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Historic Chinese School to Re-Open Under Chinatown Youth Advocates

This Fall, the Youth Collaborative for Chinatown -- in partnership with the Wong Benevolent
Association -- re-opens the historic Mon Keang Chinese School to offer place-based learning of
Cantonese language and culture in Vancouver’s Chinatown. One of the first Chinese schools in
the city, Mon Keang opened in 1925 on the third floor of the Wong Benevolent Association
building, but closed its doors in 2011 due to declining enrolment and changing demographics.

The Wong Association building is one of Chinatown’s twelve heritage-designated Chinese
society buildings, dating over one hundred years and located in the National Historic Site along
Pender Street. An important part of its heritage value has been use by Mon Keang School,
which illustrates the value overseas immigrants placed on the Chinese language and cultural
education of their Canadian-born children.

Graduates include Canada’s first Chinese Member of Parliament, Douglas Jung, Canada’s first
federally-appointed Chinese judge, Justice Randall Wong, and historian and author, Paul Yee,
whose fonds at the City Archives include an exercise book and report card from his time as a
student.

“We're members of Chinatown’s Chinese societies and involved in the City’s programs to
rehabilitate and stabilize their buildings,” says Jeffrey Wong, a member of the Youth
Collaborative who is also a director of the Wong Association and making the re-opening of Mon
Keang School possible.

“The City’s programs focus on saving the physical structures, but there’s also the intangible
heritage that is important to preserve. For example, the history and development of the
Chinese-Canadian community as documented through photos and records, and the Cantonese
language and culture that is still alive and practiced every day in the area.”

ABOUT SATURDAY SCHOOL:

“Saturday School” is a special project of the Youth Collaborative for Chinatown (YCC), whose
members advocate for cultural renewal as key to the area’s ongoing revitalization efforts. The
group is known for hosting public mahjong events to facilitate cross-cultural, intergenerational
place-making and community building within a rapidly changing Chinatown.

Saturday School originally ran in 2014 as a public program of Centre A, guest curated by YCC
co-founder, Kathryn Lennon. The program was popular among native-born Chinese and non-
Chinese Vancouverites.

Each two-hour class is divided between classroom instruction and guided field study in various
neighbourhood locations, selected to illustrate and apply “survival Cantonese” lessons, such as
basic greetings, numbers, getting around and grocery shopping. Field studies also offer
students an orientation to Chinatown’s people, places and history.



“We're taking a place-based approach to teaching Cantonese language and culture in
Chinatown, which remains an authentic Cantonese community founded by Cantonese
immigrants,” says Doris Chow, one of YCC'’s co-founders. “Language plays an important role in
maintaining intergenerational relationships and for community-building in the neighbourhood,
given its high concentration of Chinese seniors.”

Says UBC Cantonese Lecturer, Raymond Pai, “All languages being equal, Cantonese is not just
a language for a small group of people here, but also a cultural identity, and a way of life in the
essential history of Vancouver. In addition to ensuring its continuous use in the community, it is
even more important to educate and help the young generations realize learning this language
is as useful and cool.”

Saturday School is once again taught by Zoe Lam, an activist for linguistic diversity and UBC
PhD student focusing on language perception by heritage Cantonese speakers in Canada.

Saturday School at Mon Keang
Eight (8) Saturdays from October 1 to December 3, with no classes over the Thanksgiving and
Remembrance Day long weekends.

Online registration is now open, with a limited number of drop-in spots available each class on
first-come, first-served. To encourage intergenerational learning, a paying Parent may bring (but
please don’t force) One Child Under 16 under a Family Rate of $5 per class. Maximum 20
students per class.

For more information and to register: ycc-yvr.com/saturday-school/
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