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Listening To The Young

Steven was only nine when he came to Australia from China. Since 

he was not fluent in English, he often found himself isolated at school 

and had a difficult time there. Lost and downhearted, he could not 

understand why his parents had brought the whole family to this land 

where communication was difficult and everything seemed strange.

As Steven grew up, however, he began to understand why his parents 

had made such great sacrifices to come here. He could see that they 

had given up their friends and familiar environment to start a new 

life in Australia. But they found it hard to get jobs of comparable 

status to their Chinese ones, and they missed the support of friends 

and relatives. They became stressed. But they soldiered on. They had 

made their choice for their son’s sake.

 

By the time he was 20, Steven was helping out at CASS Disability 

Services, in the Group Home. He showed loving care to the clients, 

and enthusiasm and passion for the work of CASS. His voluntary 

work was undertaken over and above his day job.

A group of young Chinese Australians with similar backgrounds offer 

A conversation with young Chinese Australians
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Retaining Chinese CultuRe 

their thoughts about their parents’ migration. They all understand 

their mothers and fathers had overcome difficulties and made many 

sacrifices to settle in the new country. They knew that their parents’ 

dream was that their children would grow up in a stable environment 

and go on to have secure and affluent lives. 

These young Chinese would rather speak English than their mother 

tongue. But it is touching to find that they have not forgotten the 

teachings passed on by their parents. Nor have they forgotten 

traditional Chinese values. They are proud of their Chinese roots. 

They work hard and have already achieved educational success. 

This is undoubtedly the result of the two generations supporting one 

another. One of them commented, “We are proud to be the descendants 

of Chinese migrants because they have made such a great contribution 

to Australia – right back to the old days. They quietly took up jobs no 

locals were willing to do. The early Chinese migrants should take a lot 

of credit for what Australia has become today.” 

It must certainly be gratifying to their parents to know that their 

Young CASS volunteers 
contribute to society 
by assisting the 
disadvantaged
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sons and daughters understand and appreciate the sacrifices of their 

forebears.

However, because they have grown up in Australia, the younger 

generation may not always share the same views as their parents. 

Many want their children to choose professions that lead to a secure 

future, such as accounting, medicine or finance. They also often hope 

to share a home with their grown-up children. But young Australians 

value personal freedom and choice as well as wanting to choose careers 

which they enjoy and give them opportunities to develop their talents. 

They also want to move out of the family home and be independent. 

Such views are often not welcomed or understood by their parents. They 

need to realise that the world has changed, and that there are cultural 

differences between China and Australia. The two generations have 

grown up in different decades and in different cultural environments, 

so naturally they have different values. While most young people 

respect the views and honour the wishes of their parents, they are 

inspired by a different set of beliefs. While acknowledging their roots, 

sons and daughters embrace Australian values in this multicultural 

society. Only with them as a guide can people from different cultures 

live together harmoniously.

As a way to show gratitude towards both his parents’ generation 

and Australian society, the young CASS volunteer wants to make 

a contribution. We at CASS wish that every Chinese Australian 

will continue to strive towards interweaving Chinese culture and 

Australian values, to produce something worth passing on from 

generation to generation.

Originally published in December 2012
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Students at the 
CASS Chinese 
School diligently 
learning the 
language

On a beautiful spring day at CASS, Ms Zhang asked her students to 

combine what they felt about spring with feelings for their mother. 

She was teaching the piece The Colour of Spring. 

But what colour did the children think of in relation to their mothers? 

Ms Zhang explained, “It is not about the colour of your mum’s clothes. 

Try to use a colour to describe your image of your mum, how she looks 

to you in your mind when you close your eyes.”

Snippet from Chinese Class

Colour Of My Mother
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Ms Zhang was brought up to understand and appreciate Chinese 

culture. As a teacher, she devised lessons to give the children an 

insight into important Chinese values such as filial piety, respect for 

elders, integrity and fraternal love. Colour of my Mother was designed 

to teach students gratitude. Di Zi Gui (Standards for Being a Good 

Student and Child), written during the Qing Dynasty, says, “Whatever 

pleases your parents, if it is fair and reasonable, try your best to get 

it for them.” Observing what one’s parents desire and trying to satisfy 

it conveys a child’s respect and sense of duty.

The group of five- and six-year-old Year One students thought for a 

while and then began to share their ideas. “My mum is white in colour 

because the angels I see in pictures are all white. I think my mum 

is like an angel.” What a moving answer! The teacher praised her. 

“What a lovely idea! Mothers are like our guardian angels, protecting 

us from rain and hail with their wings.”

Other children enthusiastically followed. “My mum is green because 

she loves green.” “My mum is brown because she always wears brown 

clothes.” “My mum is white because her skin is white and she looks 

pretty.” 

One child sounded confused. “Oh! I don’t know what colour I should 

use to describe my mum. She wears different clothes every day. Maybe 

she is in many different colours!”
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Everyone laughed. Ms Zhang said, “There is a small animal called a 

chameleon, which changes colour to suit its surroundings. In this way 

it can remain unnoticed and avoid danger.  Your mother also changes 

colour depending on your needs. She is a white angel when she needs 

to protect you, but when you make her angry she becomes red or black. 

When you love her, she becomes a mix of different colours.”

Now the other children eagerly joined in. One of them said, “My mum 

is red, because a loving heart is red. My mum loves me very much and 

I love her too. That’s why she is red.” When Ms Zhang repeated this 

to the child’s mother, her eyes swelled with tears. 

“My mum is a mix of different colours, just like a rainbow. She loves 

everyone and everyone loves her, just like everyone loves a rainbow.” 

The teacher found it amazing that a little child could extend her love 

for her mother to a love of human kind.

Later Ms Zhang reflected on the answers given by the children. She 

was surprised that such young children could express their feelings 

for their mothers in such poignant ways. She was glad that teaching 

Di Zi Gui in the Chinese School had created positive results. These 

teachings, planted in young hearts, will flower over a lifetime.

Originally published in October 2014
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The Invisible Wings 
                          Of A Little Angel

A growing number of people in Australia are now learning Chinese. 

Principal Sun of our CASS Chinese School, held on weekends, tells 

the story of her student Christy, who comes from a family whose 

mother tongue is English.

Principal Sun remembers: “One Saturday in March, Christy Hansell 

came running into Chinese School carrying a number of awards. Our 

students like to share with us what happens at their school, especially 

any encouragement or recognition they have received. Christy showed 

me certificates for the Kindness Award and the Citizenship Award at 

her primary school, Como Public School. She had used her Chinese 

language skills to achieve something very good for others at the 

school.”

“Christy is in Year 4. Outside her normal school schedule, she has been 

learning Chinese at our CASS Chinese School for three years. She is 

a smart and hardworking student who can already converse with our 

teachers in fluent Chinese. At the beginning of the school year, a boy 

who had just migrated from China joined her class. As a new arrival 

without any English skills, the boy was unfamiliar with the school 

Story of a Chinese School student
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Christy Hansell, who learns 
Chinese at the CASS Chinese 
School, with the awards she 
received from Como Public School

environment and the people around him. He felt very insecure. He 

did not understand the school rules and could not comprehend what 

the teachers were saying in class. He simply did what he wanted to 

do, sometimes leaving the classroom without permission. The school, 

with few Chinese students and no Chinese classes, had to seek help 

from the Department of Education.”

“One of the teachers thought of a solution. She gathered together all 

the students who were learning Chinese to find if anyone could be 

the boy’s interpreter and act as a bridge. She found five students, but 

Christy was the only one who could communicate with him and help 

him to open up.”

“Each morning, Christy would go to school early and meet up with 

the boy before class. She explained the school rules to him: listen to 

the teacher, don’t eat during class, don’t leave the classroom without 

permission, and raise your hand before speaking in class. She also 

began sitting next to him in lessons and interpreting what the teacher 

had said. The boy blossomed. He had found a friend, Christy, who 

could understand his language. He became very close to her, always 
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by her side after class.”

“He gradually caught up with the lessons and settled into the life of 

a student in Australia. Christy is like a little angel protecting him.”

“Como Public School was pleased with his progress—but also 

with what Christy had done. It presented her with the awards to 

acknowledge her commitment to helping others. A photo of her 

receiving the awards was published in the school newsletter. Christy 

was so pleased with the praise and recognition she could not wait to 

share her achievement with the Chinese School teachers.”

Principal Sun continued, “We contacted the school and the Principal 

praised Christy for using her newly-acquired Chinese language skills 

to support another student. Christy may be too young to realise that 

what she has done has helped the school solving a huge problem: 

helping a little boy to begin his new life in Australia in a welcoming 

classroom.” 

“Her experience has also given Christy greater confidence in her 

progress in learning Chinese. Because her family did not speak the 

language and the syllabus is more difficult in the senior years, she 

had felt discouraged and wanted to give up. But now, after helping 

the little boy, she can see how useful her special language skills are. 

Now she enjoys learning Chinese even more than when she started.”

It takes years of practice to bring success. During these years, wings 

appear and develop, and may help raise up others. One day they will 

enable a child to fly. 

Originally published in May 2015
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The Australian stamp 
showing Mr Peng Bai

An Australian stamp has a face on it which is familiar to many at 

CASS. In 2001, the International Year of Volunteers, Australia Post 

depicted the bold and generous character of the Vice Chairperson of 

CASS, Mr Peng Bai, “Old Bai”. 

Old Bai migrated to Australia from northwestern China in the early 

1980s. The Chinese community in Australia at that time was mainly 

made up of Cantonese-speaking people whose families had often lived 

in this country since the mid-1800s. New arrivals speaking Mandarin 

had difficulties in settling, and CASS extended a much-needed helping 

hand to this group. 

In early 1990s, Old Bai was living in Cabramatta and looking for 

a Chinese school for his children to learn their ancestral language. 

Peng Bai – a dedicated volunteer

Iron Man With A Tender Heart
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Although there were classes held in his neighbourhood, he chose to 

drive 40 minutes to bring his two children to our CASS Academy of 

Arts. 

Since then he has become a member of the CASS family. He 

volunteered to assist in the Academy, helping out in setting up the 

venue and administrative work. Because of his easy-going and candid 

character, he earned the respect of many and was soon elected to the 

Management Committee.

Before his migration to Australia, Old Bai had worked in the 

educational field in Xinjiang, China, where he had been a strong 

supporter of, and participant in the arts. At CASS, he used his talents 

in our annual performances and fundraising concerts, making props 

and sharing his valuable opinions at rehearsals. His exceptional 

contribution was noticed by the CASS Board. In 1993, he was elected 

as an Alternate Director, and in 1994 he became a Director. 

He has continued to contribute to the organisation. While as Vice 

Chairperson, he was responsible for cultural affairs as Principal of 

the CASS Academy of Arts. Managing the Chinese School was also 

part of his portfolio.

During the 2006 internal turbulence within the organisation, Old Bai 

was one of the minority few on the Board with an objective view of the 

situation. He boldly upheld justice. Because of this, he was targeted 

and ousted. When the internal conflict was resolved in 2007, he once 

again returned to the Board. Apart from his role in cultural affairs, he 

was also assigned responsibility for community relations.
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Since the mid-1990s, CASS has had an increasingly significant role 

in building relationships with the wider Australian society and also 

those between Australia and China. As a key member of CASS, Old 

Bai often plays the role of ambassador, representing the organisation 

at important occasions such as two state banquets for Chinese 

leaders when they visited Australia. Other significant events have 

included the reception organised by the NSW State Government in 

commemoration of the establishment of diplomatic relations between 

China and Australia. Old Bai was one of the few leaders of community 

organisations invited. 

He has also participated in events organised by the State Council 

of the People’s Republic of China, such as the overseas Chinese 

teacher training workshops and Chinese tours for managers of 

Chinese Schools. His role as an ambassador has had positive effects 

in promoting relationships.

Old Bai was also chosen by TAFE as the face in their poster promoting 

work safety.

His volunteering has inspired those around him. His eldest son, Tao 

Bai, has also joined the CASS Board, becoming its youngest member. 

CASS has been able to grow and develop over the last 30 years 

because of committed volunteers and members like Old Bai – and 

this volunteering spirit needs to be passed on to the next generations. 

Originally published in February 2012
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The Cover Girls Of Seniors Week

In February 2012, Wollongong Council published a booklet to 

celebrate Seniors Week. The images of those on the front cover 

seem to leap out from a vivid green background, as dancers flourish 

their bright pink fans to invite others to join them. There are eight 

Asian ladies dressed in colourful costumes, each holding a fan. What 

instantly attracts is their beaming smiles. Anyone who sees the 

cover must surely also break into a smile. 

In the late 90s, CASS received government funding to provide 

Settlement Services in Wollongong and CASS saw the need to 

establish the Wollongong Activity Group to facilitate a weekly social 

meeting place for new migrants, those who need a new home in their 

adopted country. These ladies are members of the CASS Wollongong 

Activity Group – specifically, its dance group. They come from 

different backgrounds and each has different talents. None has ever 

The Sisters Act of 

            CASS Wollongong Activity Group



- 121 -

Cover of Seniors Week 
2012 booklet produced 
by Wollongong Council, 
featuring CASS 
Wollongong Activity Group

had formal dance training. Their connection is through the Activity 

Group. But for all of them, dancing has become their main physical 

exercise and leisure activity.

They have choreographed many dances: Fan Dance, Gao Shan 

Qing and  A Lovely Life are examples. They do not just create the 

dances; they are responsible for all aspects in preparation for stage 

performances. They choose appropriate music, burn CDs and even 

shop for fabric to make their own costumes. No task is too challenging 

for these ladies. They are seniors, but they are happy to learn 

new skills such as mastering computer technology and managing 

sound systems, which require persistence and effort. They have re-

arranged and lengthened the traditional folk song they use for the 

Gao Shan Qing dance, producing a new piece of music. Through 

their involvement in the Activity Group, they demonstrate the value 
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of diverse life skills, such as creativity, organisational expertise and 

team spirit.

Their graceful dance moves have entertained not just other CASS 

groups, but also gatherings from the wider Australian society. They 

showcase their positive attitude to life as expressed through dance. 

They have been invited to perform in a number of local aged care 

facilities and their dances often move elderly residents to tears. 

Wollongong Council invited them to perform in Australia Day 

celebrations. By the time they had finished performing Gao Shan 

Qing, the audience was so engaged that many were imitating 

their dance moves. Seeing the enthusiastic response, the master of 

ceremonies asked the ladies to repeat the dance so that more could 

join in. It was a memorable occasion for everyone. 

Behind the scenes, there were hidden stories. One dancer told us that 

her injured leg had given her intense pain during the performance, 

weakening her. Fortunately, she had managed to develop moves to 

disguise the pain.

The ladies certainly look attractive as they dance. But the main 

reason they became cover girls for Seniors Week is their strong 

community spirit.

Originally published in March 2012
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Pandaroos Playgroup 
members join the 
Lunar New Year 
Parade in Sydney

A Chinese volunteer at CASS was teaching children to count one, two, 

three in Mandarin. Then she showed them how to write the Chinese 

characters for the numbers. After they had finished this, the children 

and their parents gathered in a circle to listen to her story of the origin 

of the Moon Festival. They were especially curious and interested 

when she introduced the special food eaten during the celebration 

–  the moon cake. 

After the storytelling, children and parents joined in with the Chinese 

song Two Tigers: Liang zhi lao hu, liang zhi lao hu, pao de kuai, pao 

de kuai (There are two tigers, two tigers / They run quickly, they run 

quickly). Then they all shared a delicious morning tea. Everyone was 

given a taste of the specialty of the day – the moon cake.

Growing up in Australia 
         but not forgetting their cultural roots

The Pandaroos Playgroup
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The Pandaroos Playgroup was held at the CASS Activity Hall on the 

second Sunday of every month. Some 15 families participated with 

children greeting one another in perfect Mandarin.

The Playgroup was set up by CASS in 2002, especially for Australian 

families who had adopted children from China. The title Pandaroos 

was chosen by the parents. It is made up of two parts, “Panda” 

representing China and “roos” (kangaroos) representing Australia. 

The name reflects the dual identity of adopted Chinese children living 

in Australia, and the hope that they will be nurtured by the cultures 

of both countries.

In 2000, the Chinese and Australian governments signed an 

agreement allowing Australian families to adopt children born in 

China. Families normally have to wait 12 to 18 months for their 

applications to be processed before approval is finally given. Once it 

is, the adopting parents immediately travel to China to meet “their” 

children and bring them home to Australia.

Such parents face many challenges. Often the children they adopt 

have been deserted by their birth parents at a very young age and 

have been living in orphanages or refuges for many months – some 

even for years. Such traumatic experiences may lead to anxiety and 

challenging behaviours. The children also come from a very different 

linguistic and cultural background from the parents’, and both need 

a lot of support. 

A group of adopting parents decided to get together so that they could 

support one another through the process of bringing a child into 
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their families. Monthly gatherings provided a space for both parents 

and children to communicate and share their common experiences. 

Playgroup members came from far and wide, from places including 

the Blue Mountains, Wollongong and North Sydney. The parents did 

not mind the long drive to the venue in Campsie, since they wanted to 

give their children every opportunity to meet other adopted children 

from their homeland. 

CASS hoped that the Pandaroos Playgroup would not only provide 

opportunities for the families to exchange views, but also give 

the children opportunities to understand Chinese culture, learn 

Mandarin and remember their roots in their home country. At the 

monthly gatherings, a Chinese volunteer taught the children and 

their parents Mandarin through songs, games and stories. They built 

up their vocabulary and this helped them understand more about 

Chinese culture. 

Apart from the monthly gatherings, the families also took part in 

other Chinese cultural activities, such as the Chinese New Year 

Parade organised by the Sydney City Council. 

It was gratifying to find that many parents could speak fluent Mandarin 

already. They had taken the first step needed to equip themselves 

with knowledge about Chinese culture. While they enjoyed seeing the 

children growing up in the wonderful Australian environment, they 

made sure they would not forget their roots. Many planned to take 

their children when they were older to search for their roots in China.

Originally published in November 2010


