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T

eachers who travel often wonder
what they can bring back to benefit
their students that will not cost much
and be easy to carry—the China Box seems
at first glance like just such a collection
acquired on some lucky teacher’s travels.
Here are maps and books and small toys—
and slides, of course, and chopsticks, and
more. Oh, that we all should be so lucky!
Tucked in the bottom of the box is China
Talk: A Handbook for Teachers, Librarians, and Parents by Steven I. Levine. The
handbook turns this assortment of inexpensive, everyday items from contemporary
China into a true treasure.
The handbook provides translations of
the children’s books and suggestions for
related activities; also, translations of the
how-to books on Chinese painting and
paper cutting so that the illustrations and
information become accessible to American
readers. The slides (about two dozen) come
with a narrative that includes a descriptive

paragraph about each, and include common
scenes of everyday life, including several of
children going to school, playing games,
and with their families.
China Talk contains brief but engaging
explanations of the Great Wall, animals in
China, Chinese dynasties, the Three Gorges
project, Confucius, and almost any other
topic you might think of related to China,
plus suggested books and Web sites to
extend your learning. There are songs,
recipes, jokes, and poems. As one who
walked the Great Wall at Badaling to the
end of the restored walkway and wished
I could have continued along the ruins,
I particularly enjoyed Levine’s account of
the night he spent camped out with his
students sheltered by an ancient, crumbling
beacon tower of the wall.
There are a few sour notes—the building of a model of the Great Wall out of
sugar wafers and peanut butter reminds me
of the sugar cube models of igloos that used
to be popular in units on “Eskimos”; and
a word search puzzle (p. 69) to me has
limited learning value; but I know some
teachers are very fond of these activities.
The China Box is not an outline for a
unit. It is not organized into discrete topics
with specific objectives. It is “an enrichment resource designed to make teaching
and learning about China easier, more fun,
and more productive” (p. 2). It would lend
itself especially well to holistic teaching
strategies, with lessons that immerse stu-

dents in a subject, then let them choose
directions for further study. The materials
could be used for inductive teaching,
analyzing artifacts for clues to the identity
of the culture they represent. The contents
of the box would also be appropriate for
centers and project-based learning.
Nancy Doss, a fifth-grade teacher in
Dalton, Georgia, used the kit during a unit
designed to “Celebrate the Century,” to help
her students understand the exhilaration
experienced by Westerners by the “opening
of China” during the 1970s. Students were
particularly interested in the books,
the maps, and, of course, the toys. The
materials appeal to a wide range of age
levels and would be a helpful resource for
an elementary or middle school.
According to the Introduction, this box
is “. . . the first in a series of Country Starter
Kits designed to help teach world cultures
to elementary and middle school children
. . . .” I hope the others can match the
quality of China Talk!
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