SCLC Norwich China Trip April 2026: a diary of a trip of a lifetime

Otis, a Y12 student from East Norfolk Sixth Form College shares a day-by-day
account of his recent travels to Beijing, Shanghai and Nantong

Day 1

Gathered at Norwich airport, we boarded our first flight to Schipol, Amsterdam, a brief taster of the
long-haul flight to come. After a set of delays as a result of a troublesome passenger, the main flight
began, taking a total of 11 hours to arrive in Beijing. One rigorous journey later; students disembarked
the Dreamliner, through passport control and onto a tour bus, accompanied by Luna Lee, our tour guide
for the duration of the trip. First of all, students were taken to a Michelin Star recommended restaurant,
Old Beijing Bean Sauce Noodles, where we were served both new and familiar dishes.

Wasting no time, we took the bus to the Lama Temple, a once mansion for the emperor’s son during
the Qing dynasty, now turned Buddhist temple and famous tourist attraction. With its decorative walls,
intricate carvings and myriads of Buddhist religious statues, this location drastically juxtaposes the grey,
urban environment from before. According to Luna, the reason for the stark contrast as a result of the
division between social classes. Colours were seen as a status symbol, therefore, commoners were
prohibited from using them, therefore creating the stark contrast as seen today. Students were
informed of the history and cultural impact of this monument, for instance the main Buddha statue was
imported from Tibet and its face was modelled to resemble the current emperor’s features.

A small drive across Beijing took us to ShiChaHai where students connected with pupils from the
Beijing Fengtai High School, some of which had previously visited the UK and East Norfolk Sixth Form
two months ago. This gave students time to reconnect with pen pals and make new friends too. Gifts
were exchanged, contact details were shared and the experience facilitated Mandarin practice for all
learners.

Afterwards, we walked through a segment of Beijing’s HuTong alleyways before reaching the Beijing
Drum Tower for a sightseeing opportunity. Students were finally met with rest upon reaching the hotel,
ready for day 2.




Day 2

Students were dragged out of bed, some waking up earlier than others! This morning started with a
prompt departure of 8:00 as we headed straight towards the forbidden city, 72 hectares of delicately
constructed palaces, sprawled across Beijing. The complex consists of 8764 palaces and took 11 years
to build. The main entrance had three gates, the central entrance was used exclusively for the emperor,
whereas the right was used by high-ranking officers and the left for soldiers. Students were treated to
the central gate to experience a slice of the emperor’s life! Inside, a tour was conducted by Luna Lee
around the temple where students learnt about the cultural impact this structure had on the ancient
Chinese population.

Departing from the forbidden city, we crossed the street to Beihai Park where we climbed up the hill
before being met with breathtaking views of Beijing’s cityscape. On one side, modern Beijing can be
seen from a high, and on the other, the sprawling mass of palaces that make up the forbidden city can
be dull appreciated. The sheer size was breathtaking, and students wasted no time taking advantage of
the photo opportunity!

A short bus trip later, students were given another taste of Beijing before heading to the summer
palace. The area was picturesque to say the least, with huge manmade lake and ornate bridge to a
small, secluded island. From there, stands caught a glimpse of the palace itself and the impressive
mountain range that jutted against the horizon. Finally, students were taken to MeiShi Street where
they were allowed to roam free to shop for food and souvenirs. Some students couldn't resist the
prices compared to others!

Another full day down, and it’s safe to say everyone here is ready and rearing for day 3 in Beijing!
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Day 3

We promptly departed the hotel, not wanting to waste too much time since today is the start of the 3-
day Chinese national holiday. As a result, the roads were extremely busy, taking a total of 2.5 hours to
reach our destination. Once we arrived, the hike could begin, a 5km trek across a segment of the Great
Wall. The views were magnificent and the experience was nothing short of incredible. However, the
walk was unforgiving at times, with the structure’s stairs being slightly precarious to climb and descend.
Regardless, students endured the walking conditions and soaked up the extraordinary surroundings.
The experience itself the holy grail for any Chinese learner.

After a long hike, weary students were rewarded with a delicious local lunch before travelling back to
urban Beijing. Students were taken to see the Bird’s Nest stadium, built for the 2008 Beijing Olympics.
The building itself was particularly impressive, a mesh of concrete beams, a recognisable icon amongst
the towering office buildings. We were also taken to a nearby souvenir shop where we were given time
to buy gifts for family and friends, as well as mementos to remember the trip by.

In the evening, after a short bus ride, we were treated to the traditional Beijing dish, Peking Duck,
providing students another chance to indulge in China's fabulous cuisine. Only 3 days into our trip and
having seen so many things it feels as though we've been in China much longer. It's safe to say that
Beijing has left a lasting impression on each and everyone of us. We're all extremely excited for the
next part of our adventure.




Day 4

In the early morning, students visited the Temple of Heaven, one of Beijing's most iconic landmarks.
Before exploring the temple itself, we took part in a Chinese Kungfu session led by a professional
teacher. We learnt basic techniques, including punches, kicks, and stances, quickly realising that the
discipline requires far more than physical strength; focus, balance, and mental control are just as
essential. Thankfully, there were no ripped trousers, though there were plenty of comedy moments
(hopefully not caught on camera), and everyone, teachers included, thoroughly enjoyed getting
involved.

Afterwards, the group made their way through the crowds to the Temple of Heaven, which was
particularly busy due to the Qingming Festival. This UNESCO World Heritage site, originally built in
1420 during the Ming Dynasty, is rich in symbolism: circular designs represent heaven, while square
shapes symbolise earth. Although rebuilt and adapted by successive dynasties to reflect their beliefs,
the final dynasty chose to preserve the structure, aiming to build trust by respecting existing traditions.
Despite its name, the temple was not used for religious worship; instead, it served as a sacred site
where emperors prayed for prosperity, successful harvests and good weather, offering sacrifices to the
heavens - in fact it's the world’s largest sacrificial site. Students attempted to glimpse the interior, said
to feature a dragon sculpture in the roof, but the crowds made this a challenge.

Later in the morning, students visited a nearby outdoor exercise park, where older residents were
engaged in a variety of workouts and displays of remarkable flexibility. Many were astonished by the
agility on show, with some individuals performing movements that would rival trained gymnasts,
something you wouldn’t see in a Norfolk park! A few students eagerly tried the equipment themselves,
much to the amusement of the locals. It was inspiring to observe how public spaces like these support
active ageing and social inclusion, particularly for older generations who were feeling marginalised by
technology.

Following lunch, the group travelled to Beijing South Railway Station to board a high-speed train to
Suzhou. The four-hour journey offered a fascinating glimpse of both rural and urban China. Upon
arrival, we met our new tour guide, who will accompany Luna and the group throughout our stay in
Suzhou. Dinner was served in the hotel restaurant, giving students another opportunity to broaden
their culinary experiences with local Suzhou dishes, all of which proved to be delicious. After a full day
of cultural exploration, travel, and excellent food, students returned to their rooms for a well-earned
rest.
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Day 5
The day started at a more leisurely pace, which also set the theme for the day - calmer and a little more
relaxed.

We started with a walk along the historic Pingjiang Road, a canal street from the Song dynasty. The
canals, bridges and narrow streets made it easy to imagine what life here might have looked like
centuries ago, yet it still feels very much connected to everyday life today. Time was granted for
souvenir shopping before moving onto our next destination.

Lunch was followed by a visit to The Suzhou Museum, an extraordinary building that blends modern
architecture with traditional design. It was opened in 2006 and was designed to maximise the use of
light and classical Suzhou garden design to create a peaceful atmosphere. In turn this sense of calm
helps to enhance the historical artefacts that it showcases. We walked through 2500 years of history
and art of the Suzhou region; it was incredible to appreciate the artistic sophistication of this society.

Next, we visited a Suzhou silk production museum where students learnt about the history of silk
products and the development in the industry. There was also an end shop with a wide array of silk
crafted products which students wasted no time browsing. Dinner didn’t disappoint, more intriguingly
delicious Suzhou dishes, | think it's safe to say we've all piled on the Ibs since landing in China, good job
they won't be weighing us at the airport!

After a short journey, we reached the final destination for the day. The Master of the Nets Garden,
dating from the Song dynasty, every inch of space was thoughtfully used, making the garden feel much
bigger than it actually is. Throughout the visit, we saw 8 different traditional local Suzhou
performances, ranging from Pingtan singing, Kunqu opera and a Peony Pavilion performance. Jenny,
our Suzhou City our guide, have students an insight into the history of the gardens and the reason
behind their construction. It’s safe to say that students were given a wide insight into traditional
Suzhou culture. I'm sure the music heard today would have influenced some of the student’s listening
tastes!




Day 6

Shangtang Street was the first location on today’s agenda. A long array of traditional buildings, flanking
the canal. This area is famed as the ‘First street of Suzhou’ originating from circa 825 AD. Students
enjoyed the opportunity to stock up on more local products and souvenirs. The blend of traditional
architecture and modern urban areas makes Suzhou particularly appealing and even though our time
here has been short, students have thoroughly enjoyed their stay.

After catching the bullet train, we arrived in Shanghai, a completely different atmosphere than locations
prior. We met our new tour guide, David, who gave us a brief history of this global powerhouse. One of
the more unexpected stops was a visit to the Coca-Cola factory. It was fascinating to see the sheer
scale of production and how such a global brand operates within China, both in terms of manufacturing
and marketing. It definitely added a more modern, industrial perspective to the trip.

Later, we visited the North Bund, allowing students to take in the panoramic spectacle of Shanghai’s
impressive cityscape, the Lujiazui skyline - a myriad of high-rise buildings along the waterfront,
including the iconic Pearl Tower. Next, we had dinner at the Dafugui restaurant. This was made
especially memorable, not just because of the delectable food on offer, but the interior of the
restaurant was so incredibly opulent we felt like we were dining inside a royal palace!

Afterwards, the highlight of the day, a night river cruise along the Shanghai waterfront. This was
exceptionally spectacular, with all the buildings lit up vibrantly in unique ways. The night environment
made for some great photo opportunities, definitely one of the most memorable parts of the trip so far.
After disembarking the boat and back onto the coach, we arrived at our hotel in Shanghai where
students were slightly distraught to find out tomorrow would necessitate a 6:45 departure!
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Day 7

Students departed early by coach to visit the Hiba Academy in Nantong, a private, bilingual, co-
educational school. On arrival we were given a tour of the campus, led by Simon Kenworthy, the School
Master. We were all very impressed by the facilities and opportunities available for students. After a
comprehensive tour of the school grounds, students were introduced to their partners for the morning,
a student of a similar grade from Hiba. Greetings were exchanged before student pairs were taken to a
taster lesson. From the feedback, it seems that everyone enjoyed their lessons and the curriculum on
offer. The pairing also gave students a chance to grasp a first-hand perspective of the school, we were
all exceptionally impressed by the proficiency of students in both English and Chinese. After a lunch
provided by the school, we departed from Nantong and started the journey back to Shanghai, a special
thanks to Simon and the rest of the academy staff for an insightful and very enjoyable day.



Upon our return to Shanghai, we were taken to the Yu Garden (commonly translated to mean ‘garden of
happiness’ or ‘garden of peace and comfort’), one of Shanghai’s few preserved classical gardens and
arguably probably the most famous. Built during the Ming Dynasty by Pan Yunduan, it is 460 years old
and covers approximately 5 acres. Pan Yunduan created the garden for his parents to enjoy in old age.
The gardens themselves were spectacular, a variety of small buildings surrounded by rockeries, flora
and bodies of water, a peaceful retreat in the bustling city. The gardens experienced a chequered past,
suffering at the hands of the British and Japanese during the 19th and 20th century, they were,
however, restored to their former glory and classified as a national monument in 1982.

After students had their free time wandering the gardens, we ventured to market street and a shopping
mall. Students were eager to have more time perusing the various shops and souvenirs on offer. Other
students decided to take a more cultural route and go with David to have tea as part of the tea drinking
festival. Upon regrouping students recalled their experiences, some describing the deals they managed
to make by practicing their Chinese haggling skills to grab a bargain!

Finally, we had yet another fabulous dinner, | don’t think any of us had envisaged just how good the
food would be on this trip of a lifetime - for some of us it will be hard going back to traditional English
meals. | think it’s safe to say that most students were particularly tired after today’s early start.
However, the idea of a late morning immediately perked up sleepy students!

Day 8

In the morning, Luna and David took us to a bustling Shanghai food street, where we sampled a wide
variety of traditional breakfast dishes, including soy milk, stuffed rice balls, fried dough sticks, and much
more. From there, we visited Tianzifang, a charming area in the former French Concession that's
exceptionally popular with tourists. Students were naturally delighted to be given time to explore and
shop, with the many small boutiques and winding alleyways offering unique and quaint items.

After lunch, we headed to Nanjing Road for another shopping opportunity, this time in a much more
modern setting. As it was our final day in China, students were given an extended period of time to
pick-up last-minute souvenirs and gifts for family and friends. Once we regrouped, we enjoyed our final
Chinese meal together, a hotpot. Unlike previous meals, each student had their own individual pot of
soup and a personal stove, allowing them to cook raw ingredients at the table. There was a noticeable
sense of sadness as we realised this would be our last meal in China; we have truly been spoiled by an
incredible variety of delicious dishes throughout the trip.



Upon returning to the hotel, our wonderful guide Luna delivered a heartfelt speech, sharing how much
she had enjoyed spending time with us. As a final activity, we took part in a quiz to test our knowledge
of everything we had learned during the trip. Divided into three teams, students competed
enthusiastically, making for a fun and slightly tense conclusion to our journey. Afterwards, we returned
to our rooms for the final time.




| think | speak for all students when | say we have had an unforgettable journey. Visiting China has
been incredibly eye-opening, it is one thing to learn about a country in a textbook, but entirely another
to experience it firsthand. We would like to extend our sincere thanks to the teachers who
accompanied us, cared for us, and made this trip so memorable. We are also deeply grateful to our
fantastic tour guides - Luna, Jenny, and David, who provided us with such an enriching and enjoyable
experience. Their knowledge, enthusiasm, and organisation ensured that we made the most of every
moment.

Finally, we would like to thank Swire for funding this incredible learning adventure. It has truly been life
changing. | believe | speak for all students when | say that we will never forget the time shared with
peers. It's sad to end the trip, but we have all come away with such amazing memories, great friends in
China and a deep appreciation for everything we have experienced

Ottis, East Norfolk Sixth Form College



