
How Do We Learn? 

The sole purpose of our education, from kindergarten through high school, is to learn. To learn 
how to communicate ourselves effectively, how to understand the world using mathematical 
concepts, and how to decode nature through the laws of science. We learn how to paint, sing, 
play, and love. Our learning processes begin before we are born and they end the day we die. 
How do we learn? What are the different ways and places in which we learn? What does it mean 
to go to a boarding school? Public school? How about going to school in another country? 

Our Boarding School Education: St. Mark’s obviously prides itself in its stellar academics, but 
how is the way we learn here different? Ask any boarding schools admissions director, and they 
will mention Harkness tables and small classes, but these are not key to academic excellence at 
preparatory schools. Thousands of public schools across the country produce students who are 
just as bright and capable to take on the world as we are here at a boarding school. That being 
said, there are significant differences. First of all, it is true that we sit around circular tables 
rather than individual desks and we do have smaller class sizes. But that all amounts to private 
schools having more money at hand than public schools. The real differences can be found in 
actually taking classes. Here at St. Mark’s, students are immersed in activities that force them to 
see and understand the topics that public schools cover in textbooks on a deeper, more personal 
level. Also, the majority of students live on campus. They are always surrounded by a learning 
environment. After classes, students do not get to go home and allow their minds to wander. The 
environment is one of the key features in a boarding school education. The fact is that when you 
are at school, your brain is simply more inclined to learn. When you leave those boundaries, you 
need to push yourself back into that zone to start working productively again. 

Going to School in a foreign country: Growing up in China, I was a student of the Chinese 
public education system for my almost my entire life until I enrolled in St. Mark’s. American 
private secondary schools dazzled me. The freedom to select courses, free time blocks, athletics 
and other activities after school are notions that were unheard of in Chinese educational system. 
Public educational institutions are always the most prominent schools in China, in comparison 
with Chinese private schools that mainly consist of international schools. While American 
boarding schools enjoy a school size varying from a thousand to a few hundred students, and 
average class sizes of around twelve students, Chinese schools maintain school sizes from two 
thousand to five thousand students and average class sizes of around forty students. The schedule 
of school day emphasizes tremendously on studying—from seven in the morning to four in the 
afternoon is time for courses excluding lunch time. The learning process in China focuses on 
absorbing and remembering knowledge from lessons and textbook as quickly as possible, and the 
learning process in an American boarding school, in my mind, emphasizes more on gaining 
knowledge through interacting with the faculty and hands-on experience, the latter is especially 
obvious in the case with scientific subjects. 
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