Sheffield Star Mandarin School: Celebrating 25+ Years of Cultural and Educational
Impact

When | first enrolled my daughter at what would become Star School, | could not have imagined
how far the journey would take us. Star School began in 1997, founded by two passionate
parents and scholars, Ms. Hongying Wang and Ms. Bin Lin, who wanted their children to learn
Chinese in a structured classroom setting. Supported by the Chinese Students and Scholars
Association in Sheffield (CSSA-Shef), our very first lessons took place in a small room at the
University of Sheffield Students’ Union. For my daughter, Saturday mornings quickly became a
highlight—a time to reconnect with her heritage, learn Mandarin, and make friends in a space
where language and culture were celebrated.

In those early days, we had almost nothing—no textbooks, few resources, just a borrowed
room, a volunteer teacher, and determination. Yet, children learned quickly through songs,
games, and simple materials, supported by parents and teachers equally committed to building
something meaningful. Everyone was a volunteer: the CSSA Chair, the teacher, even myself,
paying £1 per session. In 1999, | became headteacher, renamed the school Sheffield Star
Mandarin School, and established it as an independent, not-for-profit organisation.

Sheffield’s Chinese community at that time was small but steadily growing. CSSA-Shef’s
support, access to university facilities, and the emergence of the Sheffield Chinese Community
Centre created a fertile environment for a school focused on Mandarin. Our aim was clear: to
provide structure, resources, and funding to meet the educational and social needs of our
community. Over time, we raised around £56,000 from sources including Sheffield City Council,
South Yorkshire Community Fund, Awards for All Lottery Fund, and BBC Children in Need. This
enabled us to run Chinese New Year celebrations, year-end ceremonies, sports days, and
cultural classes including art, dance, and Kung Fu, and to support children with special needs.

From day one, Star School filled a unique gap—it was the only school offering structured
Mandarin lessons in a classroom setting in Sheffield. Our students performed at CSSA-Shef
events, then at city-wide celebrations including the Chinese New Year Gala at the Octagon
Centre and Sheffield City Hall. These performances are more than showcases—they are
contributions to the vibrant cultural life of Sheffield. Over the years, we became members of the
Association of Sheffield Community Language Schools and the Multi-Lingual City Forum,
working toward Quality Framework Awards endorsed by the National Resource Centre for
Supplementary Education, eventually achieving the Distinction Award—the only school outside
London to do so.



In January 2007, we joined the Confucius Institute at the University of Sheffield. The affiliation
gave us access to modern university-standard facilities and resources, transforming what we
could offer. By 2021, Star School fully integrated into the CI, with our teachers becoming part-
time university employees, and we could focus fully on delivering high-quality Mandarin
education and cultural enrichment.

Over the years, we have seen students blossom—ifrom shy beginners to confident young adults
taking GCSE and A-Level Chinese exams, pursuing university degrees connected to China, and
thriving in mainstream education. Our goal has always been to nurture both language skills and
a sense of cultural identity. Newcomers are welcomed into our community with one-to-one
support, welcome packs, parents’ circles, and a friendly space where families can meet and
build friendships.

The wider Sheffield community’s perception of Chinese residents has evolved too. From a
small, little-understood population in 1994, Chinese students and professionals have become a
visible, valued, and contributing part of city life. Our work in preserving Chinese language and
culture has always been central—through supplementary education, China Days, after-school
clubs, and festival celebrations such as International Chinese Day and Confucius Day, we have
created opportunities for the entire community to engage with Chinese heritage.

Documenting and celebrating these contributions preserves a living history. It shows that
diversity, inclusion, and equality are built through everyday actions, and highlights the positive
impact the Chinese community has made in Sheffield across education, culture, and daily life.

Looking to the future, | see Star School as a bridge between cultures. Based at the Confucius
Institute, we already support over 100 schools with Mandarin tasters, regular classes, and
cultural workshops. As an HSK/YCT Test Centre, we open doors to study opportunities in
China—even for students with minimal vocabulary. Currently, over 530 children learn Mandarin
and 400 learn Maths and Art, many online from as far afield as Argentina and the Netherlands.
We aim to continue expanding into subjects such as Maths, Art, Drama, Dance, and Music,
ensuring Star School remains a vibrant, inclusive hub of learning, culture, and community life.

Ultimately, our mission is simple: to broaden young minds, connect communities, and foster
understanding—creating opportunities and nurturing global citizens who appreciate both
linguistic and cultural diversity.

— Dr Xinqun Hu, Headteacher, Sheffield Star Mandarin School
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