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Mike Signorelli
Mike Signorelli arrived in Beijing in 1994 as a student and 
has called China home ever since. He has held several senior 
management roles over the past 20+ years, including his 
last corporate job with NBA China. Mike is the founder of 
Signature Wine, China’s first independent subscription wine 
club. Contact him at mike@sigwine.com.

Tara Gillan
Tara is from England, UK, and been in China over 14 
years where she is raising third culture, bilingual kids.  
She has a passion for education in China, and is a life 
long learner still trying to master Mandarin.  In between, 
work, study and being a mum, you will find her looking 
for her next adventure!

Lise Floris
Lise Poulsen Floris is an EU official turned blogger. Since 
leaving her native Denmark in 1998, she has lived in Italy 
and Belgium before moving to China with her family. She 
writes about life in Beijing on her blog ninemillionbicycles.
com, aiming to tell “the big story through the small story.” 
Her work has been published in the South China Morning 
Post, Global Times, and Point of View International.     

Tim Coghlan
Tim first came to China in 2001 and has made Beijing his 
home for the last 10 years. He specializes in new market 
development for the world’s most iconic consumer brands, 
previously helping luxury brands enter and expand in 
China, and now helping a Chinese technology company 
build their global business.  He enjoys outdoor adventures 
with his two young children, and time permitting, vlogs in 
Chinese under the moniker of “Kangaroo Daddy”.

Juliet London
After seven years in Beijing, market researcher, branding 
consultant and writer, mother to two teenagers, Juliet ‘Lady’ 
London continues to be fascinated by this ever changing city. 
British by birth, she has also lived in Australia and other parts 
of Asia. Her work primarily focuses on education research, 
leaving less time than she would like to take exercise, walk 
her dog, and snap up bargains at local markets.

Marianne Daquet
In Beijing for 12 years, Marianne Daquet has always been 
passionate about art and education. She founded Atelier 
Art School 6 years ago with the mission to pass on her 
strong belief that creativity can change the world. She 
and her French husband have two daughters. You can 
reach her at Marianne@atelier.cn.com.

Caroline Nath 
Caroline Nath moved to Beijing as a teenager after having 
grown up in the US, Canada, France, and India. She is 
a filmmaker, radio host, Parent Effectiveness Training 
teacher, founder of Bonne Nani Jams, and an organic 
food promoter. She has two multi-ethnic and multi-lingual 
children. Contact her at kulfidoll@gmail.com.

Alessandra Azambuja
Alessandra’s Beijing adventure began in 2010 when she 
arrived here with her local Beijinger husband and two 
children. She is originally from Brazil and has also lived and 
worked in Argentina and New Zealand. With a passion for 
working in multicultural environments with international 
students, Alessandra worked for nearly nine years at The 
University of Auckland English Language Academy, and is 
currently at AISB-Hope International in Beijing. You can 
contact her at azambuja.alessandra@hopeintlschool.org



A NOTE TO OUR READERS

Mina Yan

When I was seven years old, my family moved from China to 
sunny Southern California. Although I was excited to start my new 
life in the US, I remember being scared to leave my extended family, 
friends, and basically everything I knew behind to move to a land 
where I didn’t know the language, culture, or anyone other than 
my parents. Our first few months in the US were difficult. With no 
Google or Yelp available, we relied on the Yellow Pages (remember 
those thick phone books from the old days?) and recommendations 
from friends and neighbors to get by. If only we had something like 
a Home and Relocation Guide handy, I know it would have made 
life so much easier.

Now that I’m a seasoned expat, I’m so pleased to be able to share 
all the Beijing life lessons and hacks that make life in our fair city that 
much easier and fun for the whole family. So with that said, welcome 
to your new home and let’s dig into the 2020-2021 beijingkids Home 
and Relocation Guide!

In this issue we share tips on finding an apartment in Beijing 
and negotiating a housing contract (p. 12) so you don’t fall victim to 
scammers or ill-written contracts. Don’t believe that moving night-
mares happen here? Three expat families share their housing stories 
(p. 42) so you can hopefully learn from their misfortune.

For kids, the move can be stressful. Education expert Julie Wolf 
shares her expert tips for preparing young kids for the big move 
(p. 46) and our student correspondent Sharanya Trivedi shares her 

广告

first-person experience as a globe-trotting teen (p. 44).
Make your family’s life in Beijing easier and get all the deets on 

finding an ayi to help you run your home (p. 14), the know-how on 
finding the right school for your little ones (p.32), the legal ins and 
outs of owning a dog in the city and bringing your fur-baby out of 
China when you leave (p.16), as well as the lowdown on the city’s 
best family-friendly parks where you can spend a sunny afternoon 
picnicking (p.25).

I’m a firm believer that home is where the heart is. Beijing is 
a welcoming city, with a community of expats from all around the 
world, so if you make the effort to explore all the great things and 
culture that the city has to offer, then you’ll be feeling right at home 
in no time.
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Welcome to The Team!
In May the beijingkids team welcomed a brand new member: Anna Pellegrin 
Hartley. She joins the beijingkids team as the new Deputy Manager, leaving 
her previous post at the Beijinger as their Digital Content Strategist where 
she was the resident ‘newbie’, tackling a range of subjects from the perspec-
tive of a newcomer to the city. Originally from Western Australia, she left in 
pursuit of high adventure and low-cost wine, and lived in Paris before coming 
to Beijing with her husband in 2018. In the last two years, she’s totally fallen 
in love with Beijing and enjoys writing about sustainability, ecology, cycling, 
composting, books, and more. Her website is www.annahartleywrites.com. 
We’re thrilled for Hartley to relocate to the beijngkids and join our little family.

Pawsome News! Dog Regis-
tration Period Extended
It’s time to get your four-legged fur babies registered 
again! In light of the ongoing pandemic and prevention 
measures, Beijing’s annual two-month dog inspection 
period has been extended between May 30 to Dec 31. 
Beijing law states that all dog owners in the capital are 
required to register their pets annually with the Public 
Security Bureau (PSB), or have their pets automatically 
be considered stray and subject to confiscation. Under 
normal circumstances, the registration period runs May 
1 and Jun 30, regardless of when the dog was initially 
registered. Registration costs RMB 500. It’s time to 
start getting all your pooch’s documents together and 
head to PSB. Keep your pups legal and safe.

Sort Out Your Trash
On May 1 Beijing officially began rolling out its long-awaited recycling 
plan, with a steady influx of recycling bins popping up around housing 
complexes, hotels, and schools. Now, it’s up to individuals and business 
owners in the city to sort their trash accordingly, lest they want to incur a 
fine of up to RMB 200. Now trash needs to be divided into four categories: 
recyclables, kitchen waste, hazardous waste, and other waste.

Green Means Go
On Apr 14 Chaoyang District became 
the only area classified as “high risk” 
in China after having more than 50 
total cases, and at least one new lo-
cal transmission within the previous 
14 days. However, the last case in 
Beijing was reported Apr 15, mean-
ing that the high-risk status expired 
on Apr 30.

Finally, couriers, deliverymen, 
housekeepers, family, and friends are 
officially permitted to enter commu-
nities after registering and presenting 
a green health code, making our lives 
in Beijing so much easier once again.

Mask Up!
While many of us have adapted to life behind 
the mask, and dare we say, embraced the odd 
comfort they provide, returning to work has 
meant cutting short our other latest love af-
fair: wearing nothing but pajamas for days at 
a time. And while the former meant we could 
navigate the world without makeup or a freshly 
trimmed beard, there’s no easy fix for not being 
able to wear pajamas other than sucking it up 
and rummaging through your old threads while 
asking yourself, “what even is fashion?” the 
Beijinger has launched a range of T-shirts meant 
to encapsulate some of the lighter elements of 
the past few months. 
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Mimi June Fok
Dutch. Born on Mar 17

to Patrick Fok and Rowena Haverkamp
at Queen Elizabeth Hospital

Zareen Kamenskykh 
Ukrainian, Born on Mar 14

to Anastasiia & Anton Kamenskykh
at Beijing Anzhen Hospital

Sofia Luisa Crocetti
Canadian/Italian. Born on Feb 27

to Erin and Giuseppe Crocetti 
at Beijing United Family Hospital

Valentina Chibudo Gbede
Nigerian. Born on Feb 22

to Anthony and Benedicta Gbede
at Beijing Shangdi Hospital

Carla Valentina Will
German/Korean. Born on Mar 10

to Alexander Will and Yang Younglim
at Beijing United Family Hospital

Note that we will only publish 
photos of babies born  
in the last 12 months

Share your new arrival and 
scan this QR code!

Emma Bettina Jane Kieslich
German/Chinese. Born on Sept 28 
to Shirley and Benjamin Kieslich 

at Queen Mary Hospital 
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BALAYAGE 
BOMBSHELL
Sharon Goes From Mom-Next-Door to 
Glamazon in First Post-Baby Pamper Day
By Mark Allan Karanja  
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Being a mom can be exhausting. Whether 
you have help or not, raising kids is just not 
as easy as TV moms might make it out to be. 
But if one child is hard work, raising twins is 
double the trouble, and the thought of having 
two kids of the same age running around and 
needing constant attention and care is enough 
to drive some parents insane.

But Beijing expat and mom of twins,  
Sharon Shi just doesn’t know it any other 
way. Life has been pretty non-stop since she 
welcomed her two gorgeous kids, Isabella 
and William, into the world, even if she does 
contend with a lack of personal time. Between 
caring for the twins and pursuing her Masters 
in Educational and Social Research (MRes), 
Shi decided to take a year off work; but even 
so, sometimes there just aren’t enough hours 
in the day for both mommy and babies, and 
one has to give. Clearly, a day of relaxation 
and pampering at the Laurent Falcon Sanlitun 
salon was in order for this busy mom!

To begin, Shi’s luscious locks were taken 
in the capable hands of hair stylist Max who 
decided on a balayage color service, highlight-
ing and lifting her chestnut blonde hair with a 

Pro Style Tips
1. Balayage coloring is a perfect 
way to bring your hair into summer, 
and the best part is that it doesn’t 
leave your hair with harsh ‘roots’ 
when the color starts to grow out.

2. Lob it – The long bob hairstyle is 
great for those who want to retain 
length but also get volume and 
movement. 

3. Straight to wavy – You don’t 
have to make an appointment with 
your stylist to get effortless curls. If 
you aren’t proficient with a curling 
iron or wand, buy a set of flexirods 
and a spray bottle. Spritz your hair 
with water, wrap it, wait a while, 
and boom! Effortless waves.

4. Highlights – If are afraid your 
hair might break from bleaching, 
you can easily fix it using the hair-
bond strengthener, Olaplex.

vibrant baby blonde. The coloring done, Max 
began shaping the ‘lob’ (long bob) cut with 
slight layers and finished the glamorous do 
with voluminous barrel curls combed out into 
effortless beach waves. While child-rearing 
and sleep deprivation go hand in hand, there 
was no evidence of long nights on Shi’s flaw-
less skin, which went from rosy fresh to a 
sun-kissed dewy finish under the care of the 
Laurent Falcon makeup gurus. The fresh look 
was completed with a delicate rose lip to bal-
ance out the bright summer eye.

Shi had expressed some apprehension 
about finding just the right outfit to capture 
her return to glamazon status. Like most 
moms, a combination of lack of time, preg-
nancy weight gain, and a need for functional 
clothing meant that Shi hadn’t updated her 
wardrobe for a long while after her twins’ birth. 
But she was pleasantly surprised to rediscover 
a couple of forgotten pieces that not only fit 
her perfectly, but also flatter her figure, new 
cut, and the spirit of springing into summer.

And after an extensive voting process 
by her best girlfriends, Shi slipped into her 
hot summer look, featuring floral dresses, 

Laurent Falcon, French Style Salon 
F/2, Sanlitun North Street South.
三里屯北街南43号楼

www.laurent-falcon.com
(6409 4243) 

Before the Makeover

flirty flared hems, revealing shoulders, and a 
cinched waist to show off Shi’s figure. A day 
of pampering reacquainted this Beijing mom 
with herself pre-baby and has her ready for 
her new adventure as she prepares to return 
to work in the coming school year.

Look out Beijing, glamazon coming 
through! 
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Dorothy - American Factory 
In 2014 Chinese auto-glass company Fuyao 
opened a factory in Dayton, Ohio. The docu-
mentary shows how the local American and 
Chinese workers, who are brought over to 
train them, try to overcome their language 
and cultural differences such as safety, 
unions, and work ethics. By the end, most 
of the workers had been replaced by ma-
chines, and I now appreciate how Artificial 
Intelligence is affecting the global workforce.

Geena - The Last Dance 
This documentary series is a fascinating and detailed look at the 
1997-1998 season that culminated in the Chicago Bull’s historic 
sixth and final N.B.A. championship title, led by His Airness Michael 
Jordan. Jordan says that God created him to play basketball, and I 
am still in awe of his excellence and relentless pursuit of greatness. 
I am not a competitive person so watching Jordan tap into his 
competitive side to achieve excellence has been inspiring to me.

10   beijingkids   2020  June

BEHIND 
THE SCENES
The Asideu Family Share Their 
Favorite Documentary Films
By  Anna Pellegrin Hartley
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BEHIND THE SCENES LIVING

When the Asiedu family moved from the US to Beijing in 2010 following 
a long-held dream to experience a new culture and city, they figured 
they might be here for two years in total. Two years flew by, then 
five, then… well, you know how it goes. Eldest daughter Dorothy 

(16) and her sister Diane (14) are students at Dulwich College Beijing, while their 
youngest Elizabeth (12) goes to Daystar Academy. Dad Kenneth is currently stuck 
in Philadelphia missing his leading ladies, but Geena credits FaceTime for keeping 
them all connected during this tough time. We quizzed the Asiedu family on their 
favorite documentary films, and we were not disappointed! 

Kenneth - Minimalism
This Netflix documentary makes a persuasive argument for the benefits of living 
a minimalist lifestyle. There is nothing inherently wrong with owning material 
possessions, but we often have more than we need. We have been conditioned 
to give too much meaning to the material stuff we collect. Minimalism can 
assist us to find freedom from the trappings of our consumer-driven culture.

Diane -  Becoming 
Becoming shows parts of Michelle Obama’s life before, dur-
ing, and after her time as the First Lady. It was interesting to 
see the contrast between these different stages, and I have 
come to appreciate how she learned to establish herself as 
an individual, and dealt with negative press. Michelle makes 
lots of witty and inspiring comments, and one of my favorite 
lines is a quote about young girls, “We can’t afford to wait 
for the world to be equal to start feeling seen”. 

Elizabeth -  Blue Planet II
Blue Planet II shows mesmerizing ocean scenes and animals. The 
production crew was able to place cameras on sea creatures such 
as whales, and I enjoyed seeing this point of view. Sea creatures 
are as protective of their little ones just as human parents, and 
I was sad to watch the part where a mama whale was so sad 
that its baby had died. Blue Planet II also shows us the impact 
of human activities and climate change. It is important for each 
of us to do our bit to make sure that sea creatures can thrive in 
their natural habitat. 
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READING IN 
BETWEEN 
THE LINES

Understanding Your Lease Before 
Signing on The Dotted Line

By Mark Allan Karanja

You are new to Beijing and it takes you a moment to take in 
all the grey buildings looming over you. But you know behind 
every grey facade is a possibly tasteful, even elegant apartment 
decked out to your liking. Agents upon agents are in hot pursuit 
as they smell an opportunity, sending you tons of pictures along 
with price listings, insisting you must see this property or that 
before it’s snatched up. But you are undecided. Do you settle 
for a cozy hutong loft or a modern high-rise apartment? Who 
do you even speak to about the apartment after you view it? 

Who is truly running the show; the agent or the landlord who 
you never meet? And what if issues should arise? Who do you 
speak to? The agent? The landlord? And that is how you come 
close to your first nervous breakdown. 

Welcome to Beijing’s renters market, where up is down, down 
is up, housing agents are kings, and if you don’t know any bet-
ter, your landlord might take you for a wild ride. I exaggerate 
of course. But let us delve into the murky waters of renters’ 
rights in Beijing.

Up until very recently, I believed landlords had absolute 
power. This is also the prevailing sentiment amongst friends 
living in the city, who try to keep their landlords as happy as 
possible to avoid a possible surprise eviction. Not so, says  
Matthias Schroeder LL.M, a lawyer based in Beijing.

According to Schroeder, the landlord’s rights and powers are 
far more limited under the law than you might realize. Landlords 
only have the right to collect rent, review and approve renovation 
plans to the house, and recover the house after the termination 
of a lease. But what about getting your deposit back at the end 
of a lease? First of all, don’t leave the country too fast. Renters 
in a hurry to leave the city or the country generally have no 
recourse should an unscrupulous landlord withhold their deposit. 
“We have seen cases where the landlord did not bother pay-
ing back the deposit. The cost of such a claim might be higher 

than the deposit itself. This becomes an issue, because, even 
in case the claimant wins the case, in most cases, the losing 
party will not have to pay all the attorney fees of the winning 
party. Therefore it is cheaper to not even bother.”

This is admittedly an extreme case, and a reasonable landlord 
should not only reimburse your deposit but may also calculate 
and reimburse all paid for but unused utilities such as water, 
electricity, and gas. They should also reimburse any repairs you 
may have carried out on the property that are not aesthetic, and 
provided that you have kept all receipts and fapiaos. This means 
that you can’t charge your landlord for the cute little bookshelf 
you decided to install yourself, as that will be considered a per-
sonal expense, however, if the apartment came with a broken 
shelf that you decide to fix, you can ask for a reimbursement.

I am Landlord, Hear me Roar 
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You have come to the end of your lease, but you 
love the place. You haven’t had much of an issue 
with the landlord and you wish to extend your con-
tract. But you are met with a flat ‘no’. Is it another 
tenant? Does he want to increase the rent? Don’t 
be surprised if this happens. The landlord is well 
within his rights not to renew a lease, provided that 
he gives you ample notice to vacate the premises. 
“In the last six years in Beijing, I had to move three 
times with my family,” says Schroeder, “It is just a 
question of luck, how long you may stay in your 
flat. The landlord is not obliged by law to renew 
the contract in most cases.”

And don’t be surprised to receive a notice to 
vacate your apartment shortly after moving in 
because the landlord has either decided to move 
in himself or has sold the apartment. If you are 
lucky, your lease might be transferred, but in most 
cases, you will have to vacate. All is not lost though. 
According to Schroder, “As a penalty for breaching 
the contract and terminating it prematurely, most 
standard contracts foresee the payment of two 
months of rent.”

1. Check the landlord’s house property certificate and his ID card to confirm that the house 
belongs to him and that there is no overdue mortgage on the apartment. Foreclosure would 
terminate your lease agreement without compensation.

2. Document the status of the apartment with pictures and witnesses. Note any damage, even 
minor, on the ‘handing over’ list, which must be attached to the rental contract.

3. Only sign a lease contract with the house owner or an authorized person, not with the 
current tenant or the relatives or friends of the house owner.

4. Make sure the landlord issues a proper rental fapiao and clarifies who has to pay the 
respective taxes.

5. After signing the lease contract, register at the police station in a timely fashion.

6. If you do repairs, document them; and collect all the bills and fapiaos.

7. If you can afford it, or your living expenses are covered by your employer, insist in an 
arbitration clause. Although expensive, in the event of a dispute, arbitration is faster than the 
court system, and the parties can influence the proceedings better.

It might be surprising for foreigners to learn 
that in cases where our rental rights have been 
contravened, we can actually represent ourselves in 
court. “If the landlord breached the contract by not 
giving notice in time or by prematurely terminating 
the contract without having the right thereto, you 
may file for damages. A lawyer is not necessary for 
doing so as you are allowed to represent yourself, 
and the court clerks will help you with the filing,” 
elaborates Schroder. 

However, and this is very important to note, if a 
contract is written in both English and Chinese, and 
there is no clause stipulating otherwise, then the 
prevailing version is always the Chinese version. This 
could be a problem if the terms in the two contracts 
do not match, which is not unheard of. 

Whatever the situation, it is a relief to know the 
renter’s market in Beijing isn’t as much of the wild, 
wild East the urban legends suggest. Be it using your 
landlord’s desire to increase your rent to renegotiate 
your lease, or even taking the plunge and represent-
ing yourself should things go south, there is always 
a solution. You just have to know where to start, 
and where to go should things end badly.

What’s The Contract Got to do With It?

Here are a few things to keep in mind before, during, 
and after you sign on the dotted line:

Biting the Bullet

June  2020   beijingkids   13

LIVINGFEATURE



14   beijingkids   2020  June

Help Wanted!
What You Need to Know About Finding, 

and Keeping, an Ayi
By Mina Yan
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LIVINGFEATURE
For many expats one of the perks of living in China is being able 

to afford full-time domestic help, and one of the first Chinese words 
that many newcomers pick up is ‘ayi’. Ayi basically means ‘aunty’ 
but is a very flexible word, which can be used to address any older 
female stranger or new acquaintance, or to address a female service 
worker, in this case, your nanny/housekeeper/domestic worker.

In the US, the average cost of a full-time live-out domestic worker 
is about RMB 5,400 a week. That’s no small sum, which is why being 
able to afford full-time help is such a luxury. In Beijing, however, it’s 
surprisingly affordable, and you can usually hire a full-time ayi for 
under RMB 10,000 a month. As well as taking care of the mundane 
household chores, leaving you to explore the city with the family and 
enjoy your time in Beijing, your ayi can become a deeply cherished, 
important part of your family. Here’s how to find the perfect ayi. 

Finding and interviewing an ayi
The process for finding an ayi can be a bit tedious if you don’t 

know where to start. Fortunately, fellow expats are generally more 
than happy to share their ayi agency contacts and references for their 
favorite ayis. If you’re not comfortable asking others for references, 
a quick visit to our sister publication’s website’s classified section 
www.thebeijinger.com can be a great place to start looking and give 
you an idea of how much you’re looking at spending for full-time 
help. Alternatively, the next time you visit your local grocery store, 
stop by the bulletin board around the checkout area. Many ayis are 
specifically looking to work with expat families, and will put up flyers 
in markets like April Gourmet and Jenny Lou’s.

Then, when you’re ready to interview, don’t be shy about asking 
lots of questions. For some of us this part can get a bit uncomfort-
able, but it’s better to get all the hard, and personal questions out 
of the way rather than find out that you’re not comparable later on.

Here are some useful discussion topics and questions to get you 
started:

1. Does ayi speak English? If so, how well? Always confirm 
their language level rather than accepting a simple yes or no.

2. Has she worked with foreign families before? If so, where 
were they from? Sometimes agencies will classify all foreigners 
together without taking into consideration cultural differences.

3. Is she certified in CPR or first aid?

4. Be specific about what her duties are. Never assume that 
just because you’ve had an ayi who voluntarily cooked for the 
family, all ayis will.

5. How old were the kids she’s cared for before?

6. Will she work on weekends? If she’s not living with you, 
will she need to leave work on time each day or will she be 
ok with sometimes staying a bit late?

7. If you have pets, does she have experience working for a 
family with pets or does she have any allergies?

8. Is she trustworthy? Was she recommended by someone 
you know? If not, can she provide you with a copy of her ID 
card and health check certificate?

9. If you’re planning on hiring a live-in ayi, ask her specifically 
about what she’s expecting her living situation to be.

Beijing Ayi Services
www.BeijingAyiService.com
service@BeijingAyiService.com
Tel: 6040 9096, 156 9999 2126

Nanny Beijing
www.nannybeijing.com
nannybeijing@hotmail.com 
Tel: 5642 9208, 159 1050 7956

Handy Resources:

Setting up your family, and ayi, for success
Even when you’ve found your perfect ayi, welcoming a total stranger 

into your home when there may also be a large language barrier to 
contend with, is not always easy. We’re all used to our own way of 
living, and teaching all the small nuances of how you like to run your 
home to a new person is a challenge. Even something as simple as 
cooking your favorite meal can present difficulties, as your ayi most 
likely didn’t grow up cooking with the same ingredients and appli-
ances as you did.

Luckily, as expat mom Rebecca Archer previously shared on our 
website www.beijing-kids.com, there are ways of getting around the 
language and cultural barriers to help the house run smoothly. Here 
are our top tips:

1. Have an ‘I don’t know where this goes’ box that your ayi can 
place items in. Empty it every few days, and if the same item 
keeps appearing in the box, then you can show your ayi where 
the item belongs.

2. When your children are close together in age and/or the same 
gender, it can be hard for your ayi to figure out whose clothes 
are whose. Expat moms have found the ‘dot system’ to be a 
lifesaver. Draw one dot on the clothing label of your firstborn, 
two dots for the second child, and so on. Then, when the item 
of clothing gets passed down to the next child, just add another 
dot. This is a huge help to your ayi who can look at the number 
of dots and know instantly whose item of clothing it is.

3. Put photos on toy storage boxes and also on the children’s 
clothing drawers, so that your ayi (and kids) can ensure that toys 
go into the correct box, and that trousers, shirts, and sleepwear 
are also put into their correct place.

4. If you don’t write Chinese, create images of the tasks you 
want to be accomplished that day and stick them to the fridge 
so your ayi has a clear idea of the tasks she needs to do.

5. If you have digital technology that resets whenever the power 
plug is pulled out, mark it with a ‘Don’t unplug me’ sticker to 
save you having to restore all the settings each time ayi does 
the vacuuming. 

6. When you travel over the holidays, you will probably continue 
to pay your ayi her full salary so that she remains with you after 
you return. Leave her a list, or create a photo book of jobs for 
her to do while you are away. If she usually does the grocery 
shopping for you, you can also leave her a list of things to buy 
before you return, so that your family comes home to a fully 
stocked fridge.
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Love You Fur-Ever
Tips on Responsible Pet Ownership

By Mina Yan
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For most families, the addition of a furry friend makes the 
family feel complete. For kids, owning a pet is like a rite of pas-
sage. It teaches them about responsibilities and compassion, and 
there is growing evidence that having a pet in the house can help 
babies grow up with a stronger immune system.

While some expats bring their fur-babies to Beijing from their 

home countries, there are plenty of us who made the decision to 
expand our families after we’ve moved. But before you get caught 
up looking at cute puppy videos online as research on your new 
furry family member, be sure to get acquainted with the details 
on pet ownership laws in Beijing.
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 Buy or Adopt?
This one’s easy: always adopt if you can! Give a pup or kitten a 

second chance and a fur-ever home that they deserve. International 
Center for Veterinary Services (ICVS) has many animals who are in 
need of a loving home. These pets have already received their shots 
and ICVS will continue to provide financial help during checkups for pet 
owners of adopted pets. If you’re specifically looking to adopt a puppy, 
you can also contact Lost Puppies of Beijing (WeChat ID: lostpuppies), 
an association that rescues and fosters stray puppies before finding 
new loving homes for them.

 Registration
Not all pets need to be registered in Beijing, only dogs, so if you 

have a cat, you’re in the clear. Beijing law states that all dog owners in 
the capital are required to register their pets annually with the Public 
Security Bureau (PSB), or have their pets automatically be considered 
stray and subject to confiscation. Under normal circumstances, the 
registration period runs May 1 and Jun 30, regardless of when the 
dog was initially registered. Registration costs RMB 500. This year, 
due to disruptions caused by the COVID-19 the city has extended dog 
registration period to Dec 31. 

 A Question of Breeding
Beijing has a long and complicated history with dogs, probably due 

to historically high rates of rabies. Therefore, ‘large’ and ‘aggressive’ 
dogs may not be kept within many city districts. Such dogs are defined 
as those whose height exceeds 35cm, measured from the shoulder. 
The PSB website offers a helpful list of larger and banned breeds, 
such as Tibetan mastiff, Dobermann, greyhound, chow chow, and 
akita, among others.

 Exotic Tastes
If you’ve watched the Netflix blockbuster series Tiger King recently 

you may be disappointed to learn that there are definitely no pet tigers 
in Beijing. The most common pets in Beijing are dogs and cats, although 
you’ll see the occasional bunny, bird, ferret, hamster, or tropical fish. 
The main barrier to owning any animal other than a cat or dog in 
Beijing is that due to Chinese law, you won’t be able to take them out 
of the country when you decide to move. Many exotic animals have 
surprisingly long lifespans, which can easily exceed the standard work 
contract in Beijing. Be responsible when you’re considering expanding 
your family, and think about your long term relocation plan… are you 
sure you’ll still want that cute chinchilla in twenty years’ time?

LIVINGFEATURE
 Lifestyle and Habits

Before falling head over heels with one particular pet, think about 
your lifestyle in Beijing. Are you a homebody, or do you like to go 
out and explore? How old are your children? Do you or your partner 
frequently work overtime? Do you like to spend your weekends out 
with friends, and do overnight stays? Different types of pets require 
different levels of commitment and if you’re going to make them a 
member of your family, think about what needs they have and if you 
can realistically provide that for them.

 Bye-Bye Beijing
It’s worth saying again: according to Chinese law, the only animals 

that can be legally taken out of the country are cats and dogs. Even 
for these two animals, sending a pet abroad is a lengthy process 
that should be begun as many as up eight months prior to the move 
depending on which country you’re moving to. The process can be a 
headache for many people but thankfully places like ICVS, Doctors Beck 
and Stone, and Globy Pet Relocation offers regular classes on how to 
relocate with your pets as well as relocation services. But whatever 
you do, don’t wait until the last minute to start inquiring. Vaccinations 
and health certificates take time and you don’t want have to choose 
between delaying your departure or leaving Fido behind.

 Useful Services

International Center for Veterinary Services (ICVS) 
北京新天地国际动物医院

3-16 Rongke Ganlan Chengshang Jie, Futongxi Dajie, Wangjing, 
Chaoyang 朝阳区望京阜通西大街 融科橄榄城商街13-16号

Tel: 8456 1939

Doctors Beck and Stone Health Care Center 
思威（北京）国际动物医院 

Unit 104, Tower B, Bldg 3, Hou Xiandai Cheng, Baiziwan Lu, 
Chaoyang 朝阳区百子湾路后现代城3栋B座104底商

Tel: 8774 8653

Globy Pet Relocation
Rm 26B, Block 2, Bauhinia Court, 30 Dongsanhuan Beilu, 
Chaoyang 朝阳区东三环北路30号紫荆豪庭2座26B

Tel: 8762 5020
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DINING FOOD FOR THOUGHT

Tips and Hacks on Stress-Free Family Dining
By Mina Yan
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Dining Out With The Family

Welcome to the parenting chapter of your life. Getting settled in 
Beijing can be a fun adventure for the whole family filled with new 
experiences, culture shocks that turn into fun cocktail party anecdotes, 
and delicious culinary discoveries that are bound to make it into your 
family’s recipe book. Here are our top tips on enjoying fun and stress-
free dining as a family. 

 
Have a few go-to spots

Get acquainted with the kid-friendly malls and shopping centers 
in Beijing. Solana, Chaoyang Joy City, and Indigo Mall are known for 
their large selection of family-friendly stores, restaurants, and play 
areas. Restaurants in these malls tend to cater specifically to families 
so things like kid-friendly menus, high chairs, and shatterproof utensils 
are easily found. And should Junior throw a tantrum, the staff and 
other diners are more likely to be used to it.

Another unexpected contender on the family-friendly mall list is WF 
Central in Wangfujing. While the high-end luxury stores don’t scream 
family-friendly, the mall is well designed with large clean bathrooms and 
play areas to keep kids entertained in the powder room while they wait.

 
Kids Favorites

There are a few restaurants in Beijing that go out of their way to 
accommodate families. Annie’s Italian Restaurant has multiple locations 
all over the city and offers kid-friendly menu and a relaxing ambiance 
where comfort food and family fun go hand-in-hand. Likewise, Hulu 
by TRB now has two locations in Beijing, both with coloring sets and 
kid-friendly menus for the little ones. The Hulu team has a reputation 

for being extra accommodating with their guests so whether it’s a lunch 
out with your little one or a moms’ group afternoon tea out with many 
little ones, the team is always happy to make the arrangements so you 
and your friends will feel right at home.

 
Be Prepared

It doesn’t matter if you’re a parent in Beijing or anywhere else in 
the world, it’s always better to be prepared when there are little ones 
around. Have an extra set of kid-friendly utensils, diapers, and bottle 
handy is never a bad thing especially as local Chinese restaurants tend 
only to supply adult-sized chopsticks and glasses, due to differences 
in dining cultures.

 
Oh Poo

For parents with young kids, changing poopy diapers is just a part 
of life. It helps when the restaurant (or the mall it’s located in) planned 
ahead and built changing tables into both the men’s and women’s rest-
rooms, but not all places were designed with parents of small children 
in mind, and if you’re hoping to spend a day exploring and dining out 
in the hutongs, there’s still a good chance that all you’ll find are the 
‘squatty potties’. Most restaurants (especially local Chinese ones) have 
private dining rooms and if you explain the situation, the staff are usu-
ally pretty understanding and will let you use one of their private rooms 
to change your baby. If you’re outside and there’s really no privacy 
available, well, then your baby’s comfort (and hygiene) comes first. 
Find a relatively quiet spot on the street and take care of business.
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Love That’s Made to Last
From Santorini to Beijing, 
19 Years on and the Florises Are Still Madly in Love
By  Mina Yan
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DININGDATE NIGHT

Remember when you first met your partner 
and were so excited to see them for some-
thing as simple as dinner and a movie? Well, 
as married parents, the need for ‘date nights’ 
are still as important as ever, as they remind 
you of when you first fell for each other, and 
the fact that outside of your roles as parents, 
you’re still lovebirds at heart.

According to relationship experts, the top 
five reasons why couples need to leave the 
kids at home and set aside date nights just 
for each other are communication: giving 
couples time to really talk to each other away 
from the distractions of children and careers; 
novelty: breaking out of your daily patterns 
and routines where after a while, you start 
taking each other for granted; ‘that spark’: 
creating magic moments where you the world 
just melts away and you only have eyes for 
each other, which are important reminders of 
why you fell in love in the first place; to de-
stress: as intimate conversation helps cultivate 
healthy emotional support and thus lower 
mental stress; and finally, commitment: date 
nights help couples reconnect with each other 
and help build deeper bonds as a couple, and 
nurtures a strong sense of ‘we-ness’.

To see how the real pros do it, we tagged 
along on a date night with Lise and Fran-
cesco Floris at Made in China. The Flores 
couple have been married for 19 years and 
are proud parents to three kids: Simon (20), 
Samuel (18), and Rebecca (15). The couple 
met in Santorini, Greece in 1995 where Lise 
was working in a shop and Francesco was 
the good-looking tourist who caught her eye.

Made in China has been famous for its 
delicious Peking duck for over a decade, 
but they were also the first hotel restaurant 
to offer an open noodle bar where guests 
could watch chefs at work while slurping up 
freshly made noodles. The restaurant caters 
to locals and expats alike, offering exquisitely 
prepared Beijing cuisine and a few signature 
flares that leave guests craving for more. Even 
more unusual: since they first opened back in 
2003, Made in China hasn’t changed its cen-

tral menu. According to Executive Chef Anish 
Padgaonkar, even though they do introduce 
occasional seasonal dishes, their guests have 
remained so in love with the original Made in 
China menu that the restaurant kept on bring-
ing back their favorites. Now, after 17 years in 
operation, Made in China offers a trued-and-
tested, curated list of all-time guest favorites.

Starting off the couple’s date night is a 
plate of spinach with sesame sauce rice vin-
egar (RMB 50). This classic Beijing cold dish is 
a must-have, arriving within minutes of order-
ing, and giving you something tasty to nibble 
on while you wait for your show-stoppers.

For seafood lovers, Made in China’s sizzling 
king prawns (RMB 465) is a sight to see (and 
taste). The fragrance of the prawns fill the 
entire restaurant and turns heads as the wait-
ress gracefully parades them from the kitchen 
to your table. Talk about giving everyone else 
food envy! For a healthy seafood option, the 
simple ingredients of the steamed blue cod 

(RMB 395) help to amplify the natural sweet-
ness of the codfish, giving you a guilt-free 
healthy course.

Of course, a trip to Made in China isn’t 
complete without a taste of their Peking duck, 
and unless you’ve got a really big appetite, 
half a duck (RMB 265) is more than enough 
for two people to share on a date night. Made 
fresh in their wood-fired oven, each duck is 
carved table-side and served with the classic 
pancakes and Peking duck condiments.

As Lise and Francesco finish off their night 
at Made in China, we couldn’t help but ask the 
couple for a bit of marriage advice. Lise admits 
that for some reason, the couple often ends 
up arguing while on date nights. “I’ve heard 
that’s common because we get to ‘dig into’ 
some discussions and practical, family and life 
topics.” Lise tells beijingkids “Thankfully we 
always make up before the end of the date.” 
And what about a tip for new couples? Their 
secret to a long happy marriage is to always be 
able to talk openly and honestly, even about 
the difficult stuff. “Oh, and physical attraction 
doesn’t hurt either,” she adds with a laugh.
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What You’ll Need

•  Recycled wrapping paper, 
light cardstock, or old news-
papers

•  Light bamboo sticks, or 
twigs

•  Cotton thread

•  Scissors

•  Sticky tape

Let’s Go Fly a Kite!
Up, Up, and Away With Daystar Academy

By Anna Pellegrin Hartley
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How to make it

“Let’s go fly a kite, Up to the highest height!”... 
with just two lines and a melody as uplifting as 
the gusts of wind on a Beijing summer day, this 
song from the classic film Mary Poppins trans-
ports us to the carefree world of our childhood. 
Making and flying a kite is such a simple joy, and 
a great activity to do in many of Beijing’s beauti-
ful public parks. Best of all, you don’t need any 
fancy materials: twigs from the ground and old 
newspapers are more than adequate. Even very 
young children can join in the fun, helping to fold 
the paper and decorating the tail with streamers. 

We met up with Shaun (7) and his Daystar 
Academy Sanlitun Campus art teacher Vivan 
Gao at Chaoyang Park to learn how to make our 
very own kite. 

Let’s get started!

STEP 1: 
Spread out the paper or card on the floor, and 
fold it into a diamond shape, then use the 
scissors to cut away the excess paper. Save 
it to use later. 

STEP 2: 
Place the bamboo sticks or twigs on the 
diamond, creating a cross. Trim them to the 
right length. 

STEP 3: 
Tie a knot at the intersection of the two sticks, 
winding the cotton thread around and around 
both ways to secure it.

STEP 4: 
Lay the cross on the paper, and tape the ends 
of the sticks to the corners. 

STEP 5: 
Tie three separate cotton threads to the kite 
frame: one on either side of the shorter stick, 
about halfway, and one halfway between the 
intersection and the bottom of the kite, on 
the long stick.

STEP 6: 
Now tie these three threads together, adding 
another very long piece of string (this is what 
you will hold when flying the kite.)

STEP 7: 
Decorate the tail and sides of your kite with 
the paper that you saved in Step 1. Color or 
decorate it however you like!

STEP 8: 
Time to go and fly. Run with the kite behind 
you, and see it lift off into the sky! 

1

3

5

7

2

4

6

8
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 Constructive Mess 
Teaching Children How to Keep Clutter at Bay

By Mark Allan Karanja

PLAYING

A 2006 study by the University of Sussex found a link between 
cleanliness and order, and well-behaved children, so there’s never 
been a better time to start tiding up. But how do you do this, and 
how do you make it into a fun learning activity? Through a series 
of games of course! Decluttering expert, mother, and long term 
Beijing resident Astra Holmes gives us a few tips to get started. 

1. Use your child’s natural competitive instincts to your advan-
tage by ‘gamifying’ cleaning activities, like Trash Bag Bingo, in 
which you throw away rubbish and broken toys together. “Put 
on some music, set a timer and get your child to try and find a 
designated number of items before the buzzer rings,” explains 
Holmes. This is especially useful for school supplies, as kids go 
through pens, markers, and pencils faster than parents are able 
to keep up. “Make it a race” Holmes advises “to see who can 
find the most pens. Then get some scrap paper and try them to 
see if they work, and whoever gets the most broken pens wins.” 

2. Kids amass a ton of artwork. Create a display area with your 
child and decide which pieces are their favorites, then discard 
the rest. Adding frames or even organizing a yearly “Art Gallery” 
can help with the decision-making process.

3. Incentivize your child to put clothes away, or in the laundry 
hamper, by rewarding them with stickers, or a story, or whatever 
reward they find attractive.

4. Tripping on toys can be a thing of the past if you set up a 
toy “lending library” where your child gets to select no more 
than 20 toys to play with per month. If your child wishes to 
have something new, then they can “return” the toy for a new 
one. This has the added benefit of making once old and boring 
toys seem new and exciting again. Toys not in use should all 
be put in storage. 

5. Implement the One-In-One-Out policy, whereby, in exchange 
for a new toy, a child gets to decide which toy they are “too 
old for”, which must be given away. This is particularly useful 
during the holiday season.

FEATURE
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GREEN WITH ENVY
Exploring Some of Beijing’s Best Kid-Friendly Parks
By Anna Pellegrin Hartley

When standing on Chang’An Avenue, or in the shadow of the 
skyscrapers in the CBD, Beijing can really feel like a concrete 
jungle. But among all the busy streets and seemingly endless 
construction sites there is an abundance of beautiful green 

spaces and parks, for people of all ages to enjoy. Of course, the 
best park for your family is the one that you can most easily get 
to, and feel safe enjoying with your brood, but even so, a few 
do still stand out among the crowd. 

Chaoyang Park 朝阳公园

Address: 1 Nongzhan South Road, Chaoyang 
District 朝阳区农展馆南路1号

Opening hours: Daily 6am-10pm

Price: RMB 5, additional for special activities and 
theme parks

Chaoyang Park is, unsurprisingly, the king of the parks 
in Chaoyang District. Measuring a whopping 289 
hectares (New York’s Central Park is 341 hectares) it 
has just about everything you could want in a park: 
grassy lawns, acres of flower beds, an extensive lake 
system complete with paddle boats for hire, a 5km 
running track, more than one amusement park (think 
rollercoasters and a climbing wall), a laser-tag field, 
badminton courts, basketball courts… the list goes 
on. It is also very well stocked with restrooms and 
concession stands, making it an easy place to spend 
the day no matter the age of your children.

Tuanjiehu Park 团结湖公园

Address: 16 Tuanjiehu Nanli, Chaoyang Dis-
trict 朝阳区团结湖南里16号

Opening hours: Daily, 7am-10pm

Price: Free; additional for special activities 
and water park

Pocket-sized Tuanjiehu Park is one of the most 
overlooked parks in the city, but so worth exploring 
with your family. There are so many different fun 
things packed into this tiny space: an outdoor skat-
ing rink, play equipment, paddle boats, wooded 
hills with trails to explore, and even a full-sized 
water park complete with a sandy beach, wave 
pool, and slides. Tuanjiehu is also a very active 
community park, so no matter what time you go 
there, you’ll find people dancing, practicing tai-chi, 
playing musical instruments, singing in a choir, 
kicking a  shuttlecock, or just taking in the striking 
views of the CBD right next door. 
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Old Summer Palace 
(Yuanmingyuan) 圆明园

Address: 28 Qinghua Xilu, Haidian District 
海淀区清华西路28号

Opening hours: Daily 7am-7pm (May-Aug); 
7am-5.30pm (Nov-Mar); 7am-630.pm (Apr, 
Sep-Oct)

Price: RMB 10, plus RMB 15 (ruins and 
labyrinth), students half-price. Free for kids 
under 1.2m

The Old Summer Palace is a must-visit site in 
Beijing, even though the most important sites are 
now actually in ruins, as it was famously looted by 
Allied forces in 1860. This is a very big park, so be 
prepared for walking, but the seemingly endless 
grounds, temples, lakes, and landscaped gardens 
draw you ever onwards. The northern sections 
tend to be calmest, even on busy weekend days, 
perfect for a relaxing stroll. In winter, the vast 
Fuhai Lake is a very popular spot for ice skating, 
and during summer all ages can have fun spotting 
the park’s famous black swans.

Ready to go further? Here are two beautiful parks you may have never heard of… 

Hanshiqiao Wetland Nature Reserve Park
汉石桥湿地公园

Address Hanshiqiao Village, Yangzhen Area, Shunyi District  
顺义杨镇地区汉石桥村

Opening hours: Year-round

Price: Free

Hanshiqiao Wetland Nature Reserve Park is the only remaining natural reed marsh 
in the city, and subsequently boasts hundreds of wild plants and many species of 
birds. Especially accessible for those in the north-east, it’s a great place to escape 
the hustle and bustle of the city, with plenty of walking and cycling paths through-
out. Rent bikes, or get out into the water on a pedalo. The reserve is also popular 
for fishing, and, of course, bird-watching. According to Terry Townshend of Birding 
Beijing, it’s the ideal place to observe grey herons, great and little egrets, Chinese 
pond herons, oriental reed warblers, common cuckoos, and Indian cuckoos.

Grand Canal Forest Park
大运河森林公园

Address: Songliang Road, Tongzhou District
通州区宋梁路南段

Opening hours: Year-round

Price: Free

Another beautiful green space right on our doorstep, 
the Tongzhou Canal Forest Park is a calm and peace-
ful spot to spend the day with your family. Extend-
ing for kilometers on both banks of the mighty and 
historic Grand Canal (the northern terminus is just 
a bit north of the park, while the southern terminus 
is some 1,700+km away in Hangzhou), it is perfect 
for cycling, day-camping, kite-flying, and picnicking.
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Maisy L. Grade 12, Age 17
Work In Progress - Graphite and Acrylic on Paper

Based upon Michelangelo’s River God, this piece aims to honor the 
magnitude of the artist’s work in history while revealing the complexity 
of human nature. By portraying the human body as a construction site 
and juxtaposing various sizes and mediums, I wanted to capture the 
fragility of human nature, and the struggle to build a concrete identity 

in an ever-changing world. 

Elaine J. Grade 12, Age 18 
Déjà Vu - Acrylic marker on paper mounted on Chinese folding scroll

Déjà vu contains snapshots of ephemeral moments that embody dreams, illusions, and our expectations for the future. Most illustrations are of 
fantastical sceneries or illusion-projecting objects that is a visual representation of our unconscious mind, revealing the hidden part of ourselves 

that we have developed through contact with the world.

Qiqi Z. Grade 12, Age 18
In Memory - Colored pencil

I made this piece in memory of my grandpa, who took care of my 
grandma until his last breath.  I wanted to immortalize a moment when 
he was happy. Every time I visited him, he would greet me with a hug 
and a smile and tell me how much I’ve grown, even if it was only a 

month since I had last visited.
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Emily D. Grade 12, Age 17 
Chained Down - Acrylic and receipts on plaster 

This installation, a plaster cast of my body, is a reflection of my life 
within a consumerist society.

Alina R. Grade 12, Age 18
Amur Sunset - Oil on canvas  

 Leopards are an important part of the ecosystem and I hope to evoke 
a positive mindset surrounding these animals. I want the Amur Leopard 
to be perceived in a positive and calm, yet mysterious way. The use 
of clouds and moon add a mysterious ambiance to the piece, which 

suggests that humans don’t know the true value of leopards.

Jane C. Grade 12, Age 17
Silent - Watercolor on paper 

This piece explores the importance of cultural roots and was inspired 
by my study of Japanese modernization in History class. The contrast 
between stillness and motion conveys the subject matter’s struggle as 
she tries to find a balance between modern pop-culture and maintain-

ing her own cultural identity.

Kirsty G. Grade 12, Age 18
Sunlight - Watercolor and gouache on watercolor paper 

This piece is inspired by the underprivileged locals I saw on the streets 
of Cambodia. Although the old man appears to live in poverty and 
loneliness, there is still love and hope as symbolized by the sunlight 

he is facing and the warm, bright colors surrounding him.
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SCHOOLEDLEARNING

Two Moving Experts Share Their Tips on 
Getting Settled in a New School
By Anna Pellegrin Hartley
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Being “the new kid” is never easy. Walking into a brand-
new school, with new teachers, a new uniform, maybe 
even a new language… it’s enough to make a grown adult 
tremble with fear. Yet this is exactly what many students 
face when settling in Beijing. So is there anything you can 
do to make the transition easier?

To get the low-down on this topic, we went straight 
to the experts. Xavier L. and Anouk L. moved to Beijing 
last July and are currently in Grades 11 and 9 at Western 
Academy of Beijing (WAB), respectively. These young 
globe-trotters have been moving around practically since 
birth, having attended schools in Kuwait, Indonesia, South 
Africa, Oman, and now Beijing, so you could say they know 
a thing or two about change. 

For Xavier, being the new kid just comes with the terri-
tory. “It’s something you get used to. You grow a thick skin,” 
he says. Not that he appears to need it, admitting that “I 
usually go up to people and don’t have an issue breaking the ice”. For 
his sister Anouk, on the other hand, things aren’t always so smooth. 
“I really struggled to make friends when I got here, because this is my 
first move as I’ve been older.” Indeed, the age that your child moves 
to a new school is sure to have an impact on their ability to integrate. 
“When you get to high school you become more self-conscious and It’s 
harder to take those first steps,” Xavier puts it. Not that there aren’t 
upsides to being the newbie: “Nobody knows anything about you! 
It’s like a mini opportunity to reinvent yourself. Of course, you can’t 
reinvent yourself too much or you lose who you are,” he wisely adds 
“but it’s a nice reset button to have.”

For keen artist and musician Anouk, moving to Beijing has proven a 
boon in more ways than one. Unlike their school in Oman, where they 
previously lived, WAB and the local community has given her plenty of 
opportunities to get actively involved in the artistic and theatre crowd, 
something that she says really helped her to find a group of friends 
that she remains close with today.

Common interests certainly go a long way to breaking the ice. Xavier 
has a keen interest in coding and video games and made a conscious 
decision to be more open about his hobbies when starting out at WAB. 
As it turned out, bringing a pack of cards to school was one of the 
best decisions he made. “On the first day of school, my friends and I 
bonded over a super nerdy game [Magic: The Gathering] that we all 
played.” Having the courage to literally “show his cards” like this, and 
find others with a similar interest really paid off.

Xavier also credits the pre-class orientation day that WAB organizes 
every year with helping him to feel settled at his new school, and he 
encourages all kids and parents to take advantage of these kinds of 
school orientation days, if possible. “They’re always helpful because 
you’re still getting accustomed to knowing the school and how it all 
works.”

But integrating into a new school goes far beyond what teachers 
and administrators may plan for: classmates are arguably the most 
important piece of the puzzle. So how can another student who is 
already well-established in their class help a new kid out? Anouk and 
Xavier are unanimous on this point: “Introduce them into your group, 
even if it’s just for a week or two.”  According to the siblings, having a 
support system in the first couple of weeks is crucial. As Anouk points 
out, “No matter what, the new kid is gonna be shyer than you. Even 
if you know you’re not going to be best friends, it’s always helpful to 
have someone to just sit with,” she adds “because it’s scary being by 
yourself.” Luckily, the teens seem they have found the right kind of 
culture at WAB: “This was my first experience with the school where 
people were really friendly” Anouk says.

But at the end of the day, no matter how many times these resilient 
kids might have re-settled, they are mature enough to know that there 
are some things you just can’t rush. “Moving to a new school and ex-
pecting the same kind of relationship right off the bat was something I 
had to knock out of my mind.” Xavier says. “The more time you spend 
in a school, the more you start making deeper connections.”

on the BlockNew Kids
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Scan the QR code 
to download a copy 
of the 2020-2021 
School Choice Guide

WORK HARD, 
PLAY HARD 
All the Factors You Need to 
Consider When Choosing 
an International School

By Mina Yan

FEATURELEARNING

Cost
For those lucky expats whose 

kids’ tuitions are included as part of 
their employee benefits, the Beijing 
international school system is your 
oyster. On the other hand, those who’ll 
be paying out of pocket, the tuition 
can be as high as RMB 300,000+ 
per school year, so obviously, your 
budget is a huge factor. There’s no 
point wasting time touring campuses 
of schools you know you won’t be able 
to afford, so first identify the schools 
that are in your budget, as well as the 
ones who offer financial assistance or 
scholarships and narrow your search 
from there. If you have more than one 
child, be sure to ask the school about 
the sibling discount.

 Distance
If you haven’t discovered this yet, 

you soon will… Beijing’s traffic is noto-
rious, and cross-city commutes in the 
early morning and afternoon during 
rush hour are a nightmare. Before set-
tling on a school, do a test commute 
between your house and the school 
during school hours on a weekday 
(for real-world accuracy) and see how 
long it takes. Long transits can wear 
your kids out, especially if they have 
a lot of homework and after school 
commitments. It also means that you, 
as a parent, will need to spend a lot 
more time in traffic in order to play an 
active part in your child’s school life.

 Curriculum 
Beijing is a smorgasbord of schools, 

offering a wide range of different 
curricula, from Hybrid Curriculum, 
International Baccalaureate (IB), 
Bilingual Approach, Multiple Intel-
ligences, Reggio Emilia, Montessori, 
and English National Curriculum, spe-
cial needs-focussed, and many, many 
more. The good news is that with a 
bit of research, you’re sure to find the 
perfect fit for your child. On the other 
hand, if you know that you will only 
be staying in Beijing for a short period 
of time before moving back home, 
look for a school that’ll offer them a 
curriculum most similar to what you’ll 
return to, to maintain consistency in 
your children’s education.

For parents of school-aged children, education plays a huge 
role in deciding where to live, whether you’re moving to Beijing, 
out of Beijing, or even just to a different part of the city. And with 
a city as large as this, with literally hundreds of different schools 
to choose from, it’s no wonder that parents can sometimes feel 
overwhelmed. 

In order to help the international community make confident, 
informed choices for their families, each year beijingkids publishes 
a School Choice Guide with the latest news in education, Beijing’s 

international schools, scholarships, after-school programs, and 
everything that goes along with it. Whether you’re sending your 
child off to school for the first time or selecting a transfer school, 
it’s important to weigh your options first, and we aim to take all 
the guesswork out of it. The beijingkids website (www.beijing-
kids.com) has a full, detailed list of all of Beijing’s international 
schools along with their requirements and latest tuition fees, 
but to get you started, here is a general guide about things you 
should consider when looking for a school for your child. 
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Extra-Curricular Activities
When you’ve narrowed down your 

school choices to a few favorites, one 
of the determining factors will likely 
be the types of extracurricular activi-
ties that the schools offer. Nowadays, 
when applying to college a student’s 
grades aren’t the only determining fac-
tor, and their extracurricular activities 
play a huge part in making a student 
stand out. If your child is already pas-
sionate about various activities and 
sports, finding a school that invests 
both money and time into those is cru-
cial. While every international school in 
Beijing will boast an impressive array 
of activities, their focus will vary with 
some schools in Beijing having inter-
nationally renowned student clubs that 
just might be exactly what your child 
is interested in.

Mandarin
One of the perks of living as an 

international family in Beijing is getting 
to immerse yourself in a completely 
different culture, and learning a new 
language. Almost all schools will offer 
the option of Mandarin classes for their 
students but if you’re adamant about 
giving your child maximum exposure 
to the local language, then perhaps 
consider a school that offers a bilingual 
program.

School Size 
Does a large campus automatically 

mean that the school is better? Not 
necessarily. Beijing’s international 
schools can range from having under 
100 students to over 1,400 students, 
but the school you choose should be 
determined by what fits your child’s 
needs. Visit both types of campuses 
with your child and get a feel of what 
works for them. 

Parental Involvement
Are you working fulltime or are 

you a so-called ‘trailing spouse’ with 
more time on your hands? Before 
committing to a school, find out ex-
actly what they expect from parents. 
Furthermore, find out if the schools’ 
Parent Teacher Association (PTA) has 
a lot of influence over the administra-
tion of the school. If you’re new to the 
city and have yet to create your own 
circle of friends, the PTA can be a great 
place for you to meet like-minded par-
ents, offering you a place to network 
and socialize, and can also serve as a 
platform so that you can contribute to 
the school and its community at large. 
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MAKING EVERY LESSON COUNT 
What It Takes to Design Winning Curriculums for 

Multi-Lingual Learners of the Future
By Mark Allan Karanja

Parents and educators the world over 
are constantly striving to improve children’s 
learning experience. Aided by research in the 
field of pedagogy, new curriculua and learning 
programs are always being designed and im-
plemented and at present, the attitude seems 
to be less that one pedagogical philosophy 
is better than another, but that each stands 
to benefit its users in different but equally 
positive ways. 

Nowhere does that hold truer than in 
China, which has in recent years undergone 
somewhat of a revolution in education. Each 
school, from the public to international and 
private promises to have cracked the code 
to your child’s fullest educational potential. 
But how do educators actually integrate the 
constant flow of new research and innovations 
relating to learning, and ensure that kids are 
getting the best possible learning experience? 
At ibg School Beijing, this awesome respon-
sibility falls to Jing Chen. As the curriculum 
director, the Chinese-Australian is responsible 
for designing and building up curriculum 
frameworks. “‘International mindedness’ is 
one of the visions for the children we are help-
ing to develop in ibg School. Then we choose 
the suitable curriculum, IEYC (International 
Early Years Curriculum), to support children’s 
development in relevant goals,” explains Chen.

Chen discovered a passion for teaching 
early on. “During my college years, I worked 
as a tutor for primary school students in my 
spare time. Some of them were from disad-

vantaged groups. I still remember the joy and 
excitement I felt seeing them make progress,” 
recounts Chen, adding “I believe that educa-
tion is an effective way to promote social 
equity.” Born and raised in Shanghai, Chen 
migrated to Australia to pursue her masters 
where she further explored her passion for 
teaching, with a focus on early childhood 
education. “My starting point in the field 
of education was a primary school teacher. 
There, I had a chance to work with children 
from infants to preschoolers. The youngest 
child in my classroom was only six months 
old! Also, within a multi-cultural context in 
Australia, I had diversity in our families and 
children,” recalls Chen, who would later move 
back to China, settling in Beijing to embark on 
the next phase of her career.

China, until very recently had been a 
country of separate but relatively equal sys-
tems as far as education was concerned, with 
public education being reserved for Chinese 
nationals dictated by the hukou system*. But 
globalization coupled with a growing number 
of “foreign Chinese” along with large numbers 
of foreign-born children has precipitated a 
shift towards linking both Chinese and interna-
tional education principles. A recent focus on 
bilingual education has meant that schools like 
ibg heavily rely on Chen’s expertise in creating 
interactive and effective curriculums for their 
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students. Chen explains, “We believe in the 
importance of a holistic approach to support-
ing children’s learning. Our bilingual curricular 
system aims to maximize each child’s learn-
ing opportunities, creating an appealing and 
meaningful environment to capture children’s 
curiosity.”

It is this, coupled with a teaching philoso-
phy of respecting the integrity of each child 
and working closely with parents which Chen 
credits as a recipe for success. “In teaching 
practice, I think ‘being with a child’ could be 
the starting point. ‘Being’ means more than 
‘stay with.’ It’s about a lot of shared-vision 
and shared-experience in the daily learning 
environment,” insists Chen. And she does not 
see a future where her passion for education 
and designing learning frameworks for her stu-
dents is not a part of her life. “I expect myself 
as an active supporter in the implementation 
of our curriculum, working creatively and col-
laboratively with all the teachers and building 
a positive relationship with families, experts, 
and other members in our community.” 

*Hukou is a government registration system 
akin to the census which registers individuals 
according to various metrics including region 
of birth. All social government services in-
cluding healthcare and education are tied to 
one’s hzukou.
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SUMMER PLANS
Parents From Different Cultural Backgrounds Share Their 

Thoughts on Summer Activities
By Jolie Wu and Mina Yan

Justin Jiang works in the engineering department of a state-owned enterprise, while 
Hao Yan is a freelance cultural planner who organizes shows and events, writes books, 
and runs her own WeChat account. Their daughter Ella is currently in Grade 9 and 
dreams of becoming an art student. Yan talked us through their family approach to 
the summer holidays. 

Did you attend summer camps as a 
child? Was it common?
When I was a kid, students were specifically 
selected to attend summer camps and they 
were not very common, so the opportunity 
to go was precious. The first time I went to 
summer camp was in the third grade, and I 
was impressed by the fact that the city kids 
all left home to live together.

Life was rustic back then, and we slept in 
the local school with desks put together and 
straw mats laid out on the floor. Waking up 
early in the morning, the female teachers and 
girls helped to braid each other’s hair. For me, 
the smell of summer is the smell of cold drink-
ing water in big thermos bottles.
 
How did you usually spend your summer 
holidays?
In addition to summer camps, we also spent 
time at my parents' factory, where children of 
all different ages stayed together. Sometimes 
I’d stay with my grandparents.

Do you think it’s important for children 
to take a break from academics dur-
ing the summer or is summer the best 
time for them to prepare for the coming 
school year?
Of course it's important to take a break from 
academics during the summer. Cultivating 
knowledge is essential, but it cannot be all-
encompassing, and life would be too narrow 
if it totally revolved around the school year.

Does your child partake in any year-
round after school programs or extracur-
ricular activities?
Our daughter attends art classes once a week.
 
Did you study abroad or do any exchange 
programs when you were a student? Will 
you encourage your child to do them?
No, I didn’t. My daughter lived in London from 
age four to seven and has since been involved 
in various European and American courses, 
summer camps, and summer schools. But 

for now, it doesn’t look like longer exchange 
programs will become a regular thing in our 
family. Our daughter tried to live with a host 
family for three weeks during the winter break 
in the sixth grade but she did not like the ex-
perience very much. Even though exchange 
students get the opportunity to immerse 
themselves into the local culture, in this case, 
we felt there was a loss in terms of personal-
ized education, and specialty development.
 
Do you believe it’s important for children 
to be exposed to different cultures? Why 
or why not?
Yes. There is no doubt that they will need it 
to understand the world better. Independent 
thinking, and critical thinking, is based on 
observation, seeing first, then thinking.

When we go to a new place, we always go 
to the local markets, museums, and take pub-
lic transportation, in order to better experience 
the local culture. Last summer, I was at the an-
nual group exhibitions at the Whitney Museum 
of Art in New York City with our daughter, and 
I was surprised at how sensitive she was to 
the politics of the artworks we saw. She has 
been to different schools in Texas, Seattle, and 
Boston in the United States and is sensitive to 
the very different social and teaching styles in 
these areas, each with different pros and cons. 
 
Do you think it’s important for children 
to attend college immediately after 
graduating from high school or is it bet-
ter for them to take a gap year?
I would personally prefer her to go straight 
to college and try to find a direction that is 
worth investing her energy in as soon as 
possible. Aiming a little higher, and working a 
little harder is what will unlock one's potential.

Besides, what are gap years really for? 
Personally, I believe that vacation doesn't 
give one a purpose, and that it's only possible 
to find one through study or a job. Having 
said that, this year is so unusual that if our 
daughter can graduate high school this year, 
I might actually encourage her to take a gap 
year or even find a part-time job for a year.
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Meet the Sumita-Geevarghese family. Originally from India, they have been in  
Beijing since 2011. Dad Danny Geevarghese is a former journalist at CGTN and now 
a stay-at-home parent. Mom Benita Sumita, is a high school social studies teacher at 
Tsinghua International School (THIS) affiliated to the Tsinghua High School. Their son 
Yohan Geevarghese was born in Beijing in 2012 and also attends THIS. We talked 
to Sumita about how their family enjoy the summer vacation.

Did you attend summer camps as a 
child? Was it common?
My husband and I spent our early school years 
in Kuwait, which was sheer coincidence. We 
did not know each other during our years 
there. Danny left Kuwait during middle school, 
but I went on to finish high school in Kuwait. 
Summer camps weren’t common during our 
formative years. Most expats left Kuwait to go 
home for the summer, and others traveled. 
Our schools packed us with so much home-
work and so many projects for the holidays 
that we probably did not have time to think 
of summer camps.

How did you usually spend your summer 
holidays?
Growing up, we usually traveled back to 
our home country India, to spend time with 
our grandparents, get pampered rotten, eat 
bowls and bowls of mango, and get bitten by 
monsoon mosquitoes. In retrospect, I now 
understand, as a working parent, why my par-

ents got only 20-25 days off of work, whereas 
I had close to three months. It was a lot of 
downtime for the piles of holiday homework.

Do you think it’s important for children 
to take a break from academics dur-
ing the summer or is summer the best 
time for them to prepare for the coming 
school year?
The summer vacation is definitely a short 
sabbatical for students. However, learning is 
not only about academics, and we believe that 
kids, especially in lower and upper primary 
schools, should be engaged in learning in 
more ways than one, be it developing skills 
or nurturing a hobby. Short courses and/or 
summer camps are also great opportunities 
for young minds to continue honing their so-
cial skills. In fact, Yohan started school with 
a two-week summer program when he was 
two and a half years old. Those two weeks 
were a great initiation into his school life. 
There were a lot of tears to start with, but we 

incentivized Yohan with small, medium, and 
large-sized toys! So he not only got a taste 
of kindergarten, learning, and being social, 
but also figured out how to manipulate his 
parents [laughs.]

Does your child partake in any year-
round after school programs or extracur-
ricular activities?
Before the current global health crisis, Yohan 
played soccer with the China Football Club and 
learned the ukulele with a private teacher on 
the weekends. This year, Yohan has already 
asked to learn martial arts, and we are looking 
into online courses.

Aside from your time in Kuwait, did you 
study abroad or do any exchange pro-
grams when you were a student? Will 
you encourage your child to do them?
Both my husband and I have studied abroad 
for full and short-term courses. We both 
read for our Masters in the UK. My husband 
completed a short course on radio journal-
ism in The Netherlands. I have completed 
short courses in various forms of conflict in 
Denmark. We have been fortunate that we 
have had such great opportunities to learn, 
and experience the world. There is such a 
constantly growing variety of courses, pro-
grams, and interests across that world, and 
we hope Yohan finds what he is interested in, 
wherever that might be.

Do you believe it’s important for children 
to be exposed to different cultures? Why 
or why not?
There is nothing more powerful for young 
minds (any mind really) than cultural expo-
sure. It makes a person adaptive, accepting, 
and open-minded. Yohan was born in Beijing, 
and he is fortunate to have friends from 
around the world. Geographical acculturation 
is just one of the many things he experiences. 
Other forms of cultural exposure are also 
important, such as food, music, fashion, art, 
and more. There is a flip side to this though – 
except in Kuwait, where I grew up, I have not 
stayed in a country for more than seven-eight 
years. That sort of cultural exposure may also 
mean loosening of home ties, not with people 
that matter, but perhaps with the place, space, 
and different cultural norms.

Do you think it’s important for children 
to attend college immediately after 
graduating from high school or is it bet-
ter for them to take a gap year?
This is a tough question because each child is 
different, and life plans keep changing. When 
we look back to when we graduated from high 
school, we feel we could have used a gap year 
but circumstances were so different back then.
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Beijing’s Gardening Guru Antoine Mansuy 
Reveals How to Grow as a Family

By Anna Pellegrin Hartley

It all started with a hand-me-down Devil’s Ivy plant. Despite 
my lack of know-how, it thrived on a little sun-deprived book-
shelf in my apartment. Then came a celery root cut-off, which 
I stuck in a glass jar and watched explode into growth. Since 
then, I’ve been experimenting with all manner of green friends, 
growing, testing, repotting, and generally trying to figure out 
how to turn my tiny balcony into a lush hanging garden that 
would make a Babylonian jealous. Recently, I was added to the 
WeChat group Beijing Urban Gardening, where experienced 
and novice urban gardeners alike trade progress pictures, seed 
recommendations, advice, and troubleshoot plant problems. 
The man behind it all is Antoine Mansuy, owner and chef at 
The Roots restaurant in Yizhuang, and keen urban gardener 
for whom cultivating plants is simply part of life. 

Growing up in the northeast of France, Mansuy says that 
pretty much every family in his village had their own plot of 
land and vegetable garden and although he is long since accus-
tomed to living in big cities, having access to fresh homegrown 
veggies was something he always missed when he had to rely 
on “weak supermarket” produce to cook dinner. 

As soon as he set up his restaurant in Yizhuang, Mansuy 
entered discussions with the local authorities, eventually 

obtaining permission to cultivate a patch of land near the 
restaurant. His initial goals were modest: “The idea was to 
grow some herbs that were hard – if not impossible – to buy, 
for the restaurant. To just grow and cook good food.” Over 
time, just as Mansuy’s restaurant business has expanded to 
a total of three locations, that modest plot had grown to a 
600sqm display garden, which still supplies his restaurants, 
and several herb gardens scattered around the area. He also 
frequently hosts events for local kids and parents to encourage 
them to engage with fresh produce and the magic of growing. 
“We usually kick-start the season with 'seedbomb' workshops, 
where children get to make their own seedbombs and then 
plant them in the streets around their neighborhood. Then, 
as the season progresses we have workshops on cutting, 
transplanting, and cooking. At the end of the season, it’s all 
about cleaning the garden, and a big Halloween special when 
the garden looks dead and haunted”. 

As a father to a four-and-a-half-year-old son, Mansuy is 
well versed in the benefits of getting kids engaged with plants 
at an early age. Parents of picky eaters take note, because 
according to Mansuy, kids who grow food also become more 
interested and adventurous about it. “They get to grow and 

IT'S A IN HEREJungle
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Antoine’s Quick Tips to Gardening Success

1. Start with herbs: mint, cilantro, basil, chives, 
oregano, thyme, and lemongrass are well suited 
to the Beijing climate.

2. Keep a growing journal and help your children 
track the progress.

3. Encourage your children to nibble, so they can 
grow their ‘flavor library’.

figure out their favorite herbs, and they are free to pick leaves 
and smell and munch on them. By doing so, they build up their 
‘flavor library’ and are more likely to welcome unusual tastes 
when they eat their meals.” Growing a garden also teaches 
children about abundance and sharing. “There are always 
insects eating part of the crops, but there are always more 
leaves growing than the insects can eat. Kids learn to share, 
and learn that nature has the right to claim a share of their 
work for the future good.”

But what if you don’t have access to a 600sqm patch of land 
to begin your growing adventure? No problem, says Mansuy, 
anyone can grow, even in the tiniest Beijing apartment, as 
the many members of the gardening group can attest. For 
Shaohua Li, urban gardening has given her many benefits 
beyond fresh herbs. “Watering my plants while sipping coffee 
first thing in the morning has become a ritual since this spring. 
This routine helps me to freshen up my mind and calm down 
during the pandemic.”

For Eugene Choong, cultivating plants began as a way to 
deal with the terrible air pollution he experienced in Beijing 
when he first moved to the city, eight years ago. This brought a 
breath of fresh air and greenery into Choong’s home: “It got me 
hooked on plant keeping; starting with succulents then moving 
on to leafy tropical plants.” His beautiful and growing plant 
collection is a testament to the addictive nature of gardening. 

Ready to begin? According to Mansuy, plant choice is very 
important in the tough climate we experience in Beijing. While 
ornamental chilli and cherry tomato plants may look attractive, 
he warns that the wet and hot summer usually proves fatal to 
such species. “Unless you have a very rich lively soil, they'll 
fall prey to diseases and parasites.” Therefore, he says you’re 
better off starting by growing herbs, as “they are resilient, 
quick to grow, and fun to nibble on for kids.”  Even getting 
your first plants is an opportunity to engage with your local 
community: “head to your favorite western restaurant (like 
The Roots for example) and ask them politely if they'd spare a 

few fresh herbs to get you started.” Then, put them in glasses 
of fresh water and take your kids and watch the herbs grow 
roots. This stage might take a couple of weeks, he says, but 
when they have a relatively solid root system, you can plant 
them in fresh soil, keep them nicely watered in a sunny spot. 
“Then, you can pick leaves directly from the plant to cook, 
brew them in an evening tea, or burn them as incense to get 
rid of mosquitoes.”

And yes, even with all his outdoor space, Mansuy still 
gardens at home. “The space is limited, with just a balcony 
and a few windows, but the home garden is mostly a nursery 
for herbs and plants that will then be transplanted outside. 
Home is also where I store some of my most precious plants 
over the winter season, and my seed bank.”

It’s not hard to see why Mansuy has become such a gar-
dening guru, both in person and via his Wechat group, nor 
why more and more Beijingers are taking up the challenge to 
green this huge urban jungle, one balcony at a time. 

To join the Beijing Urban Gardening group, add Mansuy on 
WeChat (ID: Antoinemansuy)

PARENTINGFEATURE

June  2020   beijingkids   39

PH
O

TO
: 

 C
O

U
RT

ES
Y 

O
F 

鄢
晓
霞
 Y

AN
 X

IA
O

XI
A,

 D
AN

IE
L 

LI
M

, S
O

N
G

Q
IA

O
 Y

AO
, E

LK
E 

SC
H

O
LI

ER
S,

 L
AU

RA
 C

LA
RK

, T
RA

CY
 W

AN
G

, K
AT

RI
N

A 
YU

, K
EL

LY
 D

AW
SO

N
, E

U
G

EN
E 

CH
O

O
N

G



40   beijingkids   2020  June



June  2020   beijingkids   41



42   beijingkids   2020  June

THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE CONFUS ING!
Challenges of Renting as a Foreigner in Beijing

By  Mark Allan Karanja

Call it fate, unfortunate coincidences, or a rite of passage, but most 
of us have heard or experienced a relocation “horror story” here in 
China. The unfortunate truth is that renting in China as a foreigner 
is not easy due to cultural, legal, and linguistic differences that can 
confuse even the most experienced world travelers. 

If you are lucky enough to have friends who have already gone 
through the minefield of renting in Beijing, you are likely to get some 
tips. My advice? Heed them! When moving into my very first place, a 
friend recommended that I change the locks, as it was not unheard 
of for landlords and agents to show up at a property unannounced. 
I never got around to it, and sure enough, the landlord let himself 
into our apartment when my partner and I were both away. As if that 
weren’t enough of a shock, we were also promptly served with an 
eviction notice upon the expiry of our rent, which had been paid up 
three months in advance. 

Thankfully, these kinds of “horror stories” are very few and far 
between, and rather than to scare you, we hope that by sharing them 
you’ll be able to identify similar situations and sidestep them completely.

HIT THE ROAD, JACK!
Elizabeth Koch, a long term Beijing resident knows about snap 

evictions all too well. But unlike my partner and me who had a little 
over two months to find an apartment, she had just nine days to pack 
up and relocate.

After signing a two-year lease on a new apartment, Koch naturally 
set about renovating and decorating her new home. A few months later, 
she got a call from her housing agent, asking to check her water boiler 
but little did she know it was a ruse to bring her landlord into her apart-
ment without her knowledge. “Lo and behold, about six people come 
to the flat including the landlord, his wife, and a guy with a clipboard 
and electronic measuring device. I was at home with the three kids 
and my father who was visiting, I would have liked a heads-up on this 
army invading this small flat.” They checked everything but the water 
pipes, piquing Koch’s suspicions, which were soon confirmed when 
her property management revealed her landlord’s plan to move back 
into the house soon despite the Koch family only being eight months 
into a two-year lease.
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 “I checked our contract and saw that they would only need to 

give us one months’ notice if they were to break the contract,” Koch 
recounts, after which she tried to impress the gravity of her family’s 
situation to the management. She and her family would be traveling 
to the US for two months over the summer and would need ample 
notice if the landlord indeed intended to break the contract. She wanted 
enough time to plan a move. “I was just so afraid they’d throw our 
stuff out after a months’ notice while we were all out of the country,” 
confesses Koch.  

Her fears were realized when, nine days before her planned family 
trip, her agent finally gave her the ol’ heave-ho. “We had nine days 
to move all our stuff and everything was ours, down to the fridge, 
washing machine, lights, and even toilet paper holders!” explains Koch. 
In those nine days she had to find a new apartment, book a moving 
company, attend all her kids’ school events, and pack up her entire 
life. Talk about cutting it close! “A good thing about China is that last 
minute things are okay and you can do things fast!”

THE NEIGHBOR THAT CRIED LAOWAI!
And if unscrupulous agents don't get you, then your neighbors just 

might. Just ask Lars R, a relative freshman in Beijing, whose altercation 
with a neighbor escalated to police involvement levels.

Soon after moving into a new apartment, Lars and his partner 
received a note from management informing them that someone had 
complained about noise from their house. Cut to a few months later, 
when after receiving a new sideboard, he finally came face to face with 
the complainant – his downstairs neighbor, who had previously been 
affable enough to lend him his toolkit to put together the sideboard. 
But as they say, the road to hell is paved with good intentions.

“From that day onwards hell broke loose. Every two to three days 
he would knock on our door, usually with his wife and often with their 
little one to complain that we are too loud. Usually around 10.30pm, 
when we would either be sitting on the couch watching TV or on our 
way to bed,” recounts Lars. The disgruntled neighbor would never 
give details of said noise. What was even more confusing was the 
complaints about noise which would happen when both Lars and his 
partner were at work. Finally, things came to a head.  

“We were again sitting on our couch, at 10.30 pm when he knocks 
again and starts to complain. When I try to explain to him that it can’t 
be us, he stated that he thinks I don’t take him seriously and there 
will be consequences to follow,” Lars explains, adding that an hour 
later, the neighbor had returned with police in tow. Trying to find a 
solution, Lars went to the neighbor’s apartment to assess the alleged 
noise. “His wife started stomping in our apartment, to the extent that 
the neighbor from the neighboring building asked me if everything was 
alright,” says Lars. Thankfully, common sense prevailed in this story, 
with Lars ending up on the right side of the police. “He dragged the 
man’s wife out of our apartment telling her he didn’t believe that we 
could walk like this, even being laowai.”

IT ALL COMES CRASHING DOWN!
And sometimes, if it isn’t the neighbors knocking down your door, 

it’s the roof almost caving in on your head – quite literally – as Jacopo  
Della Ragione, a long time Beijing resident recalls. 

Della Ragione is one of the lucky few who has neither a horrible 
landlord nor nightmare neighbor story. It would appear he has been 
at the right places at the right time, or at the very least gotten out of 
the wrong places in the nick of time. After deciding to move to a big-
ger apartment, Della Ragione amicably parted ways with his landlord 
and said goodbye to his small, yet cozy apartment. “We did it right 
before the Spring Festival. Everything went smoothly, but the 5th day 
of the new lunar year our landlord called us: the apartment was falling 
apart!” recalls Della Ragione. Turns out, thanks to his former upstairs 
neighbor’s vigorous spring cleaning, the ceiling in his former apartment 
had fallen, along with the wall tiles in the kitchen and bathroom. The 
plaster had also come undone.

After reading all of this, you might be thinking, “What now? Should 
I just give up and never think about living happily in Beijing?” Not so 
fast. It is very possible to have a happy renting experience in Beijing, 
provided that you keep your wits about you, and read up on your rights 
and obligations. To do so, flip to page 12-13 for expert advice on eve-
rything you need to know about legal contracts and renting in the city.  
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You’ve Got a 
Friend in Me?
Does Growing up in an International Environment 
Hinder Forming Real Bonds of Friendship?
By  Sharanya Trivedi

Sharanya Trivedi is a Year 10 stu-
dent. Originally from India, she has 
lived in several countries across the 
world and has been in Beijing since 
2017. An avid reader and debater, she 
is a devoted fan of the k-pop band BTS.
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Fifteen years, five countries. It’s been difficult, but I don’t often 
think about it, because to me it feels so natural to constantly move 
around. I’ve gone to international schools my entire life and the ma-
jority of my peers have had the same experiences. I don’t think twice 
when people tell me that they’ve just moved from somewhere halfway 
across the world, and then when I hear from them next, they’re liv-
ing somewhere even farther away than that. This way of life feels so 
conventional that it never occurred to me what my life could have been 
like if it wasn’t this way.

It’s true that change is a good thing, and that it’s constant, but 
when you incessantly remind yourself of it, it limits you. I’ve always 
felt a sense of uncertainty no matter how settled I become in a new 
country. I would be leaving it soon enough anyway, and then I would 
have to start all over again somewhere utterly different. In particular, 
this mindset always prevented me from investing in the friendships 
that I knew I wanted to keep. I didn’t really see a point in putting 
effort into building these relationships when I knew they would be 
over soon enough. However hopeful one may be, life goes on. You 
move away and your best friend promises that they’ll call and text, 
that they’ll come to visit, and that there’s no reason for you to worry 
because how could they ever forget you? While this is innocent enough, 
and it does offer some comfort, it almost never works out like that; 
at least in my experience. People tend to drift apart no matter how 
hard they try not to.

It might sound trivial to say that it’s been hard for me to make 
friends, and more importantly, to keep them. Shallow teenage friend-
ships seem like a minor concern, but more than worrying about losing 
out on friendships, I worry about losing out on bonds. This is something 
I’ve talked about with many of my friends who move around as much 
as I do.  We feel that we’re more familiar with loneliness compared to 
most other people. It takes time to build strong relationships, and that, 
unfortunately, is exactly what we lack.  When you have to repeatedly 
start afresh every few years, it does become quite lonely. You have 
to be the best version of yourself almost all the time in order to fit in 

wherever you are because first impressions matter the most.
Most people tell me how lucky I am, how much they wish they could 

experience living in different countries at such a young age. Whenever 
I mention how hard it is and how much I wish I could stay in one place 
for once, they always tell me that I’ll be grateful when I’m older. I’m 
sure I will, and there are things constantly moving teaches you that 
nothing else does. But sometimes, just sometimes, I let myself think 
about what it would have been like if I’d lived in one city all my child-
hood. Maybe I’d have had lifelong friends that would have known me 
better than anyone else. But then again, maybe not.

The truth is, you never really know what could have happened if 
things were different. You can keep wishing, and at times, keep hat-
ing the way things are now, but life doesn’t work that way. Situations 
don’t change, people do. And while that is cliché, I admit, I often find 
that the most clichéd statements turn out to be the most useful. I may 
not have a place I can confidently call home, and I may not have the 
kind of friendships I wish I did. But along the way, I have built some 
everlasting memories, enjoyed some unforgettable moments, and if 
everything I’ve been to has led to where I am today, I wouldn't have 
it any other way.
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Straight Down the Line
IDC Dental Takes the Guesswork out of 

Getting a Perfect Smile
By Anna Pellegrin Hartley

Adjusting impossibly tiny elastic bands, 
getting food stuck in the jumble of wires that 
had suddenly taken over my mouth, flash-
ing a giant metal smile instead of my usual 
pearly whites at the annual school photo day… 
wearing orthodontic braces is certainly not an 
experience that I would like to repeat. As a 
teenager, I got off relatively easily, wearing 
braces for about 18 months and then a night 
retainer to keep my smile in place. Best of all, 
my braces were off in time for my senior year 
prom. But even so, there is no doubt that if I 
had the option to wear clear aligners instead 
of those dreaded metal teeth-prisons of my 
youth, I would have jumped at it! 

Clear aligners are – as the name suggests 
– a clear, almost invisible alternative to metal 
braces that gradually straighten teeth and im-
prove a variety of other common orthodontic 
problems, like overbites and gap teeth. One 
of the world’s leading brands of clear aligners 
is the Invisalign system, and multi-specialty 
dental clinic IDC Dental is one of the first clin-
ics in China to offer the service.

For Dr. Jeong Rae Cho, a graduate of NYU 
who also happens to be the only American 
Board Certified Orthodontist in Beijing, clear 
aligners are the future of orthodontics. He 
considers them to be the most cosmetic option 
patients can choose from, which at the same 
time provide the quality of result as traditional 
braces in a more comfortable and predictable 
way. With close ties to Angle Dental, a top 
orthodontics and orthognathic surgery clinic 
in Seoul, Dr. Cho is thrilled to be able to bring 
the cutting edge of Korean cosmetic expertise 

to his patients in Beijing. 
Invisalign aligners are suitable for practi-

cally everyone including kids, teens, and 
adults, but unlike traditional metal braces, 
they don’t require hours of painful installation, 
which in my opinion is one of the most difficult 
parts of getting braces fitted. 

The treatment part of the system really 
couldn’t be easier: after an initial consulta-
tion, the IDC the team scans the inside of 
your mouth to create a 3D model of your 
teeth. They then 
design a unique 
dental treatment 
plan in order to 
get you your per-
fect smile, which 
includes a series 
of custom-made 
al igners which 
you wear for two 
weeks at a time, 
regularly check-
ing in with the 
IDC team, and 
gradually bringing 
your smile closer 
to perfection with 
each step. 

Put t ing  the 
first set of align-
ers on is as easy 
as popping in a 
mouthguard, just 
l ike you might 
wear for sport, 

and indeed one big advantage of the system 
is that you can actually take the aligners off 
for eating, drinking, flossing, and even special 
occasions like a wedding, job interview, or 
senior prom so they don’t need to interrupt 
your life nearly as much as traditional braces. 
According to IDC CEO and UCLA graduate Dr. 
Jaclyn Dam-Laute, this is also why they are 
so popular with adults. “Because they are so 
discrete, adults can get the benefits of braces 
without worrying about the stigma, or how 
this might affect their professional images. 
Actually, there is a common misconception 
that braces are for kids. But doing orthodontics 
because you are older actually helps you stay 
healthier and stay younger.”

Yet despite the many benefits of clear 
alignment, both Dr. Dam-Laute and Dr. Cho 
are unanimous that it is not a one-size-fits-all 
system: clear alignment braces are only as 
good as the dentistry team who are behind 
them, and at IDC, individualized patient is 
their highest priority. 

A discrete, safe, and practically invisible 
way to straighten your teeth? That’s definitely 
something worth smiling about. 
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Dr. Jeong Rae Cho
Dr. Jaclyn Dam-Laute with IDC patient 
and trainer-to-the-stars Tony Nicholson
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We're off on a 
Great Adventure!

Advice on How to Make Your Relocation as Smooth as 
Possible From a Former Third Culture Kid

By Julie Wolf

A third culture kid (TCK) is someone who spends a significant part of 
their formative years being raised in a culture that is different from 
that of their parents. Among TCKs there is often a sense of not really 
belonging to the culture of the country that their parents originated 

from or the culture in which the family currently resides; hence, the development 
of a third culture.

 I was raised as a third culture kid and it was amazing: it makes you adaptive, 
cultivates creative problem solving, and helps you develop a worldwide network 
of friends that will last a lifetime. But like everything else, it has its downsides too.

By the time I hit 4th grade, my family had relocated seven times across two 
continents. Every 6-12 months I had to pack my life into a few boxes, move to a 
new house (that usually smelled funny), make new friends at a new school (that 
also usually smelled funny), and get used to new food (that always smelled funny).

It also created a lot of guilt for my parents. Each new journey meant uproot-
ing my siblings and me at the most vulnerable stage in our development. Luckily 
for me, my mom was creative, and my dad was organized; a combination which 
meant I escaped relatively unscathed and learned to view change as an oppor-
tunity for adventure.

As an educator, I have lived in Washington D.C., New York, and now Beijing, 
all places with a high number of diplomatic, military, and international parents. My 
early experiences have helped me assist my students and their families as they 
adjust to new cities they now have to call home. And over the years I’ve collected 
some helpful tips (or third culture kid hacks) that have been helpful to my students.

Julie Wolf is the Director of 
First Five Early Education Cent-
ers in New York and Director 
of International Education for 
Newhattan Early Education 
Centers in China. She has 
been working with children 
and parents for over 18 years 
as a teacher, arts integration 
specialist, curriculum designer, 
and staff development expert.
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Break the News Gently: Let your child know what 
is happening several weeks before the move. Young 
children think in pictures and stories, so to help them 
understand the upcoming move and change to their 
daily life, I suggest creating two picture books. The 
first one should be filled with photos of the country to 
which you are going. Choose things that will capture 
and inspire their imagination! For example, telling 
your kids that you’re moving to China might include 
The Great Wall, the Terra Cotta Warriors, and dragon 
dancers. Then explain that your family is going to get 
to see all of these wonderful things soon. Look at and 
talk about these pictures for several days. Find the 
country on the map each night before bed, ending 
each day with “see you soon China!”

The second book should be introduced about a week 
after that. This should have more specific photos, such 
as the airplane and suitcases you will use and photos 
of your new home if possible. Reach out to your child’s 
new school and ask for photos of the classroom and 
their teachers. Talk to colleagues who are already there 
and see if there is a nearby children’s park and try to 
get a photo of that as well.

 
Answer Questions: Your little one is probably going to 
have lots of questions, some that you expect and some 
you really, really don’t see coming. It’s important to 
acknowledge their concerns but answer their questions 
simply, honestly, and with a positive outlook.

For example, questions like “will my friends come 
with us?” can be answered with “no they will stay here 
but we can still video chat with them and you will get 
to make lots of new friends!”

 
Build Excitement: Having your own fears and doubts 
is normal but remember that kids take their cues from 
you. So, let them hear you talk excitedly about all the 
fun things you will get to see and do.

I also suggest letting them pick something special 
that will be waiting for them at the new house, like 
Superman sheets for their bed or the doll they have 
been asking for. Let them know that the item lives at 
their new home and will be waiting for them when they 
arrive. Do not let them see it or play with it ahead of 
time. Pro tip: Pack it in your carry-on luggage so it 
definitely arrives and doesn’t get lost in checked bags.

Two weeks before your move date set up a count-
down calendar. Each night they get to cross off a day 
and count how many days are left until the adventure 
begins! Explain out exactly what will happen: “In 5 days 
the movers will come, then we will all get on an airplane 
and land in our new home! See you soon China!”

BEFORE THE MOVE WHEN YOU ARRIVE

Create Familiar Spaces: Set up the kitchen first. It’s 
easy as an adult to want to jump right into the local 
cuisine, that’s part of what’s exciting about a new city 
after all. But remember that your little one has just been 
through some huge changes and comfort food is probably 
in order. Simple, familiar dishes go a long way to soothing 
an anxious two-year old’s soul.

Second, set up your child’s bedroom. Get out as many 
comforting, familiar items from their old room as possible. 
Toys, blankets, books, and of course, the new item they 
have been waiting for. Having a space that feels familiar 
to them will ease a lot of tension and provide them with 
a safe haven when things start to feel overwhelming.

 
Get on a Schedule: I cannot stress enough how impor-
tant this is. Try to find a few “anchor” activities around 
which you can build your schedule as soon as possible. For 
older kids, this is usually school but for younger children 
see if you can find a toddler music class once or twice a 
week, set up playdates in the park at standard times, and, 
if possible, have the family eat one meal a day together 
at a fixed time. Your child needs consistency right now 
in order to feel safe.

 
Plan an Adventure: After the dust has settled, plan a 
small daytime adventure for the family. Try a local restau-
rant or go to a park with street performers like the dragon 
dancers from their book. Just keep it simple and use it as 
a way to remind your child (and you) why traveling to a 
new place is so amazing!

 
Be Gentle With Your Child: Every little one is differ-
ent and will have a different tolerance to and timeline for 
adjusting to change. Despite your best efforts, there will 
be bad days filled with melt-downs. Remember this is a 
situation where your child has very little control so be 
patient as they adjust to their new normal.

 
Be Gentle With Yourself: Expat life looks very glam-
orous from the outside. Our Instagram feeds are filled 
with images most people have only dreamed about and 
friends and family can sometimes think that we are on 
one long vacation. They don’t see the frustration of re-
learning simple daily tasks, the exhaustion of trying (and 
often failing) to communicate, or the inability to find a 
western-style bathroom you – not to mention your potty 
training three-year-old – can actually use.

The life of an international family is rewarding but hard. 
So, make sure you take a little time each day to recharge. 
Read a book, go for a massage, or take some time to enjoy 
a glass of wine. Trust me, you are doing better than you 
think you are, in fact, you make it look easy!
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Family Favorites!

Our favorite place for date 
night is: Hulu in Shunyi.

Mom’s favorite Chinese 
dish is: Dumplings.

How would you sum up WeChat in 5 words?
Necessary, can’t live without it.

The children’s favorite dish is:
It’s not a dish, but we love the fresh fruit and vegetables, 
especially strawberries and cauliflower.

Our favorite weekend activity is:
Pancakes on Sunday mornings, movies on Saturday nights, 

bike rides and walks outside when the weather is nice.

Our favorite restaurant is:
Annie’s for the kids and Element Fresh for Mom and Dad.

Our advice to new families in Beijing is:
During the October holiday, don’t try to go 

see the Forbidden City or other tourist areas! 
They’re way too crowded.

Our favorite thing to cook at home is:
Tacos with chicken and beans.

The one thing we can’t live without is:
Cell phones: for WeChat and Didi.

Our shopping haven in Beijing is:
Decathalon.

Our No. 1 house rule is:
We don’t have any specific family rules, but we try to focus 
on balance in our lives. Balance in the amount of screen time, 
healthy eating, and work/home life.

Our favorite moment as a 
family in Beijing is:
Coming back home in March.

Best thing you did as a family while in quarantine:
Puzzles and “bowling” with empty water bott les.
We went to visit friends in Bali for the CNY holiday.  When 
school was postponed due to COVID-19, we stayed on for a 
few more weeks. Then, our tourist visa was set to expire, so 
we decided to meet other friends in Kuala Lumpur.  Because 
our school and work went online, we stayed in KL for a whole 
month. We had only prepared to be gone for one week, and 
after two months away we needed to be home. Beijing is our 
home and even though it was hard to get back, we needed 
to try. The journey was difficult, but worth it in the end.The Wehners moved to Beijing from St. Paul, Minnesota in 

the US in 2018. Mom Regina and Dad Matt both work for 
Western Academy of Beijing (WAB) and their daughters 
Nola and Ivy are Grades 5 and 4 students at WAB.
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