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He has a Chinese name, Li Wenhao; he 
loves Chinese culture and carries the classic 
Chinese text by Laotzu, Tao Te Ching, in his 
pocket every day. His enthusiasm and fasci-
nation with Chinese culture makes him want 
to spend the rest of his life in the country. 

Luigi T. Peccenini, is the founder of Wall 
Street English, one of the 
leading English train-
ing bodies in the world, 

which now has more than 450 learning cen-
ters in 27 countries and regions around the 
world, the number of its learners surpassing 
2 million.

Th e 73-year-old is energetic and eff erves-
cent, vigorous and vibrant. He passes on his 
enthusiasm and passion to the training cen-
ters at Wall Street English, which is regarded 
as part of the reason for their popularity.

Despite his great success in business, how-
ever, Peccenini prefers to regard himself as an 
educator built on a rich life experience.

He has repeatedly emphasizes during his 
lectures to college students and young entre-
preneurs his mantra: “I was not born to be a 
businessman; instead, I have been and will 
always be an educator. My business is only a 
small tool, which helps me become an educa-
tor on a more spacious international stage, 
which enables me to serve more people. Th is 
is my ideal, one that advocates freedom and 
independence.”

Peccenini was born in 1939, the only child 
of a modest Italian family. As a young man he 
worked in a factory and later became involved 
in sales. But always on his mind was the nag-
ging existential question: “What is the mean-
ing of life?”

He said: “Today, this questions is still pres-
ent in my mind. I’ve always thought that life 
is a wonderful gift  and that anything I would 
do and anybody I would meet along the way 
would help me to fi nd the answer.”

Th e path through his life was not always 
smooth or easy. Like many entrepreneurs, 
Peccenini experienced numerous hardships 
and frustrations on the road to starting up 
his business.

In 1972, he stepped into the English train-
ing sector with the foundation of the Wall 
Street Institute after having tasted some 
sweetness during his entrepreneurial career 
in the computer literacy training business in 
Italy in 1968. By 1980, the institute had more 
than 50 learning centers in Italy.

Peccenini invested all his money into devel-
oping English Online, a state-of-the-art mul-
timedia language instructional program at 
that time. He also borrowed heavily from 
banks and individual investors,  planning to 
face heavy fi nancial exposure through high 
sales. But it didn’t work out. As a result, his 
company closed down. Only the franchisees 
could continue their activity, but discon-
nected from his company.

“I lost everything, including my physical 
health,” he said. “But I didn’t lose my desire 
or let go of my vision.”

In 1986, Peccenini placed an advertise-
ment in Switzerland with his last $2,000 in 
his pocket in search of a business partner. 

He found one and together they successfully 
set up Wall Street Institute Switzerland and 
restarted his business. Aft er a series of hard-
ships and perseverance, Peccenini regained 
control of its Italian operations.

When recalling his bumpy career path, 
Peccenini said: “I have experienced both 
highs and lows in my life as an entrepreneur. 
As long as there is a dream, there is defi-
nitely hope. I can create such an achievement 
because the dream in my heart has never 
waned.”

What now makes him proud and excited 
is developing the business in China, a land 
where he saw “opportunities and future” for 
Wall Street English.

Peccenini established the fi rst English train-
ing center in the country in Beijing in 2000. 
Now Wall Street English has more than 60 
learning centers in China’s developed cities, 
including Beijing, Tianjin, Qingdao, Shang-
hai, Hangzhou, Guangzhou, Shenzhen and 
Nanjing, with more than 160,000 graduates 
and students. It has become one of the most 
prestigious high-end English training bodies 
in the country.

“Here I see people with great passion for 
learning English,” said Peccenini, who has 
mastered six foreign languages, adding “Chi-
nese students have some misunderstanding 
about learning English” as he repeatedly urged 
the abolition of exam-oriented education.

“I found a typical mistake of Chinese stu-
dents who are learning English when we fi rst 
entered the Chinese market,” he said. “When 
studying English, Chinese students like to 
translate it word for word and memorize each 
word without understanding the real mean-
ing of the overall context. However, to fully 
understand the context is more important 
than anything else.”

Peccenini also emphasized the importance 
of the atmosphere in which English is learned. 
“At our training centers we create an authentic 
and enjoyable English language atmosphere. 
One can feel as if one is immersed in an 
English-speaking country because every staff  

member here will communicate with you in 
fl uent English. Moreover, all the magazines, 
newspapers and related multimedia materials 
are in English,” he said.

“Also, we have developed a student-cen-
tered approach which is typifi ed by small-
group class teaching with four to eight learn-
ers. Th is is a more fl exible learning schedule 
and students can choose freely according to 
their needs. Th is can also guarantee that each 
learner has enough time to communicate 
with teachers,” he said.

Now Chinese people are obsessed with Eng-
lish learning, from children to adults, from 
students to business professionals. Even gov-
ernment offi  cials are entering the classroom.

Th e growing market has attracted count-
less language training bodies over the past 
two decades.

It’s estimated that there are more than 
50,000 organizations or companies off ering 
private English language training classes on 
the mainland, including both smaller pro-
viders and international education compa-
nies. Industry insiders are also predicting 
more than 10 percent annual growth across 
the country’s private English school sector 
because Chinese parents with rising dispos-
able incomes are never reluctant to spend on 
educating the next generation.

Th e English training market in China is 
now worth around 30 billion yuan ($4.7 bil-
lion). Th e fi gure is expected to exceed 40 bil-
lion yuan by 2013, according to the Ministry 
of Education.

Since entering China in October 2008, Dis-
ney English, a subsidiary of the US entertain-
ment giant, has rapidly expanded its business 
with its Disney-themed courses and materi-
als, such as Mickey Mouse statues and Peter 
Pan textbooks. So far, Disney has focused on 
second-tier cities for further development by 
opening a school in Suzhou, Jiangsu province, 
last year.

EF Education First, which now has more 
than 160 training schools in the country’s 
60 cities, regards China as of vital strategic 

importance to its global business. Earlier this 
year, Shanghai was favored as its Asia-Pacifi c 
regional base, a move to further strengthen its 
development in China.

Peccenini isn’t worried about the competi-
tion. “It’s good to see that learners in China 
now have many choices in English training 
bodies, from high-end to low-end,” he said.

“We have our own comprehensive system, 
including products that we independently 
researched and developed, textbooks and 
learning systems, professional services and 
management. Meanwhile, we attract the best 
staff  in this industry across the world with 
highly competitive packages and salaries. 
Here, we think that we can provide quality 
education for English learners,” he said.

“Now Chinese consumers are having rising 
expectations in terms of value for money and 
the only way to be successful in this market 
is to focus on the quality of the service and 
develop quality products for students,” said 
Paul Blackstone, the chief executive of Wall 
Street English China, adding that Wall Street 
English has a long-term plan for the develop-
ment of its business in China.

According to the company, it has devel-
oped many targeted products and services in 
accordance with specifi c situations in China’s 
training market since arriving, such as per-
sonal learning advisers and a pronunciation-
focused text called Introduction to English, 
all of which take into account the cultural 
background, psychological features and 
expectations of Chinese learners of English.

In May this year, it released a course tai-
lored to Chinese business executives that is 
expected to benefi t State-owned enterprise 
staff  members involved in international busi-
ness negotiations.

Peccenini has been asked on many occa-
sions why he came to China with his Wall 
Street English. Th e septuagenarian joked: “I 
was Chinese in my past life”. He said he likes 
Chinese culture and is strongly attracted by 
Chinese philosophy “more than most people.”

Peccenini once said: “More than 40 years 
of my life have been devoted to the cause of 
education and this is probably the most sig-
nifi cant contribution I have made as a man.”

Th e verse he oft en quotes from the Tao Te 
Ching, which he said has guided him in his life 
for many decades, reads as follows:

“Yet here are three treasures
Th at I cherish and commend to you:
Th e fi rst is compassion,
By which one fi nds courage.
Th e second is restraint,
By which one fi nds strength.
And the third is unimportance,
By which one fi nds infl uence.”
He believes that China is having and will 

continue to have a tremendous infl uence on 
the development of the global community. 
Out of fascination with this country, he said 
he decided to spend the rest of his life in 
China.

“As a successful entrepreneur, Pecce has 
overcome innumerable challenges and 
become much stronger as an educationist. 
Pecce has helped countless people to realize 
their dreams. He is a worthy life mentor,” 
said Bai Tongshuo, former vice-president of 
Shanghai Jiaotong University.

More than 40 years 
of my life have been 
devoted to the cause 
of education and this 
is probably the most 
significant contribu-
tion I have made as a 
man.”

LUIGI T. PECCENINI, FOUND-
ER, WALL STREET ENGLISH
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The China affi  cionado teacher 
Spry septuagenarian passes on his passion to every one of his 450 learning centers worldwide

Q: How do you spend your weekend amid 
your busy schedule? 
A: I do not schedule my life according 
to weekends or weekdays. I can work on 
Sundays and rest on Mondays, following 
priorities and the passion for what I do.

What are your hobbies? 
Playing soccer 

What is the saying that you like the most? 
Why? What is your motto? 

“Who knows others is clever. Who 
knows himself is wise”. Laotzu, Tao Te 
Ching, verse 33. 

In our life, if we know who we are, we 
can understand what we want, where we 
want to go and why. 

My motto is: “Believe in yourself and in 
your dreams”.

Who is your icon? 
I do not have any specifi c icon. I admire 

all individuals who give their contribution 
to society, to improve the life of all human 
beings. On my website (http://www.pecce.
com), my fi rst quote is “Serving people”.

What is the book you are reading now? 
What is your favorite book? 

Th e book I am reading now is Th e Power 
of Now, by Eckhart Tolle. It clearly explains 
why we should fully live our life neither in 
the past nor in the future.

But in the present moment. I have two 
favorite books: Tao Te Ching, containing 
the wisdom that we can apply to our daily 
lives, and Jonathan Livingstone Seagull, 
dealing with courage, freedom and love.

What is your idea of perfect happiness? 
To be happy, we need just three factors: 

health, love and some money to ensure 
our basic material needs. 

In my chapter of the book Walking with 
the Wise, published in the US by Mentors 
Magazine in 2003, I wrote: “Th e best way to 
be happy is to create happiness around us”.

What is your greatest fear? 
Sickness.

What is the quality you most admire in 
a man? 

Intelligence and integrity.

What is the quality you most admire in a 
woman? 

Intelligence and class.

What do you value the most in your 
friends? 

Loyalty.

What do you dislike most about your 
appearance? 

My big nose.

What do you consider your greatest 
achievement? 

To be still today the simple guy that I 
was at the age of 18. Neither failure nor 
success changed my personality.

If you could change one thing about your-
self, what would it be? 

Deepen my consciousness about my 
inner self.

What is your most treasured possession? 
My understanding of the meaning of life.

On what occasion do you lie? 
I lied only when my mother had cancer: 

I did not tell her the truth.

What kind of “green” lifestyle do you 
have? 

Healthy food, physical exercise and 
peace of mind.

Name places in China that impress you 
most, that you have not visited and want to 
explore? What was your favorite journey? 

I visited the Great Wall, the Forbidden 
City, Buddhist Temples and the Terracotta 
Warriors. 

I would like to explore interior parts of 
China to meet diff erent ethnic groups, to 
understand their history and culture. 

My favorite journey was to Tibet in 2002 
for two weeks. When you are 5,000 meters 
high, you can feel the magic connection 
between the Earth and the sky.

What’s the best way to break the ice with 
a Chinese businessman? 

In my case, I explain the story of my 
Chinese name (Li Wenhao), given to me 
by a feng shui master, who told me that in 
my previous life I was Chinese. Th en I add 
that in China I feel at home.

Give three words to describe your impres-
sion of Chinese businessmen.

Shrewd, determined, hard-working.

What kind of experience has shaped your 
thoughts the most? 

My failure and my sickness 27 years ago. 
Th anks to my failure, I learned how to 

be successful. 
Th anks to my sickness, I learned how to 

be healthier and younger. 
Th anks to these experiences, I appreci-

ate life, human relationships and love even 
more than before.
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40
billion yuan

the market size of private English training 
sector in China in 2013 forecast by the 

Ministry of Education

60
centers

the number of English language training 
centers owned by Wall Street English in 

major Chinese cities so far

160
schools

the number of English language training 
schools owned by EF Education First  in 

China’s 60 cities

An English training center in Beijing. The English training market in China is now worth around 30 billion yuan ($4.7 billion). HU KE / FOR CHINA DAILY


