
Liao, now 67, spoke only English and a 
smattering of Mandarin, and the people in 
this mountain community were puzzled by 
his attention, and intentions.

“We couldn’t fi gure out why he chose to 
come to our remote village to teach English. 
And as a man who was almost 60 at that 
time, he was still single. How strange!” vil-
lager Chen Cuixiang recalls. But Liao was no 
stranger, as they thought. 

“I was born in Malaysia but Changjiao vil-
lage is my ancestral home. I decided to come 
back to help the village aft er I retired as an 
English teacher and a high school principal 
in Malaysia,” he explains.

He had visited Changjiao village twice 
before, in 1996 and 2001.

“Th e village was an abandoned, dying vil-
lage, with only old people doing a little farm-
ing work. Th e young people were all going 
to the cities to earn money. Th ere were only 
mud and gravel roads,” Liao’s fi rst impres-
sions of his ancestral village were dismal.

“Th e village head complained that it was 
diffi  cult to fi nd an aff ordable English teacher 
who would agree to come to the mountain 
village to work,” Liao recalls. He thought 
about it and decided to volunteer for the job.

It was not easy-going, and Liao found his 
intentions questioned. Villagers were suspi-
cious and students played tricks on him — 
puncturing his bicycle tires and stealing his 
laptop. Instead of getting discouraged, Liao 
decided to work at it, studying the local Hakka 
dialect so he could communicate better.

Aft er classes, he would ride to tutor two 
private students, one-on-one. He had one 
student in the village and the other in Dabu 
county about 7 km away.

“No matter what you do, there is always 
someone who supports you, someone who is 
against you and another who would wait and 
see. I must do it well even if there is only one 
in a hundred who supports me,” Liao says. It 
was this commitment that started to change 
the general perception. 

Liao Luhong was one of Liao’s fi rst rivate 
students. The 21-year-old college student 
was in his fourth year of primary school 
when his grandfather invited David Liao 
to be his English tutor, during the summer 
holidays. Th e little boy could not even recite 
his alphabet then.

“My grandson got transferred to a pri-
mary school in Shenzhen. He scored only 
30 points in his fi rst English test. It was not 
surprising because kids in our village are 

not taught English until they are in the fi ft h 
grade,” says his grandfather Liao Xuming.

Th e mad foreigner’s tuition proved to be 
very eff ective. In his fi ft h year, Liao Luhong 
came out top of his English class and two 
years ago, he was admitted to college, helped 
by his high scores in English.

“My spoken English is better than many 
of my college mates, although many of them 
are from big cities,” says Liao Luhong.

David Liao’s teaching skills have quickly 
spread by word of mouth, and more and 
more people from the surrounding country 
and cities heard of this experienced teacher 
with nearly 45 years of English teaching 
under his belt.

The media has also helped spread his 
reputation to as far away as Guangzhou, 
Shenzhen and Huizhou. 

Th ere are now many parents eager to send 
their children to his classes during weekends 
and school holidays. In their eyes, Liao’s 
classes off er their children a chance at a bet-
ter future.

“Because of the lack of qualifi ed English 
teachers, kids in rural areas lag far behind 
their peers in urban areas in terms of English 
profi ciency. It is oft en the subject where the 
biggest gap in scores lies,” Liao says.

Since Liao started teaching English in 
Changjiao, more than 20 young people from 
the village have gained admission to college. 
Before that, there were very few.

Liao also sponsored those college students 
who had diffi  culty paying tuition, and the 
subsidies ranged from 3,000 yuan ($472) to 
10,000 yuan per year per student.

But he has also been plagued by the prin-
ciples of diminishing returns. Th ere are now 
too many students for him to handle.

“I never thought of gaining fame with 
teaching. Some parents also think I can 
improve their children’s English with just a 
weekend course, or a week of lessons.

“Also, I believe in quality education. Th e 
number of students in a class shouldn’t be too 
big,” Liao adds. “I want to invest my limited 
energy and resources on students who really 
need my help and are eager for that help.”

For that reason, he has no hesitation kick-
ing out students who are disinterested or 
inattentive, even if the child is the son of an 
important offi  cial. He interviews each pro-
spective student and only accepts those who 
are genuinely interested, and not just forced 
by their parents to attend classes.

Liao has had to expand his physical class-

room, turning a dilapidated ancestral hall 
built by his grandfather into an English 
tuition center that can accommodate about 
200 students. But, there is hardly room for 
proper desks, and students have to perch on 
plastic stools.

A projector and a set of acoustic equipment 
ensures students can hear and see the teaching 
materials Liao uses. Bookcases line the hall, 
and are fi lled with original English editions.

Rooms in the wings have been turned 
into dormitories for students living far away 
and the dozens of volunteers who help with 
summer and winter courses.

Liao paid for all the renovations and main-
tenance costs of running the English center 
and his generosity sounded “unbelievable” 
to many. Liao Huiru, David Liao’s former 
assistant, remembers a mother’s reaction 
about her daughter telling her she was going 
to take free English lessons in a mountain-
ous village.

“She couldn’t believe there could be such 
a good Samaritan and a capable English 
teacher in a village. She thought her daughter 
was falling into the trap of a pyramid scheme 
gang.”

David Liao not only established the 
English tuition center, he also funded the 
building of the cement road leading into the 
village, set up street lamps, bought nearly 
10,000 pomelo saplings for an orchard and 
established a pig farm for villagers.

Liao explains his commitment.
“My father passed away when I was 13 

years old. A kind-hearted principal spon-
sored my education. I decided that I would 
also help people in need when I grew up. 
My father’s sudden death made me realize 
life could be fragile. He passed away in his 

sleep without any warning, right beside me 
in the bed.

“I should live every day to the full. For me, 
it means devoting myself to helping people.”

Liao says he did not get married because 
he couldn’t have done his charity work if he 
had a family to look aft er. 

“I don’t feel lonely. I have more children 
and grandchildren than any one — they are 
my students,” says Liao, who has been giving 
English lessons for free in poor communities 
in his spare time since he started teaching in 
Malaysia in 1968.

He says he is able to continue with his 
volunteer eff orts thanks to many of his pre-
vious students who have come back to off er 
their support, either with donations or other 
helps. 

It is this spirit of giving that is even more 
important than the English lessons, he says, 
and he hopes now his students in the village 
can also pay it forward. In fact, his eff orts 
have shown fruit — Changjiao village is now 
known as the “English” village where even 
the young children you meet on the streets 
can greet visitors with a, “Good morning” 
and, “How do you do”, in English.

Villagers who used to quarrel over triviali-
ties have been moved by David Liao’s gener-
ous spirit, and they have learned to help 
each other.

“I may leave the village fi ve years later,” 
says Liao. “The English learning center 
doesn’t belong to me. It belongs to the village 
and I’m confi dent that they will maintain it 
with the farming projects I helped establish. 
And my students will be the new teachers.” 

Contact the writer at 
xujingxi@chinadaily.com.cn.

By NICK COMPTON
For China Daily

I walked into the schoolroom in 
Wuwei county, Anhui province, not 
having the slightest clue what to expect. 

 I’d joined the Summer Service Learn-
ing Project at Tsinghua University for 
an adventure, to experience a chunk of 
China I hadn’t seen before. Th rough 
the program, small groups of Tsinghua 
students, six or seven, along with a few 
international volunteers, are assigned to 
rural regions in China for a two-week 

summer stint volunteer 
teaching English.

 Some of the assign-
ments are truly rural, 
in the hinterlands of 
Gansu province, the 
Ningxia Hui  and 
Guangxi Zhuang 
autonomous regions, 
and Qinghai province, 

where chalk is the only classroom tech-
nology. Others, like my assignment, are 
in outposts far removed from the speed 
and sparkle of China’s fi rst-tier cities.   

So, having endured a 17-hour-train 
ride from Beijing to Anhui’s provincial 
capital Hefei, then another three hours 
on a bus that didn’t as much roll down 
the road as it bounced, violently, over 
pot-holes, cracks and cave-ins, I was in 
Wuwei, a county of 1.8 million people 
that 20 years ago, our host explained, 
was one of the poorest regions in China, 
but thanks to a boom in post-reform 
manufacturing had assumed a sort of 
muted prosperity — no towering sky-
scrapers or Starbucks, but a few multi-
story hotels, garishly decorated cafes and 
streets peppered with luxury cars.

Th e classroom wasn’t what I’d antici-
pated, blackboard and wooden desks; 
rather it was a nicely equipped lecture 
hall, with a projector, loudspeakers, and 
seating for 200 high-school students.

As the students looked at me up-and-
down from their seats, curious about 
my hair, my jeans and my shoes, I set 
up my laptop, opened my Powerpoint 
and began my fi rst lecture. 

Aft er introducing myself and talk-
ing about some famous United States 
places, I asked the class, around 50 
fi rst-year high school students, if they 
had any questions or anything to add. 
Th ey’d been listening to my lecture 
hungrily, some with their mouths 
agape in awe as I described cheesecake 
in New York City, deep-dish pizza in 
Chicago, feral chickens and cold beer in 
Key West, Florida. 

Reluctantly, almost painful in their 
hesitance, a few hands edged upwards.  
I called on a boy, tall, with thick glasses 
and a serious face.  He stood up and 
began his question.  

“So, you’re from the United States?” 
he asked. “Do you know Kobe Bryant?”

I informed him that the US was a 
huge place, like China, and celebrities 
are separated from common people. I 
said I didn’t know Bryant, Jeremy Lin, 
or any other professional athletes, for 
that matter. He shrugged his shoulders 
and sat down. 

Th en another hand, from the front 
row, a girl who had been jotting down 
notes as I spoke. Her English was near 
perfect: “I heard Americans don’t like 
Chinese, is that true?”

Again, I said the US is a huge place, 
where people held many varied opinions. 
People in the US misunderstand China, 
I said, using language that I was certain 
would fl y over the students’ heads, but 
the class nodded in agreement. 

By the time I left , a week later, the 
students spoke more freely, their ques-
tions fl owed more naturally. Th eir 
curiosity about the US, about Beijing, 
about teenagers outside of China was 
insatiable. When I left , I was showered 
with note cards and Post-it notes tat-
tooed with e-mail addresses, phone 
numbers, QQ accounts, and carefully 
written scripts that invariably said 
something like, “Good to meet you. 
Stay in touch.”

One cut even more to the point: 
“Even though you’re not Kobe Bryant, 
nor do you know him, I like you.”

Contact the writer at 
nickcompton1@gmail.com.
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NOW I KNOW MY A-B-C
MY CHINA DREAM | DAVID LIAO

There is a rural village in Guangdong where even a 4-year-old can fl uently respond to an English     
greeting. And as Xu Jingxi discovers, it’s all thanks to the eff orts of a retired Chinese-Malaysian.
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You may 
not be Kobe 
Bryant but 
you’re OK
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David Liao teaches students at the English tuition center, which was formerly his grandfather’s ancestral hall.

Liao’s reputation has spread quickly and students of surrounding villages are keen to 
attend his classes.

W
hen David Liao turned up in Changjiao village 10 
years ago and announced that he would teach the 
children how to speak English for free, the villagers 
in this tiny hamlet in Meizhou, Guangdong province, 
all thought he was just a “mad foreigner”.


