HuaiYa Senior High School
Sha’anxi Province, Baoji Prefecture, Mei County, HuaiYa Town
陕西省，宝鸡市，眉县，槐芽镇
Why go to HuaiYa?
In short, I HIGHLY recommend HuaiYa School to anyone who is serious about teaching. It’s entirely possible that HuaiYa School is the best school that Buckland has to offer. It’s not without its faults; I list those below. And HuaiYa is not for everyone. But this school is amazing in enough ways to make me assess it so highly. Consider the PROS and CONS as listed below and decide for yourself if it’s the right school for you. At the very least, don’t overlook it just because the school seems isolated in the countryside.
the pros and cons of HuaiYa


Cons (in no particular order):

(1) Small town: This is the obvious con of HuaiYa. It is a small town, so it doesn’t have all the exciting things a big city has. It has no bars, no dance clubs, no theatres, no zoos, no parks, no large shopping plazas or malls, etc. 

(2) Isolation: you will be the only English-speaking person—alone. In a city, this is not so bad because you can do some fun things. But here, your entertainment is what you make of it. If you are willing and eager to make friends with the teachers, students, and townspeople, there is no social isolation. You will love HuaiYa as much as any place. But if you don’t want to interact with the students and teachers outside of your capacity as teacher, you better like being alone! You better enjoy at least one of the following: hiking, bike riding, running, basketball, television (popular TV shows are widely available at DVD shops, especially in Xi’an), movies, reading, surfing the Internet, playing computer games, or if nothing else talking to yourself. Seriously though, the students and teachers can make great friends. They are incredibly busy, but there are opportunities to bond (between classes, during meals, evenings). Don’t worry; no foreign teacher has ever gone insane living here!

(3) Low quality stuff: some of the stuff sold in HuaiYa is low-quality. Most of my shirts and coats have had problems like fraying, broken zipper, etc. This is an endemic China-wide problem, so you’ll find it wherever you go. 
(4) Location: HuaiYa is in the countryside, so  you can’t ever go directly where you want to go from HuaiYa. You’re going to have to take a bus (or two, or three) to get where you want to go. To go to nearby Xi’an, for example, you will have to transfer to another town first before going to Xi’an. It’s a small inconvenience though. In fact, look below in the pros and you will see that I also consider HuaiYa’s location to be a ‘pro.’ 

(5) Internet: There is no wireless network at this time. And the internet connection is generally good but unstable. It is high speed at night (after midnight especially) and in the early morning. In the afternoon, it is much slower. Also, the internet connection is characterized by streaks of performance. It will be good for weeks, then bad or totally shut off for anywhere from one hour to as long as 5 or 6 days. I want to emphasize that if I had to assess the internet connection in general, I would say it is good. But those periods of poor connectivity or inaccessibility are very frustrating and force me to write this aspect in the ‘con’ section.
(6) Lack of communication: The teachers and administrators leave you alone (which for the most part is a good thing). But that means they also often fail to inform you of schedule changes or important upcoming events or holidays breaks. This means you must ask questions and be persistent. It also means you must be tolerant of and prepared for ‘surprises,’ such as being told to teach class at 8:00am when you normally teach that class at 4:30pm. I also want to mention that this ‘lack of communication’ seems to be a problem at most Chinese schools, since other foreign teachers at other schools have complained of all the same things.
Pros (in no particular order):
(1) Key school: this school is one of the top schools in Sha’anxi Province. Its reputation attracts high-quality teachers and students.

(2) Experience with foreign teachers: There is an extensive history of working with foreign teachers at HuaiYa School (the first foreign teacher came in 2002). For you, this means that the teachers, students, and townspeople will be comfortable with you. They won’t avoid you. Neither will they crowd around you or constantly beg for pictures or shout “halllooooooo” in that obnoxious voice whenever seeing you. Expect some staring though; that never goes away entirely.
(3) Faculty: the teachers at this particular school are top-notch. They are friendly, outgoing, generous, curious, open-minded, and humorous. When they have a chance, they will invite you to dine, travel to local places, or just chat. They will observe your classes and ask genuinely interested questions about your methods. 
(4) Administration: the administrations at Chinese schools seem to change frequently, so I cannot guarantee that the administration will be same when you arrive at the school. But in my experience, the administration is exactly what I wanted. They don’t put a lot of demands on you to assume extra chores (“tasks” happen about once a month on average and include visiting local schools, hosting events, making speeches in front of the school, etc). They don’t pry into your methods or your extracurricular excursions. If you want to go away for the weekend, you are free—no questions asked. Also, the current headmaster is very friendly. He invites you to local places and even on one occasion invited me on a 3-day weekend trip to Yan’an, in which case the hotel, dining, and sightseeing costs were paid by the school.

(5) Technology: you will be shocked to see that this school in this small countryside town has some of the best technology available… in all the classrooms (at the time of this writing, the technology had not yet been installed in all grade3 classrooms, but it will be soon and the foreign teacher doesn’t even teach grade3 anyways). This technology includes a computer with a CD/DVD player, an advanced ELMO overhead projector that can display real-time images, and a ceiling projector to display the media on the large pull-down screen. In short, you have a lot of options for making stimulating, interactive, multimedia lessons. Movies, music, pictures, etc. It’s a godsend!
(6) The atmosphere: HuaiYa School is in a countryside paradise! The air is fresh (which you don’t fully appreciate until you return from a weekend in one of the cities). And the scenery is very attractive. In the ‘con’ section, I said that HuaiYa has no parks, but that not true. HuaiYa is one big park! First, the school itself has a network of gardens and playgrounds that inspire a sense of tranquility and contentment when you walk around the campus. Beyond the school it is even better. You are in the midst of the countryside, so in every direction you see fields of crops. At all seasons, but especially spring, the rural scenery is colorful and enchanting. And there’s more! To the south are the Qinling Mountains, including TaiBai Mountain National Park. To the north rises the famed Loess Plateau. The environment with its fresh air and varied and expansive natural beauty offers much more than any rinky-dink city park!
(7) Cafeterias: the school has 2 students’ and a teachers’ cafeteria. You can access any of the 3. So you can eat a quick, convenient, tasty, and healthy meal right at school. The teachers’ cafeteria offers food at a subsidized rate if you want to save money. And the students’ cafeteria offers chances to chat and bond with students.

(8) The town: Okay, yeah, HuaiYa is a small town. But it has everything you need for daily life in a surprisingly convenient way. Because it is a small town, it is compact. A five-minute walk will bring you to all of your daily needs. There are tons of small shops with the most random things that always seem to have what you need. If they don’t have what you need, there is one supermarket. In addition, HuaiYa has fruit stands and vegetable markets just like any big city. It has no fancy restaurants, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t have delicious food. HuaiYa sells clothing, DVDs, blankets, etc. It has an Agricultural Bank with an ATM. It has a post office. Even if you were placed in a city, you’d be hard pressed to be as conveniently located in terms of daily needs.

(9) The townspeople: What can I say? The townspeople are friendly and honest. Even on first meeting you, they won’t cheat you on prices (although there is some room to bargain a few cents off the fruit and vegetables). If you speak Chinese or want to practice speaking Chinese, they will be happy to engage you. If you visit the same merchants often, you will develop a friendship with them. All in all, you will feel safe and at ease in HuaiYa Town.
(10) The apartment: The apartment provides very comfortable living. More on that later, but suffice to say that it is spacious, functional, and conveniently located (as opposed to some schools, which put the foreign teacher off campus)

(11) Prices: Sha’anxi, in general, has lower prices than the eastern provinces (not sure about the southern provinces). And for daily goods (food to some extent but services in particular), small towns like HuaiYa have even lower prices. A haircut, for example, costs as little as 4rmb. All in all, that means you can enjoy a higher standard of living in HuaiYa.
(12) Sha’anxi dialect: wherever you go, there will be a local dialect. HuaiYa has the Sha’anxi dialect. Luckily, this dialect is similar enough to the standard Chinese language (Putonghua) to make communication possible. And the teachers and students and many of the townspeople can speak Putonghua. If you are learning Chinese, the more ‘standardish’ Chinese here is a big advantage.

(13) Frank: if you go to any of the schools in Sha’anxi, you’ll meet Frank upon arrival. He is the Buckland liaison of this province. He is friendly, humorous, helpful, and a problem-solver! What to do in Xi’an? Ask Frank! Visa problems? Leave it to Frank! Can’t get a train ticket because they’re all sold-out? Frank will get you one!

(14) LOCATION!: HuaiYa is the middle of what I think is the best location in China! Seriously. Think about it. Geographically and historically speaking, HuaiYa is in one of the bread baskets and cradles of Chinese civilization. So this location boasts ancient history spanning 5,000 years. It also has natural scenery, as mentioned above. Within 15 minutes, there is China-famous FamenSi to the east and TaiBai Mountain to the south. And Mount TaiBai is just one of many mountains that you can visit and hike. Zhuge Liang Temple and Zhou Gong temple are nearby too (45 minutes). Beyond that, there are countless temples, tombs, palaces, etc. Finally, although HuaiYa is a small town, it is firmly within the reach of civilization. The county seat city called Meixian is less than 30 minutes away by bus (10 minutes by taxi). This small city will satisfy 97% of your needs. For the other 3%, there are also two big cities to the immediate east and west. The world-famous Xi’an—a great place to spend the weekend—is only a 30rmb, 1.5 hour bus ride away. If you do get the urge to escape HuaiYa, you can flee to Xi’an very easily whenever you want! Baoji is even nearer. Only an hour to the west. It also offers options for entertainment, recreation, and fine dining. And the combined railway networks of Baoji and Xi’an offer direct links by train to nearly every major location in China north, south, east, and west. You can live and work in HuaiYa during the week and then go live and play in the big cities or wherever you want on the weekends because of the convenient location!
Topics of Interest

The apartment:

The foreign teacher’s apartment at HuaiYa Senior High School is on the fifth floor. There are no elevators, ramps, or other accommodations.  You’ll likely get used to the climb very quickly, and you’ll also appreciate it when you enjoy the excellent view that it affords you!
The apartment is heated by radiators from Nov 15 to March 15. You will be cold. It is never ‘toasty warm,’ so be prepared to layer-up! Wearing many clothes, buying a down-feather coat, wearing coats indoors, and sleeping with hot-water bags or electric blankets is standard operating procedure in most places in China. You won’t freeze if you adopt the practical customs of the local people. As for the summer, I’m finding out that the air conditioner works wonders! (haven’t received my utility bill yet though!)
The apartment has 7 separate rooms: a living room, a bedroom, a bathroom, an office, a kitchen, a laundry patio, and an empty spare room. It is very spacious.
(A) Living room: TV, DVD player, nice furniture, coffee table, landline telephone, decorations, air conditioner, two ceiling lights and a ceiling fan

(B) Kitchen: small fridge, automatic washer/dryer (that is convenient and easy to operate but is very rough on the clothes and does a generally poor job of cleaning out even light stains), microwave oven, gas stove with 2 spaces to heat and an overhead fan, a basin-style sink, rice cooker, plenty of chopsticks, basic cooking utensils, one fork, two spoons, some dishes, some pots and woks, a water boiler, and 2 desks-as-tables. I don’t cook and have never used the kitchen to do anything other than boil water, so I don’t know whether the kitchen is adequate or not. It seems a little small and minimally-equipped. 

(C) Bathroom: western toilet; good water-heater; a sink; a mirror; good lighting; and a barred, high-placed window out to the stairwell for ventilation. Small but adequate. There is no bathtub. And there is no separate shower space; the bathroom is the shower. When you shower, it will shower the entire bathroom with water (did I mention it’s HOT water!!!). Sometimes funky smells come out of the drain, water leaks out the door into a puddle in the hallway during showers, and it is very cold in the winter. Hey, it’s a Chinese bathroom!

(D) Office: an old, slow, nearly useless computer; a large bookcase; a purified water tank with options for hot or cold water; two large desks; a printer

(E) Bedroom: a king- or queen-sized bed (not sure) with storage drawers in the base; 2 nightstands with drawers; a large closet

(F) Spare room: a space heater; a small Christmas tree (!) and other holiday decorations; a closet; a moveable desk

(G) Laundry patio: open space with two sturdy bamboo rods to air-dry your clothes; the patio room is very spacious with enough space to dry an entire wardrobe or a couple large items like quilts or sheets. Clothes dry in less than a day in the summer, 1-2 days in the autumn and spring, and 1-3 days in the winter. 
In closing, I want to note that other foreign teachers have seen my pictures and have remarked that my apartment seems better than theirs. I can only say that I have absolutely no complaints. Oh wait… that’s not true… sometimes (very rarely), the water pipes screech a god-awful noise. Sometimes the noise can be stopped by turning on the water. Other times they just scream and scream for about 1-2 hours and can’t seem to be stopped! That’s only happened 3 or 4 times in my time at this apartment though. So, only 1 complaint ;-)
The School
Teaching Schedule:

(1) The foreign teachers at HuaiYa School teach all 12 senior grade1 classes and the best 4 classes of senior grade2. That’s 16 classes in total. The foreign teacher also has 3 evening English corners each week. The foreign teacher must attend one department meeting each week as well.
(2)  The assigned teaching schedule varies. In past years, some of the foreign teachers taught in the mornings. In my experience, I have been assigned to teach mostly in the afternoons.
(3) The daily class load also varies. In my first term, the class road was high unbalanced. I taught as many as 5 classes on Friday and no classes on Tuesday. This term, my class load is balanced at 3 classes each weekday save Monday, on which I teach 4. 
(4) Classes are generally back-to-back with only a 10 minute break or a lunch break between. It’s very efficient.

(5) The school does not make you teach different grade levels on the same day.

(6) The first term, each period lasted 45 minutes. This term, each period lasts 40 minutes.

(7) The other English teachers have informed me that the foreign teacher does have some say in the negotiating the schedule. If you have a schedule request (morning classes only, for example, or no classes on Friday afternoon), you can express these requests to the Foreign Affairs Officer (at the time of this writing, Mr. Li, and he will try to accommodate them). I have never tried this though, so I can’t speak for how successful your request will be.

School Facilities:

(1) 3 cafeterias (2-5rmb per meal on average)
(2) a brand-new, very large playground with 1 soccer field; ~4 volleyball courts; ~4 badminton courts, ~12 basketball courts; 1 perimeter track; some very old, bizarre, and maybe dangerous gymnastic equipment
(3) a special indoor gymnasium for teachers’ and school athletes’ use on the 3rd floor of the cafeteria. It has a basketball court, some ping pong tables, and some exercise equipment (treadmills, etc.)

(4) gardens for aesthetic appeal and shade
(5) English department office with new computers and high-speed Internet access

(6) Three mini-stores selling basic food items, school supplies, and everyday-use items (beware the inflated, non-negotiable prices)

(7) A library (I’ve never been inside it though)

(8) Large outdoor water sinks/troughs for washing clothes. Students also use the water to wash face and even to drink (not recommended!).

(9) Boiler room provides boiled water at a minimal charge

(10) Public shower room for 3rmb a shower. I never used it, but it’s available to teachers at designated times.

(11) Classrooms:

a. About 75-80 students per classroom

b. Usually arranged in the typical 2-5-2 column pattern; very crowded

c. Podium and platform at front of classroom

d. 2 doors on courtyard-facing wall with barred-windows on both walls

e. Ceiling fans and radiators

f. EXCELLENT technology: computer, ELMO, ceiling projector, microphone, speaker system (some speakers have poor quality though)

The Students
(1) This is a key school. For you, that means the majority of the students at this school are highly-motivated, intelligent, and determined. And the vast majority of the students at this school are polite, friendly, and generous. In other words, their character is top-notch.
(2) But their oral English varies wildly. In general, because the students come from the countryside and have had less exposure to cosmopolitan or high-quality teachers in primary and junior middle school, we can say that the HuaiYa students’ English is not as good as you will find in the cities. But their English is certainly workable. A few can even speak fluently and have very strong listening comprehension. You can speak to these particularly talented students almost as though they are native speakers. Most students have average English. If you follow the methods outlined in your training, you can teach and communicate with these students effectively. Some students have very poor oral English. They can’t speak English and they don’t understand even the simplest sentences spoken very slowly and clearly. They don’t want to speak English.
(3) Behavior problems: HuaiYa students are respectful and never aggressive (in my experience), but they exhibit all the expected behavior problems: sleeping in class, cell phones in class, doing other homework, talking/chatting with classmates, apathy, cheating, etc. As with any school, you must be prepared for these problems. With the effective execution of classroom management strategies, you can overcome these behavior problems at HuaiYa school. These students are very amenable to your authority if you use it in an appropriate way.
(4) Being from the countryside, the students at this school are more shy than city students. Many want to talk to you, but they often can’t bring themselves to do it. There are outgoing students here too. This is especially true of the grade 2 and grade 3 students, who are used to foreign teachers.
To conclude this area, the students here are wonderful and waiting to surprise you with the best of human kindness. But expect problems. And expect to work hard in order to earn their willingness to work, their respect, their generosity, and the other rewards of your students. And in this school and in China in general, the students expect foreign teachers (especially young ones) to be their friend as much as their teacher. Please, PLEASE use the classroom management strategies learned in training. Don’t be too weak, don’t be too strong, don’t be irrational, don’t be inflexible; don’t communicate poorly. Teachers live and die by how they manage their classrooms. 
This is my feedback. For additional insights into my experience at HuaiYa and teaching in China in general, you can check out my blog: www.walkwalkchina.blogspot.com
