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My experience with the Princeton in Beijing Online Program began with a rocky start. 

From the very first day it seems I couldn’t utter a single sentence without being corrected. 
Chinese is a tonal language with four different pitches that change the meaning of words and my 
teachers quickly informed me that both my second and third tones weren’t clear enough, 
meaning I was struggling to pronounce about half of the words in mandarin, a language I had 
studied for four years already. For the first week I spent hours agonizing over my pronunciation 
mistakes and my motivation plummeted. At one point my frustration was so great I decided I 
must have been born tone deaf, despite the obvious fact that at Bowdoin I sing in both an 
acapella group and a chorus group. 
 My teachers told me to just keep going and trust the process and to no one’s surprise but 
my own, they were right. This was, after all, exactly the difference Princeton in Beijing was 
designed to make: while at Bowdoin, class sizes and time constraints mean we often don’t have 
enough time to work on pronunciation, at Princeton in Beijing, I attended a one hour individual 
class each day, half of which was devoted to pronunciation drills. There I was able to practice 
pronunciation with instantaneous feedback and learned many important exceptions to normal 
tone rules and how to modify my speech to make it sound more fluent. Eventually, I could 
pronounce most individual words accurately, and only ran into difficulty in longer more complex 
sentences. 
 Outside of individual sessions I also spent two hours in group class discussing various 
topics related to China, while going over new vocabulary and grammar structures. The greatest 
strength of these lessons was that I walked away from them with a much better understanding of 
Chinese culture and history, not just the grammar and vocabulary we were focusing on. One 
particularly 



ceremony, my teachers asked me to recite the poem again for the everyone one in the program, 
and I ended singing one of the many popular song versions of the poem instead. Despite my 
nerves, it turned out great and I was excited 


