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Abstract  With the rapid expansion of Confucius Institutes globally, the Hanban 
launched a Volunteer Chinese Teachers (VCT) Program with the purpose of 
selecting a large number of college graduates and graduate students from Chinese 
universities to fill vacancies for overseas Chinese teachers. In spite of the 
multitude of students participating in the program, there has been a paucity of 
research attention on them. How do these students, most of whom have never 
been abroad before, manage their life in their host country and negotiate their 
new role as a VCT in an overseas Confucius Institute? What are their 
intercultural experiences as they venture into a new country to serve as a native 
teacher of Chinese? Based on in-depth interviews with a dozen VCTs teaching in 
linguistically and culturally different contexts, this study seeks to examine the 
dynamics of interculturality, identity and power relations involved in their 
overseas language teaching. 
 
Keywords  Volunteer Chinese Teachers (VCT), Confucius Institute, intercultural 
experiences, native teachers of Chinese 

Introduction 

With the rapid growth of Confucius Institutes worldwide over the past ten years, 
each collaboratively set up by the Office of Chinese Language Council 
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International (the Hanban1, also known as Confucius Institute Headquarters), a 
Chinese university and a host university overseas, there emerged thousands of 
posts for teaching Chinese overseas that had to be filled urgently. To ensure the 
proper functioning of these government-supported Confucius Institutes and 
Confucius Classrooms, the Hanban has dispatched around 30 thousand 
undergraduate and graduate students to more than 120 countries around the world 
as Chinese language teachers. These student teachers are officially called Hanyu 
jiaoshi zhiyuanzhe in Chinese Pinyin, or 汉语教师志愿者 in Chinese characters, 
but are known by different names in English, such as International Volunteer 
Teachers, Overseas Volunteers for Teaching Chinese or Mandarin Language 
Assistants, etc. (Zhu & Qian, 2015). While these terms have different 
connotations, this study uses the direct translation of the Chinese term, Volunteer 
Chinese Teachers (VCT), to refer to this group and seeks to examine their 
intercultural experiences during their one-year teaching abroad. 

As an educational and cultural institution aimed at promoting Chinese 
language and culture worldwide, Confucius Institute has become the most formal 
and paramount channel for the world to learn Chinese and understand China 
from its very beginning. According to the Hanban (n. d.), there have been 525 
Confucius Institutes hosted within overseas higher education institutions and 
1,113 Confucius Classrooms hosted within elementary and secondary schools by 
the end of 2017, scattered over 146 countries and regions around the world. The 
rapid expansion of Confucius Institutes and Confucius Classrooms reflects 
worldwide interest in learning Chinese as a foreign language and at the same 
time triggers a huge demand for Chinese language teachers globally. 

In order to cope with the shortage of overseas teaching staff within Confucius 
Institutes, the Overseas Volunteer Program, later known as the Volunteer Chinese 
Teachers (VCT) Program, was created by the Hanban in 2004, with the purpose 
of selecting, training, and sending a large number of college graduates and 
postgraduates from Chinese universities to teach Chinese overseas, usually for 
one year (Liu, 2014). The program was designed as a win-win scheme taking 
advantage of the abundant human resources in Chinese colleges and universities 
that resulted from the higher education enrollment expansion policy since 1999. 

                                                        
1 The Hanban is recognized as a non-governmental agency yet affiliated to China’s Ministry 
of Education, which cooperates with schools and universities around the world. For more 
information, please visit the website: http: //www.hanban.edu.cn 
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As the number of college students increased dramatically in recent years, 
competition among college graduates in the domestic job market grew 
increasingly intense. Many college students and graduate students sought to 
broaden their experiences and skills through various kinds of internships and 
temporary jobs. They were attracted by the opportunities offered by the VCT 
Program to live and teach abroad for a whole year, plus monthly living stipends 
and round-trip tickets as compensation for their work at Confucius Institutes 
(Zhu & Qian, 2015). Compared with the formally hired teachers who had to 
leave their regular teaching post and family behind to join overseas Confucius 
Institutes, the student volunteers were more flexible and enthusiastic, willing to 
invest one year of their life to participate in Chinese teaching in a foreign country 
(Lin, 2013).  

Despite the good will on both sides and occasional positive media reports, 
complaints could be heard from both sides through informal social networking 
and preliminary reports on this group. Government officials on behalf of the 
Hanban were concerned about the qualifications and performance of the VCTs 
who lack teaching experience as language instructors to foreign students (He, 
Guo, & Qin, 2012). The VCTs claimed to suffer from loneliness, insufficient 
professional training, unsatisfactory working conditions and heavy workloads, 
etc.  

This paper attempts to go beyond the superficial problems identified above 
and dig below the “iceberg” to investigate the intricate intercultural experiences 
of the volunteer teachers as they teach Chinese in overseas classrooms. Specific 
research questions are: (1) What cultural and professional challenges are the 
VCTs confronted with in their host countries? (2) What impact does overseas 
language teaching have on the VCTs in terms of intercultural competency? 

Overseas Language Teachers and Interculturality 

There has been a long history of native speakers going abroad to teach as foreign 
language teachers. Following the establishment of international organizations for 
cultural and educational exchange in major Western countries, the British 
Council (1934), Alliance Francaise (1883), and Goethe-Institut (1951) were 
founded, and since then an increasing number of expatriate teachers are sent to 
different parts of the world to spread the target language and culture. In the age 
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of globalization, teacher mobility across the world becomes more common and 
native speakers educated overseas are increasingly becoming an important part of 
the teaching force in second language education (Nakahara, 2010; Zhou & Li, 
2015). As can be anticipated, these native-speaker teachers face various 
challenges, both linguistic and cultural, in living and teaching in different 
contexts, which affect their job performance and personal growth (Mullock, 
2009). However, the scholarly research on who these teachers are, what they 
know and believe, how they perceive and carry out their work in diverse contexts 
has been scarce, as has been research on what ways the teaching experiences 
abroad impacts their professional identity.  

In the field of foreign language teaching, although the area of student 
motivation has received much attention from researchers, teachers’ perspectives, 
including “their motivations, goals, and their views on what teaching does and 
should offer to people who make a career of it” (Kassabgy, Boraie, & Schmidt, 
2001, p. 227), have been largely neglected. Mullock (2009), in a study on the 
expatriate TESOL (Teaching English as a Second Language) teachers working in 
South-East Asia, found that they worked in “vulnerable employment contexts” (p. 
15) such as job instability, short-term contract, low salaries and lack of 
opportunities for promotion in spite of apparently exotic lifestyles. The teachers 
in the study described their experience of teaching language overseas as “sweet 
and sour” (p. 16), i.e., although they loved being language teachers and had 
intrinsic motivation in taking up their jobs, they complained about the low status 
of language teachers compared with other mainstream teachers and the lack of 
support from superiors and colleagues. 

Central to the discussion of language teachers’ professional life overseas is the 
cultural mismatch they experience socially and pedagogically in the new 
teaching settings. Socially, an important challenge identified by language 
teachers while teaching overseas was marginalization (Johnston, 1997). Johnston, 
Pawan, and Mahan-Taylor (2005) presented a case study where an American EFL 
(English as a Foreign Language) teacher in Japan was both culturally and 
professionally marginalized. Not only was she unable to secure a tenured 
position because of her identity as a non-Japanese, but more importantly, no 
matter how much she tried to fit in, she was regarded by the local population as 
an outsider. 

Pedagogically, overseas language teachers are often found to employ different 
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classroom management styles and teaching strategies, which clash with the 
expectations of their students in the host culture (Zhou & Li, 2015). For example, 
it has been found that Chinese language teachers educated in China tend to adopt 
a “traditional” pedagogic approach with their Western students, with an 
overemphasis on teacher-centeredness, grammar, and textbook language (Liu & 
Dervin, 2016). Such teaching methods and strategies are found to be shaped by 
such Chinese cultural traditions as valuing collective interest over individualism, 
the hierarchical nature of teacher-student relationships, and the concept of 
“saving face” (Zhou & Li, 2015). Cultural differences have become a 
catchphrase in the scholarly discourse on language teaching and learning.  

In spite of the importance attached to culture in language classrooms, these 
discussions are in danger of embracing a static view of culture, which treats 
cultural knowledge as fixed facts or artifacts composed of discrete, concrete facts 
that can be taught and learnt (Liddicoat, 2002). More recently, the notion of 
“intercultural language learning” emerged. It seeks to move beyond a static 
approach to learning isolated facts about an exotic culture, and to involve 
learners in analyzing and understanding “the self” as well as the “other.” In this 
view, cultures are seen as sets of variable practices in which people engage in 
order to live their lives and which are continually created and re-created by 
participants in interactions. The ultimate goal of intercultural language teaching, 
therefore, is not to get learners to know more about the target culture, but to help 
learners develop for themselves an intercultural position that moves beyond their 
own culture and enables them to understand the multiplicity and hybridity of 
individuals in different contexts (Liddicoat, 2002).  

According to Kato (2001), the “culture” in a classroom is formed not only by 
the daily interactions between the participants (i.e., teacher and students), but 
also by the expectations, assumptions, and interpretations that underlie their 
conduct, including their world view, how they see the classroom and its members, 
goals of learning, and the ways they are expected to behave and communicate 
with each other (Kato, 2001, p. 53). Language teachers educated overseas form, 
convey, and act on expectations through their culturally educational experiences 
(Evertson & Weinstein, 2006; Good, 1987). At the same time, there is a “culture 
of learning” among the students that overseas educated teachers need to learn in 
order to teach effectively. Intercultural language classrooms with overseas 
teachers and local students create a “dynamic and complex sociolinguistic space 
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in which meanings are variously interpreted by teacher and students at every 
point in the lesson” (Crichton, 2008, p. 32). 

These discussions provide a theoretical backdrop against which the current 
study on the VCTs in overseas Confucius Institutes will be grounded. Teaching is 
a challenging and often stressful occupation. Teachers come to the act of teaching 
and learning with their own dynamic framework of knowledge and 
understanding about the world and their immediate social milieu (Nakahara, 
2010). Their experiences, beliefs, ethical values, motivations, and commitments 
all contribute to their stance and identity as a teacher in the classroom. This study 
hopes to add to the scholarship on teachers’ knowledge and identity in 
intercultural teaching and learning. 

VCTs in Confucius Institutes: An Overview 

In general education classes, the teacher typically represents the majority culture 
of the society while the students may come from a variety of other cultures. 
However, the volunteer teachers in the language classrooms under Confucius 
Institutes are different. They come from a distant country with little or no 
experience of being a student in the host society. At the same time, they are 
young and have little or no prior experience of teaching foreign students in real 
classrooms. Therefore, the perceptions and expectations they bring into the 
classroom are likely to be different from that of the students they are going to 
teach (Kato, 2001, p. 54). 

According to a survey by He et al. (2012), the VCTs were mainly composed of 
fresh college graduates and postgraduates from Chinese top universities, with the 
average age below 23. While the majority of them were concentrated in Teaching 
Chinese as a Foreign Language (TCFL), international education, applied 
linguistics or relevant majors, and should have mastered the foundational 
knowledge of language teaching to some extent, they had rarely had the chance 
to put these into practice, let alone taught overseas. Other VCTs came from 
specializations that had little to do with language teaching, such as law, computer, 
engineering etc., and barely possessed any pedagogical knowledge in teaching 
Chinese (Jiang & Wu, 2012). Some of them even reported to lack of systematic 
knowledge in the Chinese language, in spite of being native speakers of Chinese 
(Jiang & Wu, 2012). 
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Wu & Guo (2014) found that language barriers, lack of localized textbooks, 
and lack of classroom management skills were the three most urgent tasks facing 
the VCTs in overseas teaching. Although they generally had a good command of 
English, most of them had zero knowledge in the local languages in 
non-English-speaking host countries, which posed an insurmountable obstacle to 
effective teaching and classroom communication. There were many textbook 
resources in Chinese, yet it might be time-consuming to locate ones suitable for 
the age, level and interest of the target students. Students, especially young 
children, could easily lose interest in learning Chinese as a foreign language and 
exhibit disobedience in class, but the VCTs had no effective strategies to keep 
them focused or discipline them properly. 

In order to help the VCTs fit into their teaching posts overseas, the Hanban 
would hold annual training sessions before sending them out, a must for all the 
selected VCTs. These training sessions typically lasted from six weeks to three 
months, with lectures and lessons given by invited speakers from government 
officials and language experts covering themes from language teaching, 
international relations, cross-cultural communication, emergency management 
etc. (Fang, 2010). Occasionally, the Hanban would organize informal exchange 
forums for former VCTs to share their experiences abroad. It is hoped that these 
training sessions could develop requisite capacities among the young volunteers 
and get them prepared, psychologically, professionally, and socioculturally, for 
the tasks they were going to face in overseas living and teaching. However, 
follow-up surveys pointed out the inadequacies of the trainings in many ways 
(Jiang & Wu, 2012). For example, the trainings were theory-based and had little 
relevance to the actual tasks and challenges overseas; the trainings were targeted 
at teaching adults or college students, whereas the VCTs most often than not 
were assigned to Confucius Classrooms to teach young children; the trainings 
assumed a one-size-fits-all mentality and required hundreds of VCTs to attend 
the same sessions, regardless of their background and future posts.  

Despite the general lack of international experiences and professional 
expertise, most VCTs deemed teaching Chinese overseas to be a glorious task, 
and were enthusiastic to undertake this obligation on behalf of the Chinese 
government (Zhu & Qian, 2015). This sense of responsibility was partly derived 
from their recognized roles as “cultural ambassadors” in the official discourse. At 
the same time, the VCTs regarded it as a valuable opportunity to enrich their own 
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life, understand diverse cultures, make new friends, and acquire professional 
skills etc., all of which would potentially benefit their long-term career (Zhu & 
Qian, 2015).  

With strong support and funding from the Chinese government, Confucius 
Institutes have quickly risen to the spotlight in the mass media and scholarly 
research. However, the thousands of VCTs who stand in the frontline of overseas 
Chinese teaching have been largely neglected in the existing scholarship. As 
classroom teachers who directly interact with local students in Confucius 
Institutes or Confucius Classrooms, the VCTs are crucial in the sense that not 
only their performance and capacities in the classroom but also their perceptions 
and actions in daily life will greatly affect teaching and learning Chinese as a 
foreign language. Their foreignness to the host society poses significant 
challenges for the quality of language teaching, yet presents a special venue for 
examining the dynamics of interculturality, and power relations embedded in the 
role of volunteer language teachers. This paper is interested in listening to the 
voices of these volunteer teachers as they engage in the one-year intercultural 
journey overseas. 

Methods 

This study is a qualitative one based on in-depth interviews with 12 VCTs from 
different academic backgrounds with diverse working experiences at Confucius 
Institutes or Confucius Classrooms in different locations globally. Access to the 
interview participants was facilitated by personal connections, friends and alumni 
who worked in the field of language teaching/learning. Diversity was an 
important consideration in the selection of the participants in terms of gender, 
location, country as well as their working status. Table 1 shows a brief profile of 
the interview participants in the study. To protect confidentiality, all the names 
used in this paper are pseudonyms. 

After the initial connection was established, interviews were done by the 
researcher and her assistant from March to June 2017. With the participants who 
were in Beijing, we did face-to-face interviews, which usually took place over 
tea or dinner and typically lasted more than two hours. For those who were 
incumbent at overseas posts, we distributed the electronic interview protocol that 
we used in the face-to-face interviews and asked them to return answers through 
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Table 1  Profiles of the Interview Participants 

No. Name Gender Major Origin University Confucius Institute 
Location Country Status 

IP1 Guang male TCSOL Chongqing University University of 
Nairobi City 

Kenya incumbent 

IP2 Fangfang female linguistics Beijing Language and 
Culture University 

University of La 
Rochelle 

France completed 

IP3 Lulu female interpretation Beijing Language and 
Culture University 

University of 
Milan 

Italy incumbent 

IP4 Lina female TCSOL Beijing Language and 
Culture University 

Lucian Blaga 
University of 
Sibiu 

Romania completed 

IP5 Yanqing female interpretation China University of 
Petroleum 

University of 
Canterbury 

New 
Zealand 

incumbent 

IP6 Antong female Arabic  Beijing Language and 
Culture University 

Ss. Cyril and 
Methodius 
University of 
Skopje 

Macedonia incumbent 

IP7 Lambert male TCSOL  Huazhong University 
of Science and 
Technology 

University of 
Canterbury 

New 
Zealand 

incumbent 

IP8 Bo male English 
translation 

China University of 
Petroleum 

University of 
Canterbury 

New 
Zealand 

completed 

IP9 Xiaoming male Chinese art 
history  

Renmin University of 
China 

University College 
Dublin 

Ireland completed 

IP10 Huaxin female linguistics The Chinese 
University of Hong 
Kong 

Chulalongkorn 
University 

Thailand completed 

IP11 Jingjing female English 
translation

China University of 
Petroleum 

Victoria 
University 

New 
Zealand 

incumbent 

IP12 Hong female journalism Renmin University of 
China 

Tel Aviv 
University  

Israel completed 

Note. “TCSOL” is the abbreviation of “Teaching Chinese to Speakers of Other Languages.” 

The “Status” Column refers to whether the participant is at the post or has already completed. 

“Incumbent” means the participant is at the post, while “completed” means he/she has returned 

from the post. 

 
email. The interview protocol covered the participants’ background, motivations 
to become a VCT, working experiences overseas, the difficulties they 
encountered, the support they received in the process as well on their inner 
feelings and attitudes. Both channels were supplemented by frequent online 
conversations and informal chats (i.e., texting and voice) through WeChat, a 
popular social networking software, which enabled texting, voice, and video over 
long distance.  

As the participants were not familiar with the researchers, they answered the 
questions only superficially in the beginning. It took us great efforts to remove 
concerns from their mind and build up a trusting relationship. During the 
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interviews, we repeatedly emphasized that we did not represent any media or 
government agency and we collected the data solely for the purpose of our 
research. In addition, we would not disclose their personal information in any of 
the future publications. Face-to-face interviews over dinner proved to be more 
productive as the participants could talk more freely in a relaxing environment. 
WeChat helped a lot in making follow-up inquiries and telling personal stories as 
the participants regarded it as a platform to share feelings and thoughts, post 
pictures and spread information, whereas questionnaires turned out to be more 
formal and less fruitful.  

In-depth qualitative interview, either face-to-face or long-distance, is a flexible 
and unfolding process, allowing the conversation to flow naturally with the 
interview protocol used as a guideline rather than a step-by-step procedure. 
Therefore, the questions asked to each participant varied depending on the 
interactions between the interviewers and the interviewees. Although such a data 
collection method could not guarantee standardization and reliability, its 
advantages were obvious and suited the purpose of the study, which sought to 
reveal “the insider’s knowledge” from the VCTs with regards to their overseas 
teaching experiences. All the interviews were conducted in Chinese, and most 
were recorded with the interviewees’ permission. The researcher and her assistant 
then transcribed the interviews and translated them into English.  

Data analysis went hand in hand with the ongoing interviews. The two 
researchers frequently wrote memos and discussed between themselves to find 
possible codes and themes, which guided the subsequent interviews. In doing so, 
we thought to go below the surface of VCTs’ narrative descriptions and situate 
their constructions of intercultural experiences within the wider social context 
and power relations. It had to be admitted, though, that researcher bias could be 
embedded in the data collection and analysis process. An important aspect of 
qualitative research paradigm lies in the “reflexivity on the part of the 
researcher” (Dervin, 2012). As university researchers, our positioning is an 
intricate one in-between the volunteer teachers and the Hanban. At some points, 
we might sympathize with the VCTs, over-interpret their feelings, and fail to 
identify the contradictions within their voices. Other times we might stand with 
the Hanban and judge the VCTs hastily and simple-mindedly. Clearly, with these 
limitations and a small sample, the findings reported below could not be 
generalized to the VCTs as a whole. 
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Findings 

Intercultural Competency: Understanding Self and Others 
 
When the VCTs set foot on a foreign land, the initial task is to adjust to its 
physical environment, such as housing conditions, climate, food, transportation 
etc. In a totally unfamiliar environment, even navigating daily routines is a huge 
challenge, such as cooking, washing clothes, shopping, and commuting to work, 
all of which requires a certain level of cultural literacy (Hirsch, 1987). In spite of 
the multiple stresses and challenges mentioned above, most VCTs in this study 
nonetheless were positive about their intercultural journey and believed that it 
contributed to their personal growth linguistically, culturally, and intellectually. 
The most significant benefit, according to some VCTs, was improved 
communication skills derived from the different language environment in the 
host country.  
 

I was not proficient in oral English before I went to Ireland. But when I worked and lived 

in an English-speaking country, I had to communicate with local people in English. Over 

time, as I practiced more and more, my oral English improved. (IP9, personal 

communication, May 25, 2017) 

 

I used to stay in my comfort zone, and did not like to initiate communication with 

unfamiliar people, but now I am brave and can reach out to make friends. 

Not many Romanians spoke English and nobody spoke Chinese. So I had to learn 

Romanian by myself. Now, I can communicate in Romanian for daily affairs. (IP4, 

personal communication, March 4, 2017) 
 

Despite the initial language barriers, the VCTs were quick to learn and 
communicate in English or the local language within a short period of time, 
contrary to the deficiency-oriented view of them. While young and immature, 
they adapted to the new environment with more linguistic and cultural flexibility 
than anticipated by their senior colleagues.  

Secondly, teaching overseas for one year offered the VCTs a precious gap 
period before they started their future career. The “new” cultural settings pushed 
them to stop and think about themselves, about who they were and what they 
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wanted to do in the future.  
 

Many foreigners are interested in Chinese traditional painting. They were amazed when I 

drew pandas and bamboos. So I felt very proud of myself. I have never had this feeling 

before in China. I feel I am really doing something meaningful. (IP9, personal 

communication, May 25, 2017) 

 

I have had no intern experience during my undergraduate years, so I had no clear career 

goals. I have used this year to explore what my personal interest is and find out my next 

steps in life. Now I am thinking I may probably become a Chinese teacher some day. 

(IP5, personal communication, April 14, 2017) 
 

In spite of various difficulties and deficiencies they met and felt in the process 
of teaching Chinese, the interviewees agreed that the teaching experience 
overseas helped to develop their interests, sharpen their skills and make them 
reflect upon themselves and the world around them. Of the participants in the 
study, at least one VCT returned home to seriously consider a career as a Teacher 
of Chinese as a Second Language (TCSL). 

Thirdly, the one-year intercultural journey broadened the VCTs’ horizons, 
opened their eyes to different values and lifestyles, and cultivated in them a 
better appreciation of their own culture as well as other people’s cultures. They 
made new friends, visited interesting places and had unforgettable memories, 
which changed their worldviews and removed certain stereotypes and 
misunderstandings from their mind.  
 

Only after you go abroad, you can have a true understanding of foreign people and 

foreign culture. I used to criticize the Chinese bureaucratic system and admire Western 

countries, but after I lived there for some time, I came to realize that China has its 

advantages in many aspects. Each country is different and doesn’t have to follow the 

same path. (IP11, personal communication, June 22, 2017) 

 

I have thought Israel was a turbulent and terrible country, but when I came there, I found 

that it was in fact a nice place to live. I strongly recommend you to visit there. People are 

very friendly. I am so sorry that I had entertained bias and misunderstanding for Israel. 

(IP12, personal communication, June 23, 2017) 
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As Kramsch (1993) has pointed out, every attempt to communicate with the 
speaker of another language is a cultural act. Culture here is identified as the 
lived experiences of individuals instead of certain preconceived thoughts and 
ideas. Through communicating and living with the local people, the VCTs had 
gained a better understanding of their own culture and reduced bias that they had 
previously had towards their own culture and other cultures.  

Lastly, the intercultural teaching experiences made the VCTs reflect upon the 
“glorious mission” of teaching Chinese to the world and accept the role of 
“cultural ambassadors” or “spokesmen of the Chinese culture,” terms widely 
used on Chinese language teachers in the official and public discourses.  
 

I hadn’t paid much attention to my own culture before. But as I saw how foreigners were 

attracted by China, I came to realize our traditional culture was really great! Then I 

began to recognize my job as a glorious mission. One of my students won a silver medal 

in the Chinese Bridge Competition and applied for further study in China. I am proud of 

him, proud of myself, and of course, proud of the Chinese culture. (IP6, personal 

communication, May 4, 2017) 

 

I still remember, in the last class, my students hugged me, thanked me, and told me that 

they wanted to continue learning Chinese. As a VCT, I felt very pleased when I heard 

that. I am also proud of myself that I have made some contributions by teaching Chinese 

and spreading our culture to the world. (IP2, personal communication, March 15, 2017) 

 
The VCTs probably had different incentives for joining the volunteer teaching 

program in the beginning, but they all obtained a strong sense of pride from 
teaching Chinese overseas. As a consequence, they came to love their country, 
their culture and language more as they approached the end of their term. As one 
VCT said in the interview, “The best way to make a person patriotic is to send 
him abroad” (IP8, personal communication, May 22, 2017). 

While the Hanban in its newsletters would occasionally portray stories about 
foreign students and how Confucius Institutes get them to know more about 
China, the feelings and perspectives of the VCTs were rarely reported. Here, we 
can see that teaching Chinese overseas enhances the development of intercultural 
competency among the VCTs as they achieve a better understanding of their own 
culture and are willing to be a cultural bridge between China and the world. 



ZHANG Donghui 206

“Culture Shocks”: Negotiating Differences 
 
Although most VCTs in the study were able to function well in everyday life 
overseas, their “cultural literacy” (Hirsch, 1987) about the host country remains 
at a superficial level. Apparently, most VCTs desire to find a Confucius Institute 
located in a world-famous city in developed countries, such as North America 
and Western Europe, with advanced facilities, a safe environment, good living 
conditions, and nice weather. However, the reality is: The majority of them are 
sent to unpopular, developing countries or locations with undesirable physical 
conditions where formal teachers are reluctant to go. These countries are at best 
stereotyped and at worst never heard of by the VCTs educated and trained in 
China.  

Therefore, the one-year stay in the host country was far from enough for the 
VCTs to achieve a high level of acculturation and remove cultural bias 
completely. Instead, without a good command of the local language and a certain 
level of familiarity with the infrastructure, legal system, cultural values, and 
social norms in the host country, the new-coming VCTs encountered many 
“culture shocks” after arriving in the host country, especially when they were 
assigned to a country not of their own choice. 

Hong was a volunteer teacher at the Confucius Institute, Tel-Aviv University, 
Israel. During the interview, she said: “It is a common thing that when I take a 
bus, the passenger sitting across has a gun in hands. It is really scary” (IP12 
personal communication, June, 23, 2017). Similarly, Bo enumerated the 
dangerous situations encountered by himself and other VCTs while teaching 
Chinese at the Confucius Institute, University of Canterbury, New Zealand. 

 

One night, my friend drove me outdoors in a red BMW. Right after we withdraw money 

from an ATM, a beggar crashed into us, asking for money outrageously. He was not so 

much a beggar as a robber. Some of my colleagues told me it was common here. While 

walking on the street, there were local people yelling and even spitting to them. Even 

worse, some people on the street may make rude, insulting gestures towards you, such as 

giving you a middle finger with a murmur of “F- you”, even though you had done 

nothing impolite or inappropriate. (IP8 personal communication, May 17, 2017) 

 
To be sure, these were exceptional cases, yet not unusual in the cities of some 
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countries. But when the young volunteers first set foot on a foreign soil, 
confronted with such incidents that they had never encountered before in China 
where guns are banned, they were terrified, leading to negative impressions of 
the host country immediately.  

The following three quotes also revealed the discomfort with local cultures on 
the part of the VCTs who newly joined the host society, but made hasty 
conclusions about the local people.  
 

We Chinese are very different from Italians in many respects. One major feature about 

them is that they don’t keep to time. In most cases, they don’t come to the meeting on 

time and never hand in assignments at the agreed time. And they are not embarrassed to 

talk about sex openly.” (IP3, personal communication, March 24, 2017) 

 

I don’t know why suicide is such a popular common phenomenon here. Maybe their life 

is too easy, I mean, they have nothing to pursue or have no goals in life. I often heard 

that the principal was to attend a student’s funeral. Unbelievable! (IP9, personal 

communication, May 25, 2017) 

 

Once I got off the plane, I felt great that I would begin my new life in this amazing 

country. I have heard about this country, rich in natural resources with clean air, and the 

tourism here is developed. Everything was novel to me. But a few weeks later, I felt not 

so excited. Some of the local residents, including my students and their parents, were 

weird. For example, they do not like wearing shoes, even in a running competition. (IP11, 

June 22, 2017) 
  

Failing to have a deeper understanding of the host country, the VCTs viewed 
the various social phenomena with their own imagination and judgments. 
Consequently, they tended to use words like “weird,” “unbelievable,” etc., about 
local people whose attitudes and behaviors differed from their own. They 
interpreted cultural differences as recognizable deviations from their own 
perspective, whereas their ethnocentric attitudes remained unanalyzed and 
normative. In doing so, the VCTs maintained the sense of “the other” as “an 
external observer of difference” (Lo Bianco, Liddicoat, & Crozet, 1999, p. 4). 

The notion of interculturality is neither a question of maintaining one’s own 
cultural frame nor of assimilating to the other cultural frame. It is rather a 
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question of finding an intermediary place between these two positions, of 
adopting “a third place” (Kramsch, 1993, Lo Bianco et al. 1999, p. 1). The ability 
to find this third place is at the core of intercultural competence. It is more than 
simply learning about a culture and comparing it to one’s own. It is the ongoing 
development of skills to effectively negotiate the differences, enhance mutual 
understandings between self and the other, and modify behavior when needed 
(Levy, Wubbels, Brekelmans, & Morganfield, 1997). 

However, in encountering “culture shocks,” the VCTs were not prepared to 
appreciate the differences or keep distance from their own culture. Instead, they 
drew upon a static, essentialist view of “culture shock” or “cultural differences” 
(we/they, Chinese/Italians) to account for the differences they experienced, which 
reinforced pre-existing misconceptions and stereotypes. 
 
The Status of VCTs: Power and Hierarchies at Work 
 
Kato (2001) describes native language teachers as “a case of people who are 
endeavoring to become socially and professionally proficient in a new cultural 
context” (p. 2). New to the country and new to the role of a language teacher, the 
VCTs in overseas classrooms were often accused of “being under-qualified,” 
“lack of assertiveness in class,” “unable to adapt appropriate teaching methods to 
the local students,” and “unable to engage students’ attention” etc. (Wang, 2014; 
Wei & An, 2012; Wu, 2014). Indeed, many of the VCTs were ill-prepared and 
had no teaching experience before joining the Confucius Institutes, yet their 
deficiencies should be viewed in light of the complexities and power 
relationships involved in overseas teaching before they can be fully understood.  

In fact, the official positions of the VCTs were classroom assistants who assist 
professional teachers in their teaching. Nonetheless, once they joined the 
teaching force in the overseas Confucius Institutes, they had to take up the 
various responsibilities of full-time teachers due to a shortage of Chinese 
teachers in the host countries. Fangfang thus described her job at Confucius 
Institute at University of La Rochelle in France, where she was working when 
the interview was done. 

 

To be honest, I think this job is stressful, even crazy! I am responsible for many duties, 

Chinese language teaching of course, dealing with routine work in office when not in 



Interculturality, Identity, and Power: Experiences of Volunteer Chinese Teachers  209 

class, planning cultural activities, writing press release, organizing HSK 2  and 

performing any other temporary task. There are too many things to do, using a lot of my 

energy. (IP2, personal communication, March 15, 2017) 

 
Nearly all the VCTs in the study admitted that their teaching loads were heavy 

and they were under huge working pressure. Compared with the formal teachers, 
the VCTs have no professional titles and are assigned to work in most 
unfavorable conditions. Due to the “volunteer” nature of their teaching status, 
they do the most work with the least pay. For example, Xiaoming was asked by 
his superior to teach Chinese calligraphy and Chinese painting to the Irish 
students, in addition to the Chinese language, when he was found to have these 
talents. His classes were very popular and well welcomed among the local 
students, yet his compensations remained the same and his extra work was 
simply subsumed under the discourse of “voluntary contribution to the glorious 
task of spreading the Chinese culture to the world,” receiving no recognition 
from the leaders in the Confucius Institute or Hanban.  
  

We receive living expenses and compensations from the Hanban. The local Confucius 

Institute sometimes over-exploits us by giving us extra work without paying us extra. 

They say we are already paid. (IP9, personal communication, May 25, 2017) 

 
Several VCTs expressed strong discontent towards their superiors. Lina taught 

Chinese in the Confucius Institute at Lucian Blaga University of Sibiu, in 
Romania. She accused her superiors of abusing their power and inflicting 
injustice on the volunteer teachers. 
 

Our Confucius Institute director is bad-tempered. He would burst a tantrum to us with no 

reason. For example, if he gave the wrong instruction leading to a bad consequence, he 

may blame all the failures on us volunteers. What’s worse, his wife even sold us 

second-hand goods at a higher price than the new ones in the market! (IP4, personal 

communication, April 3, 2017) 

 
Hong, the only volunteer teacher sent to Israel that year, took on nearly all the 

                                                        
2 The abbreviation of Hanyu Shuiping Kaoshi (汉语水平考试), a standardized test of Mandarin 
Chinese. 
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work on her own. Her contributions were acknowledged by the Confucius 
Institute director at Tel Aviv University who recommended her for a reward, but 
she failed to get it in the end due to some unexpected power issues involved in 
the evaluation mechanism towards the volunteers.  
  

An educrat at China’s embassy in Israel didn’t like the university I came from because of 

his personal experience, so he hated everybody sent from this university. I remembered 

when the end of my term was approaching, I needed his signature on my credentials, but 

he refused my request for no reason. I tried to communicate with him, but totally in vain. 

(IP12, personal communication, June 23, 2017) 

  
These stories showed that the VCTs, who were selected by the Hanban and 

worked in Confucius Institutes around the world, sat at the lowest end of the 
power rung and were in danger of being maltreated by the more powerful figures 
in the huge administration machine operated by the Hanban, the host universities, 
the overseas Confucius Institutes and other education officials involved. To a 
certain extent, the “incompetence” narrative was a kind of blame-the-victim 
mentality.  

In addition to the job hierarchies, the VCTs found themselves in a 
marginalized position as a “stranger,” a “newcomer,” and a “minority” vis-à-vis 
the local students and the host society. Such identities influence the expectations, 
attitudes, values and beliefs among both the students and VCTs themselves as to 
what constitutes “competent teaching.” In cases that local students spoke their 
own language and there was no way to communicate effectively, they lost 
authority and teaching was almost “a mission impossible.” 

 

Being unable to understand the Thai language is really annoying. In class, I don’t know 

what my students are talking about, and they have no idea of what I say either, because I 

can only speak in Chinese and English, however, they can only understand Thai! (IP10, 

personal communication, May 30, 2017) 

 
The kids cannot concentrate on learning for a long period. It would become noisy if 

several kids started to whisper. Nobody listens to me when I say “keep quiet”! 

Sometimes I have to ask the homeroom teacher to help control the class. (IP5, personal 

communication, April 14, 2017) 
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As Palmer (1998) observed, good teaching, at its core, is about identity, 
integrity, and seeking connectedness between one’s students, oneself and one’s 
subject matter. Competence embedded within the intercultural perspective should 
be seen as plural, adaptable and contextualized. Much behavior in language 
classrooms is set within the invisible “culture of learning” in which the VCTs 
feel powerless and therefore “incompetent.” 

Conclusion 

Although the VCT Program has been operating for over a decade and proves to 
be an essential component of the ambitious Confucius Institute Project sponsored 
by the Chinese government, there has been fairly limited scholarship directed at 
the volunteer teachers and their intercultural experiences overseas (see Chen, 
2016; Lilasetthakul & Ran, 2011; Wang, 2014; Wei & An, 2012; Wu, 2014). This 
study seeks to fill this gap and promote a better understanding of this hitherto 
neglected group among the educators and policymakers who are involved in the 
selection, training and evaluation of the VCTs.  

Through in-depth qualitative interviews with 12 VCTs who are serving or have 
served at different Confucius Institutes around the world, this study unfolds the 
dynamics of interculturality, identity, and power relations embedded in the role of 
volunteer language teachers. Findings indicate that the VCTs obtained a certain 
level of intercultural competency in the process of teaching overseas, such as 
foreign language acquisition, improved communication skills, enhanced 
intercultural awareness, increased skills navigating in a foreign country, clearer 
career goals, and a better appreciation of their own culture as well as other 
cultures etc. Yet the one-year stay in the host country was far from enough for the 
VCTs to achieve a high level of intercultural skills and remove cultural bias 
completely. Further training is highly needed to help the VCTs develop critical 
intercultural sensitivities and adopt “a third place” in negotiating differences 
between the self and the other. 

The available research on the VCTs in Confucius Institutes, mainly in the 
Chinese language, mostly addressed the qualifications and job performances 
from an administrator’ lens (Feng, Tan, & Li, 2015; Liang, 2008; Liu, 2014). 
They tended to attribute the difficulties and challenges faced by the VCTs to 
“personal incompetence” in professional knowledge or pedagogical methods. As 
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a result, the importance of effective and targeted training has been emphasized. It 
is true that pre-service and in-service training are highly important. Yet at the 
same time, we need to acknowledge that competence is a socially and culturally 
constructed concept, especially in intercultural language classrooms. It goes 
beyond the usual definition of behaving and communicating effectively and 
appropriately in the classroom, but encompasses and contributes to unbalanced 
power relations and differential conceptions of what is good teaching (Deardorff, 
2016; Spitzberg & Changon, 2009).  

This study offers a salute to the VCTs’ own voices and situates the discussion 
of “competence” in the broader context of overseas language teaching and 
identity politics. It reveals that their marginalized position in the host society and 
the “volunteer” nature of their job status subjected them to the label of 
“incompetent teaching,” while obscuring underlying factors such as inadequate 
professional training, lack of support, possible maltreatment and power abuse etc. 
These findings add to the existing scholarship on the dilemma of overseas 
language teachers. At the same time, they provide important policy suggestions 
to the Chinese administrators and educators concerned with improving the 
quality of volunteer teachers in the Confucius Institutes. In the future, they 
should pay due attention to the intricacies embedded in the intercultural space of 
teaching Chinese overseas instead of simply blaming the volunteer teachers for 
lack of teaching skills. With the support and understanding from senior 
colleagues and with more exposure to intercultural and professional training 
opportunities, the VCTs may find more satisfaction from the intercultural journey 
of teaching Chinese abroad. 
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