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A brief introduction to MEP

• A unique intensive language programme in England started in 2016 

• 11,000 students expected to be on track to fluency in Mandarin Chinese by 2024

• Giving young people the opportunity to develop cultural and language skills 

• Boosting supply of qualified Mandarin teachers and supporting teacher development

The Mandarin Excellence Programme (MEP) is delivered by the UCL IOE Confucius Institute for Schools on behalf of the 
Department for Education (DfE) in partnership with the British Council and- for the Year 9 Virtual Intensive Study- with the 
support of the Centre for Language Education and Cooperation (CLEC). 



A brief introduction to MEP Virtual Intensive Study

• In July 2022, more than 1,500 secondary school students from 64 schools across England had the opportunity 

to take part in a two-week MEP virtual study trip to China. 

• Over the two-week period, the participating schools joined the programme simultaneously each day, 

connecting virtually to teachers and students in 16 host universities across 11 Chinese mainland cities. 

• Through the programme, students deepened their knowledge of Chinese language and culture through the 

learning themes Panda Zoo, Sport and Modern Life, Chinese School, History and Cultural Heritage. 

• Students also enjoyed virtual tours of Beijing, Shanghai, Chongqing and Xi’an; learned Chinese songs, Chinese 

martial arts and traditional arts; and hosted online music and poetry festivals with their Chinese peers.



The co-investigating project aims

Starting point: time-sensitive and exploratory (setting modest goals)
Working together to understand virtual intensive study and to inform our practices 

The overarching questions 
What difference does virtual intensive learning make to language learning and 
intercultural understanding, and how?  

How can we facilitate meaningful engagement and encourage intercultural learning? 
What good practices? 



Team ethnography as methodology 

Team-based multi-sited focused ethnography

Ethnographers of different experiences and stances observe, describe, analyse, 
compare and arrive at a bigger picture.

Multiple voices / pooling hypotheses  / sharing and challenging interpretation 

Bikker, A., Atherton, H., Brant, H. et al. (2017)



The process: what we have done so far

Team 
reflection on 
observations 

and 
interviews;  
next steps

3 groups of 
interviews-

students 
and 

teachers

individual 
observations

Team 
observation 
and group 
reflection

Team 
ethnography

04/07-
15/07/2022

Organising

Liaising 

3 sets of 
interview 
questions 

(student; UK 
teacher; China 

teacher)

Generated 
set of 

specific 
research 
questions 
from team



Reflections on the research gathered 

• The Virtual Space

• Content and Delivery

• Opportunities for linguistic and cultural exchange



Reflections on the research gathered: the virtual space 

As a course delivered online, technology would evidently play a role. Some key observations: 

At certain points delivery was impacted by technical issues (e.g. sound/ image not coming through on shared videos). 
Learners were very patient with technology, and resilient to finding solutions/ dealing with issues; 

“when they were playing videos over Zoom, sometimes they're a bit laggy because of the Internet, but that's just what you 
have to cope with really”- student interview

“With the school laptops, we don't have Chinese input so it's hard to ask questions. I went around  by using Google translate
and translating the pinyin into Chinese characters which helped communication”.- student interview

Different set-ups of technology in classrooms may have led to different experiences 

For observers technology presented a challenge in terms of limited views;  we only saw a snapshot of the process; 
different from on-site observation. On the other hand, we were able to be less intrusive than a physical presence in a 
classroom.



Reflections on the research gathered: the virtual space 

With online learning, students were given more options to communicate, and maybe gave some learners more confidence in 
expressing themselves.

“I find it easier [speaking] online because obviously there's no people that you're - well there is people, but they’re virtual people. 
You don't, you're not like being pressured by everyone watching you”- student

The use of chatrooms gave learners a different channel for communication and encouraged a different type of engagement 
from students than in a physical classroom.

Due to the presence and involvement of their UK teachers as well as the physical boundaries, students didn’t always interact with 
their Chinese teachers directly.

The role of the teacher, in both China and England, was potentially affected in terms of who led the lesson. 



Reflections on the research gathered: the virtual space 

UK teachers played a key supportive role, which was acknowledged by many Chinese teachers too.

“We’re a sort of inbetweener in those sessions… when the students don’t understand, we step in and tell them clearly what they 
are supposed to be doing. And sometimes they would ask our students to do pairwork, but then say stop, then I… would ask 
them to give us a little bit more time [so students can answer the question]… so our role is to ensure students get the most out
of it.”

Similarly, teachers in the UK appreciated their colleagues in China; 

“Our colleague in [China], they are really understandable, very supportive, quite flexible as well… generally very friendly 
people- the teacher we had this week she is really quite experienced, understands our students’ level, how to interact with our 
students”



Reflections on the research process: course content and delivery

Learner perspective
Most learners interviewed and observed seemed to have very positive views on this programme and online language learning 
in general (perhaps due to greater familiarity with online learning since 2020)

“I like the way they laid their lessons out… it wasn't just any old GCSE PowerPoint, you basically followed a kind of a story, if you 
understand that, you kind of went on an adventure to learn something… and that's made it pretty interesting.” 

“The way we use language is different, you have more exposure to Mandarin in the virtual learning. There is also something else.
They are in a different country. So just interesting to get a small piece of their lives, well because I’ve never left the UK before.”

“I have actually noted down quite a lot of new vocabulary over past two weeks so it's been kind of hard to keep up with all of it.”

Some learners commented on how exciting it was to be able to speak to real Chinese people in China:

“These past two weeks have been like more immersive, like speaking to actual Chinese people so that's…. Like normal lessons feel
like textbook lessons like just learning new vocabulary and sentence structures, but this has been like more hands on”. 



Reflections on the research process: course content and delivery 

Learner Perspective

Students noticed the demand on (and improvement in) their listening skills, when faced with so much spoken Chinese, especially 
the natural language of the Chinese students: 

“trying to understand what you’re hearing is the hardest as it requires a lot of focus and it's a lot harder”

“usually like we're taught using both English and Chinese, however, on the virtual intensive course it's mainly just Chinese, so we 
have to adjust to trying to like listen more carefully to the instruction, so we can figure out what tasks we need to do”. 

“sometimes it was quite hard to understanding the Chinese people because it kept breaking up and it's very strange to hear a 
natural person saying it right to your face. Some things I could pick up and some things I didn’t know one hundred percent sure”.

“I need to listen to lot of Chinese. That is also a challenge. Sometimes it gets quite hard. But I guess the more you expose 
yourself… [the] easier it becomes”.



Reflections on the research process: Opportunities for linguistic and cultural exchange 

The lessons provided moments of perspective-taking and space for intercultural dialogues, e.g. When the students were 
asked whether they could buy clothes in the souvenirs shops, one student said 有，但是很难看。Another time, when the 
student was asked which is the lucky number in English, they said there is not any lucky number in English. 

Student Perspective:

It's been quite like fun actually. Especially talking on zoom calls to the students and doing activities. I think that was the most fun. 
And seeing the videos that they made… to show like the culture in the city, hot pot and stuff like that. – student

The most enjoyable thing about the virtual learning I would say would be when I actually spoke to them… it's like fun socialising
with people [when] you come from very different backgrounds and different situations, like living in the West is different from 
living in China. - student

“the fact that they knew our language and we didn’t theirs.. is quite humbling”. – student



Carrying out an interactive task with students in China, making a 3D panda, was an experience that many students 
mentioned as a highlight: 

Student: So we had this one activity where we had to make a 3D Panda so we cut out the pieces and we had to like stick it 
together and they kind of taught us how to do that. That was quite fun…They were doing it at the same time as us.

Interviewer: So you thought it was fun. Was there anything else that you thought about it? Did you think that it was interesting 
in any way? Was the activity linked to any kind of language learning?

Student: It felt like we were doing it together because they were also making the panda with us so it felt like more engaging. 
We also like had a conversation while we made the panda’s and asked questions about the school and stuff like that.

Interviewer: Did you speak in English or in Chinese?

Student: We tried to speak in Chinese mostly.

Reflections on the research process: Opportunities for linguistic and cultural exchange



“I do feel more confident in speaking after this programme because I finally had the experience speaking Chinese to a 
native Chinese speaker, seeing the reaction, how they respond so it was like good to know that they are supportive. Even if 
we make an error, they are here to help”. student

“China, I see it more as a place which I want to go now because I've been presented with all these opportunities and 
obviously I've seen all these places of interest, I've seen so many kind people in China which who would support you if you 
say ni hao; it is kind of relaxing to see how welcoming it really is”. - student

Reflections on the research process: Opportunities for linguistic and cultural exchange

I think the key is understanding .. more important to increase their understanding of China compared to just language.
- UK teacher

Giving my students a once in a life chance to experience a different culture, especially they can see some culture from Asia,
what’s going on there, give them a different perspective to look at things, I feel is quite meaningful and something I enjoy 
to do.  - UK teacher



Next steps in the research process 

Reflecting as a team on: 

- Our observations from lessons

- The response from teachers and students around their cultural and linguistic experience of the VIS.

- Examining the spaces where differences in experience were felt- either by our team, or between teachers, or 
between teachers and students

- Thinking about the implications of this for
- Intercultural communication more generally
- Opportunities for exchange between students and teachers in China and England more generally
- Specific implications to develop and deepen the Virtual Intensive Study experience for all parties involved. 
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