The course not only broadened her
knowledge of western history and culture, but it sparked Zhao's inter-
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est in how western countries dealt with diverse ethnic and social issues.®
At the University of Science and Technology, she worked as an assistant
professor for six years and as an associate professor for three years. From
1995 to 1999, Zhao also served as the Coordinator of Foreign Affairs at the
same university. During the 1990s, acquiring an academic job in China
was considerably different from the process in the United States. In the
United States, the vetting process is quite rigorous and often requires a
doctorate from an institution of higher education. Chinese institutions of
higher education faced the challenge of rebuilding in the wake of the Cul-
tural Revolution.

Zhao's tenure at the University of Science and Technology reinforced
her strong work ethic. Zhao authored five articles that were published in
Foreign Literature Review (China), and three articles in Book Reading Weekly
(China). She also translated and published many articles in newspapers
and journals. The subject matter included western literary works such as
Pride and Prejudice and Beowulf and writings by authors Robert Frost and
Robin Robinson. In 1995, Zhao co-authored the book English Advertising
and Culture.

Zhao met her future husband in Lanzhou and married in 1988 in Xi’an
when she was 23 years old. Her husband’s career seemed to mirror her
own. Both were tenured professors at the University of Science and Tech-
nology. Both would move to the U.S. and become doctoral students, and
both would teach at universities in Georgia. Their daughter was born in
1991 and was in fifth grade when the family immigrated to the United
States.

Life in the 21st Century

With the ushering in of a new millennium, Zhao experienced dramat-
ic changes in both her life and career. Zhao's diligence and interest were
evident in 2000, when she came to the United States. “I yearned to visit an
English-speaking country so that I could gain some firsthand knowledge
and experience of life in the western world. At the same time, [ felt the
urgent need to obtain a doctoral degree for my academic advancement
and promotion.”® She was admitted to the University of Georgia (UGA)
in Athens, GA where she began working on her doctoral degree in social
sciences. In addition to her doctoral studies, in 2003, she also began work-
ing on her Master’s degree in Instructional Technology at UGA. In Athens,
Georgia, Zhao once again was a minority among the people with whom
she lived.

The year 2004 was full of many important events in Zhao's life. Zhao
received her Ph.D. degree in social sciences and an Interdisciplinary
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Qualitative Studies Graduate Certificate. In 2004, Zhao also became an
assistant professor at Georgia State University (GSU) in the Department
of Early Childhood education. Georgia State is located in Atlanta, GA.
Zhao experienced the birth of her second child in 2007, an event that was
made possible because of the move to the U.S., as Zhao was able to avoid
China’s one-child policy.% In 1979, the Chinese government instituted the
one-child policy, but in October 2015 the law was changed to a two-child
policy.

In 2010, Zhao was extended tenure at GSU and became an associate
professor. With this promotion, her accomplishments and security were
solidified. Not surprisingly, Zhao has been extremely industrious, es-
pecially after arriving in the United States, as she honors her father and
mother with her diligence. Since 2000, Zhao has delivered over 50 presen-
tations at various conferences across the United States. Zhao has applied
for and received grants and many awards including: the Outstanding
Contribution to Georgia “We the People” Program (2007);% and the Distin-
guished Research in Teacher Education Award by the Georgia Association
of Teacher Educators (2005-2006).

Research in the United States

7hao's research work in the United States initially reviewed how so-
cial science classes and character development among, students changed
in China during the 1980s and 1990s. For example, she identifies how tra-
ditional values of good citizenship were replaced by the need for students
to become aware of the influence of globalization and the need to become
socially adaptable.” This interest in globalization reflects Zhao's under-
standing of diversity that stemmed from her early life experiences.

During the beginning of her doctoral studies, Zhao did not foresee
how social studies education would become relevant to her career and at
one point even regretted her decision to major in it.® The program m atched
neither her interests nor career direction. This attitude would eventually
change as Zhao saw that the curriculum included an abundance of infor-
mation about western history, geography and culture. Zhao realized that
she could better serve her Chinese college students when she returned
to China by obtaining her doctoral degree in the U.S. Gradually, through
her coursework she began to understand how social studies education
could help shape the minds of students and influence their future actions.
In Georgia, Zhao became even more receptive to the diverse cultural ele-
ments of various ethnic groups. Just as she had appreciated many aspects
of the Uygur culture during her childhood, she was willing to expand
her knowledge of the western world. At this point, Zhao embraced social
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studies education as her passion and career.®

Zhao's work started to change as she began researching elementary
school teacher and student perspectives of social studies content in the
United States.” In one of her published articles, Zhao corroborated pre-
vious research about the negative perceptions of social studies that exist
among some elementary students and how many students do not under-
stand the value of social studies. This study was an outer reflection of how
Zhao started examining social studies education in the United States as
part of her research.

While working on her doctorate at the University of Georgia, Zhao
took several instructional technology courses.” Originally she wanted to
learn some new skills for teaching.”? Gradually, she found it to be chal-
lenging and entertaining. As Zhao was searching for a dissertation topic,
she realized that she could combine two of her interests, social studies and
technology. She wanted to find out to what degree social studies teachers
were incorporating technology into their pedagogy. Zhao wrote several
journal articles that focused on the integration of technology in the class-
room; more specifically, Zhao addressed the relative lag in social studies
teachers’ utilization of technology in the classroom when compared to
other content areas, such as math and science.” Zhao cites several reasons
for the lack of technical infusion into the social studies curricula which
include: insufficient technology, inadequate training and lack of planning
time.” Zhao noted in her research that the use of technology in the social
studies classroom often promotes student engagement.” The study’s find-
ings concluded that while teacher training could help teachers integrate
technology in the classroom, it does not ensure that teachers would in-
crease their usage of technology.”

One of Zhao's pedagogical passions is to help pre-service elemen-
tary teachers better understand cultural diversity, thus demonstrating a
unique quality that sets her apart. As an integral part of her life, Zhao
wishes to impart her love for diversity to her students. With the ever in-
creasing number of students with' limited English proficiency entering
American schools, it is important for teachers to comprehend the diverse
backgrounds that their students bring to the classroom.” Zhao believes
that pre-service teacher exchange programs can provide one possible way
for teachers to further develop and keep a positive relationship with im-
migrant students.”® Zhao directs a program that brings American college
students at an urban institution to schools in China, so that the students
can gain direct experience with the Chinese education system.

The Immigration Experience: Career with a Purpose

Prior to entering the United States, Zhao intended on returning to
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China once she earned her doctoral degree.” However, family and profes-
sional reasons altered that decision. While writing her dissertation, Zhao's
husband and daughter were both at crucial stages in their respective aca-
demic careers. Additionally, the United States offered Zhao an opportuni-
ty to conduct multicultural research from multiple perspectives.® Perhaps
one of the most important reasons that Zhao decided to stay in the U.S.
was that she had found a career with a purpose. In her eyes, she had be-
come a cultural ambassador for students from diverse backgrounds.® She
became impassioned about researching and teaching educational issues
while working with prospective students to help them serve culturally
diverse students.

Once she had decided that she wished to remain in the United States,
one of the greatest challenges for Zhao was being able to stay. The process
for obtaining a green card was long, tedious, complicated, and expensive.
Dealing with the immigration service bureaucracy was extremely frustrat-
ing at times. She feared that the delays in processing her status placed
her tenure in peril. Zhao's temporary work immigration status would not
allow her to apply for external grants nor were some academic opportu-
nities, such as federal student loans and in-state scholarships, available
for her daughter.® Although her daughter had attended public schools in
Georgia for many years, she did not have a green card. However, Zhao's
diligent character allowed her to persevere with the immigration process.

As an international student, Zhao experienced a handful of language
and cultural barriers in the American educational system, but perhaps
not as many as other students; in the meantime, many American teach-
ers lacked appropriate understanding of Chinese students’ cultural back-
ground. In order to facilitate student learning, it is important for teachers
to empathize with their students and teach from culturally responsive
pedagogy. Therefore, 7hao started to lead college of education students in
cross—cultural immersion experiences in China 50 that pre-service teach-
ers can become better prepared to teach students from diverse cultural
backgrounds. It is not sufficient for students and instructors to learn about
other cultures, but they must also learn from and with others who have di-
verse cultural backgrounds.*® As an example, Zhao views university study
abroad programs as successful because they give students opportunities
to develop global and cultural perspectives.

7hao wishes for social studies teachers to embrace diversity by con-
veying to their students that for every event, multiple perspectives exist
and that often history is far more complex than the stories depicted in
textbooks. In a study that Zhao helped conduct, the authors analyzed the
Korean War from multiple perspectives using textbook excerpts from Chi-
na, Japan, Russia, North Korea, South Korea (all translated into English)
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and the United States.®* Headline news involving North Korea’s further
development of its nuclear weapons program provided an opportunity
for students to examine the past and better understand its ramifications
on the present and future.®

The ways we were educated, the cultures we grew up in, and
the multiple perspectives we learned in our academic life have
greatly influenced our narration and understanding of the Korean
War. We will not hide our biases, which are always there when
we interpret historical events. We see history not as a fixed set of
facts, but as an interpretive process of debates, controversies, and
conflicting issues.®

By introducing or further developing analyses of multiple perspectives,
teachers are able to implement lessons involving student inquiry around
issues-centered problems.” One of the exciting elements about Zhao’s
work is that she does not simply point out problems that exist in educa-
tion, but sets forth in word and actions to find solutions to these issues.
One of the obstacles that teachers might have in implementing a lesson
centered on the Korean War may be based on limited resources such as
time and information.® To partially compensate for the lack of resources,
Zhao helps provide detailed lesson plans and materials for teachers. In
her course syllabi, Zhao has students read works about diversity, cul-
turally responsive pedagogy, and multiple perspectives. These readings
include works by Linda Darling-Hammond, Geneva Gay, and Beverly
Daniel Tatum.® She also has students engage in projects that reflect her
commitment to diversity and cross-cultural understanding.

Differences in Educational Systems

Transitioning from the role of student in one educational system to the
role of teacher in another educational system demonstrates Zhao’s adapt-
ability. Zhao has been able to examine the educational systems in China
and the United States as both an instructor and a parent. Zhao posits that
each system is moving in seemingly opposite directions. “In China, edu-
cation has become more student-centered while the United States is mov-
ing toward what China used to be: more teacher-centered and exam-fo-
cused.”®

Zhao comments that students in China typically are much more re-
spectful of their teachers than their counterparts in the United States.
American classrooms are much more diverse, and students are encour-
aged to voice their opinions. Some students may perceive this climate as
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less respectful than a homogeneous classroom where students sit passive-
ly and listen to the teacher. Clearly, the pedagogies in American and Chi-
nese classrooms are divergent, and can be misinterpreted. Interestingly,
Zhao also believes that students in China are becoming less respectful,
because of the one-child policy, the parents and grandparents are easily
tempted to spoil the only child. In China, moving to a more student-cen-
tered approach is difficult for teachers because of large class sizes, in com-
parison to the United States. Each elementary class often ranges from 45
to 50 students, while middle school classes are composed of 60 or more
students.”* Depending upon the particular school, the class sizes in some
high schools can even be higher. The large student numbers make “small”
group activities difficult to facilitate because of the restricted confines of
each classroom and limited teaching resources.

Obviously, there are many cultural differences between the Chinese
and American systems of education. The American system seems to be
much more open to diverse student cultures than the more homogenous
student culture of the Chinese system. However, one system that some
school districts are implementing in the United States, the cohort system,
has been used in China for many years.”? Under the system in China, Zhao
explained in her interview, students who are just beginning in elementary
school are divided into different classes and they remain in those classes
with the same classmates until they graduate from that particular school
(elementary or middle). Each class will stay together for all subjects (math,
art, Chinese, etc.). Traditionally, in the United States, a group of students
will remain together for some subjects and separate for others. The follow-
ing year, these groups of students will be mixed up again and will be part
of a different group of students. One of the advantages to a cohort system
is in allowing teachers and students to build relationships with each oth-
er that they can strengthen over the course of several years.®® Students
can also form a community in which they develop strong collaborative
skills.** However, Zhao is quick to note a potential disadvantage of the
system if students perceive the teacher to be a poor and uncaring instruc-
tor, which can hinder the learning process. Often, students, teachers and
parents will work together to solve this potential problem. According to
Zhao, teaching policies also differ between China and the United States.
For instance, teachers in China specialize in a specific subject, even in ele-
mentary school; a math teacher in elementary school will only teach math.

The college admission processes for China and the United States are
distinctive. The Chinese admission process is much more rigid and re-
quires students to demonstrate the utmost in diligence if they wish to be
successful. In China, high school graduates must participate in the Na-
tional College Entrance Exam if they wish to be admitted into a college or
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university.” This exam is administered once a year and all students must
take the exam at the same time and on the same days, June 6th, 7th and
8th. In most recent years, some prestigious universities started to offer ear-
ly application and test opportunities for highly academically successful
students. After the exams, students must estimate their own scores and
select a limited number of colleges or universities and majors they wish to
attend based on their perceived performance.® Once a student is admit-
ted and has chosen a major, he or she normally cannot change the major.
All students in Chinese colleges and universities are required to pass the
National English Test Band 4 before receiving their diploma.” According
to Zhao, the expectations for success depend greatly on the industrious-
ness and perseverance of the student. In the United States, students have
a broader range of flexibility in deciding which major they wish to pursue
as well as which college or university they wish to attend.

Zhao believes that only some aspects of the education systems of both
China and the United States are comparable. In China, the education sys-
tem by and large is unified on a national scale. In the United States, fifty
states and Washington D.C. have their own distinctive school systems and
within most of those school systems educational subsystems exist. For ex-
ample, in the state of Georgia, each county has its own school system.
However, the Common Core is facilitating a national curriculum in the
United States. Thus, the two worlds of China and the U.S. appear to be
moving closer together in the area of standardization in education.

Philosophy

Yali Zhao has a desire for her students to appreciate cross-cultural
perspectives. Zhao states that she is passionate that her students learn to
view the world through a global lens. It is only by broadening their aware-
ness of the world beyond their own borders that American students will
be able to more fully grasp that they live in a complex and increasingly
interconnected world. According to Zhao,

More than ever, there is the need for people all over the world

to understand better the differences between people, nations,
culture, religious beliefs, and values in order to live peacefully in
this increasingly diverse but globalized world. More than ever,
schools need to integrate global education into school curricula
and throughout student school life to prepare them for the new
challenges of the twenty-first century. %
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In her own life, Zhao wishes to continue to broaden her international
communication network. Zhao's passion for global studies stems from
her experiences living as a minority in nearly all of her residences.

For Yali Zhao the journey continues. Like all explorers, Zhao has faced
many challenges in her life. From navigating the waters of the Chinese
Cultural Revolution to overcoming the hurdles of language and cultural
barriers present in the United States for many immigrants, Zhao perse-
veres and overcomes. Zhao still has many obstacles ahead of her but she
is willing to meet them with a firm resolve to expand global awareness
among all of her students. Zhao increases this global awareness in part by
conveying to her students that human history is complex. One method of
helping students understand complexity better is by investigating histor-
ical events through multiple perspectives. What is her next goal? “Right
now I want to keep on building cultural bridges between the United States
and China.”* :

Throughout her life Yali Zhao has exemplified the diligent work ethic
typical of her generation. Persevering throu gh the challenges of the Cul-
tural Revolution, the Chinese educational system and immigration to the
United States, Zhao exemplifies that the diligence bears great rewards. Yet
through the perseverance, Zhao was able to foster an attitude that was
receptive to various cultures that were different from her own. Zhao's nar-
rative sets her apart in the field of education because of her commitment
to teaching her students and her colleagues of the importance of diversity
that arose from her own life experiences as a minority in an autonomous
region of China and in the southeastern United States.
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