
PKS东南西北 
 

“If you don’t know where you are, you don’t know who you are.” 
--Wendell Berry 

 
The PKS Travel Program, “PKS东南西北,” is a signature programs of our middle school. 
Through this program, we advance our mission to ignite, in every student, “curiosity, 
connectedness, and engagement in the world.” 
 

Goals of PKS东南西北 
 

Our students will: 
 

1. Feel emotionally, physically, and socially supported, safe, and whole, while also experiencing 
sustained work in their “stretch zone.” 

a. Travel is one of the best ways to put our SEL curriculum into action. The word “grit” 
is overused in schools, but if there was ever way to develop grit, to learn how to be 
flexible, to practice empathy, and to develop the skills one needs to maintain grace 
while under stress, it is by traveling (particularly in China). 

b. By 8th grade, PKS students will be ready to do a homestay in Beijing. The 5th, 6th, 
and 7th grade trips help them develop the confidence, independence, and 
intercultural competency to thrive during a homestay experience. 

2. Extend and deepen their academic work. 
a. Travel will allow us to do field work that extends our Units of Exploration. The spine 

of the travel curriculum is daily academic work. 
b. These trips are an opportunity for a fully immersive language experience. Research 

indicates that two weeks of travel of this kind can lead to the equivalent of two 
months of language proficiency gains from a classroom-only experience.  

3. Learn the difference between a traveler and a tourist. 
a. PKS students who go abroad are the former (they are learners, listeners, and 

students) rather than the latter (a tourist’s primary goals are pleasure and relaxation). 
4. Develop a rich, nuanced sense of China, an honest, meaningful sense of self, and an 

abiding desire for a sense of place. 
a. Each PKS东南西北 trip settles in one place for a sustained, deliberately slow-paced 

experience. Students will form real relationships with their hosts and learn the history 
of both the people and natural world in each setting. 

b. Students will keep a single journal with them during the four years of the PKS东南西

北 program, adding to it each year. In the end, they will have a travelogue that 
includes personal reflections, photos, sketches, and musings about their travels and 
their growth. We hope this is a memento they will treasure and reflect on for decades 
to come. 

 



Outline of PKS东南西北 
 

5th Grade trip to the Yellow Mountains 
 

 
 
On this trip to the south of China, students will spend a week in an ancient village at the foot of 
China’s most iconic mountain range. This location will allow us to delve into an experiential 
study of traditional Chinese culture.  
 

● We will study (and make) art: the mountains themselves are the inspiration for China’s 
most famous naturalist paintings.  

● We will study the history and philosophy of calligraphy: our village is known as the only 
place in China that can produce the four components of traditional calligraphy (the 
brush; the paper; the ink; the inkstone), and students will make all four components 
before practicing their calligraphy.  

● We will explore tea culture. From the windows of our hostel, we will be able to see some 
of the oldest and most renowned tea plantations in China. Students will will pick tea, 
cook the leaves, and learn the chemical properties that distinguish an exquisite from 
mediocre final cup. 

● We will examine Confucianism and the Keju system. We will be within a short walk of a 
number of millennium-old schools dedicated to the study of Confucian texts and 
preparation for the 科举 Imperial Examination.  
 
 

 
Academic Focuses: History, Chemistry, Art 

 
 
 



 
 

6th Grade trip to Dali, Yunnan 
 

 
 

On this trip to Yunnan province in the west of China, students will move from their study of 
traditional Chinese culture to a study of China’s diversity. All PKS graduates should have an 
understanding of, and respect for, China’s core traditions. At the same time, they should 
understand that China is tremendously diverse. The 6th grade trip focuses on the latter 
understanding. 
 

● We will stay at the Linden Center at the heart of a 白族 village. Students will explore the 
cultural traditions and history of this ethnic minority by individually shadowing different 
members of the village and learning from them how to complete a hands-on project. 
Some students will learn traditional tie-dye techniques. Others will learn wood carving. 
Others will learn to “read” Bai temples which synthesize Buddhism, Taoism, ancestor 
worship, and the worship of Benzi (local gods).  

● We will also engage in an ecological study comparing Erhu Lake to the steep mountain 
ranges that surround Dali (and mark the path to the Tibetan Plateau). 

 
 
 
 
Academic Focuses: Biology, Religious Studies, Anthropology 
  



7th Grade trip to Japan or Korea (In Development) 

 
 

On this trip to the east of China’s cultural and linguistic influences, students will study Asian 
geography and the diffusion (and diversity) of Chinese ideas throughout Asia. In particular, 
students will read this text and study early exploration and the origins of cartography. Students 
will build and use an astrolabe (the main technology in western exploration) and explore the 
ways Zheng He managed his voyages without one.  This trip will help students understand how 
Chinese history, culture, and influences are viewed by its near neighbors. 
 
Academic Focuses: Literature, Math, Geography 
 
 
 
 

8th Grade trip to Beijing (In Development) 
 

 
 
On this final trip, students travel to the north of China for an extended study of Chinese politics 
and modern history. Mornings will be spent in a bike workshop designing and building bamboo 
bicycles. Afternoons will be spent studying the global economy in a more formal classroom 
setting. The 8th grade trip will also involve an extended homestay.  
 
 
Academic Focuses: Economics, Physics, Engineering 
  

https://www.amazon.com/Prisoners-Geography-Explain-Everything-About-ebook/dp/B00V3L8ZHK/ref=sr_1_12?ie=UTF8&qid=1510612903&sr=8-12&keywords=china+japan+korea


Selected daily rituals during PKS东南西北 
 
1. Journaling. Students end each day by reflecting in their journals. At times, teachers will 

provide specific prompts for writing. At other times, students will free-write. They will jot 
down notes and observations from the day; record the sights, smells, and sounds; ask 
questions or note realizations; they will sketch and wonder. The PKS东南西北 journals are 
inspired by the work of the artist and explorer Denis Belliveau. 

2. Photography. Each student will choose a simple, daily object to photograph (doorways, 
meals, bicycles, faces, hands, animals, streets, flowers, trees, fruits/veggies, shows, 
shadows) and photograph examples along their journey. These photos will be curated at the 
end of the trip in a digital portfolio. 

3. Mindful moments. As in our classrooms on campus, students will care for themselves and 
their learning community with mindfulness. This may come through moments of meditation, 
morning 太极, afternoon 休息, or silent evening walks with the group. 

4. Independent study. Students will often be paired with local experts who will guide them 
through a study of individually chosen topics related to the Unit of Exploration.  

5. Formal study. Field work will be supported by formal study of of Chinese, history, and 
science content. In this way, students will crystallize the knowledge learned through their 
projects. 

6. Reading. Time will be set aside each day for independent reading. 
 
 
 

 
 

PKS students will understand how it is that we live in a world where Buddhist monks in Yunnan adopt the English 
name “Lebron.” Furthermore, they will be ready to jump in and join the monks in games of knockout.  

Photo above taken at the Yunnan Institute of Buddhist Studies in Diqing, Yunnan. 

http://thestepsofpolo.org/media-2/journal/

