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Abstract:
African students constitute one of the most well-defined groups of Africans resident in China, though African traders are by far the largest and most visible. In this paper, I first review a Forum for Africa-China Cooperation (FOCAC) plan of action to increase the number of Africans coming to study in China with Chinese government support. This generous commitment from the Chinese government has led to a conspicuous presence of Africans in Chinese universities. Following from this review, I then outline a perspective to the kind of issues and challenges that newly-arrived African students face. This perspective is based on evidence from interview results of a recent fieldtrip to Chongqing University, where this year alone more than 100 Africans have arrived to study mostly Science and Engineering courses. Based on this outline of a perspective, it is proposed that both the African and Chinese governments do more to facilitate what is a steep transition from Africa to China successfully if we want these fresh faces of future Africa-China relations to be well-prepared and truly committed to their future leadership roles in promoting Africa-China relations. 
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1. Introduction:

This paper, as part of a project to study Africans in China, looks at newly-arrived African students in China. Towards the creation of structures to promote Africa-China relations, there are triennial Forums for Africa-China Cooperation (FOCAC) alternating between Beijing and African capitals. The first one was in 2000 in Beijing, the second was in 2003 in Addis Ababa and the third was in Beijing in 2006. During this forum, attended by almost 40 African Heads of State (more African Heads of State congregating in Beijing than at anywhere else apart from the United Nations Headquarters), China made a pledge to increase the number of scholarships for African students coming to study in China from 2000 each year at the time to 4000 each year by 2009. This is obviously a generous commitment that would go a long way to promote Africa-China relations. Clearly these students would play a significant role in Africa-China relations when they return to Africa and begin to work at institutions, both in the private and public sectors. Seen from the perspective of a research programme to study the African presence in China, this commitment undoubtedly raises the profile of Africans in China. While there are more African traders and other businessmen in China, especially in cities like Hong Kong, Guangzhou, and Yiwu (Bodomo 2009, 2008, Bodomo and Ma, forthcoming), there is bound to be a significant presence of Africans in Chinese educational institutions, especially on university campuses. In this paper, I have two objectives. The first is to review this policy or action plan commitment and the second is to find out in what ways this action plan can be made more efficient to strengthen future Africa-China relations. Towards achieving these objectives we may ask the following research questions: to what extent has the FOCAC 2006 commitment on scholarships been met, and what are the experiences of newly-arrived African students in China who are the main players in this policy commitment? Section two of the paper addresses the first issue and section three delves into the lives of newly-arrived students in southwestern China. Based on a qualitative research methodological study, I attempt to capture the experiences of newly-arrived Africans at the University of Chongqing, with a view to finding out how efficient the process of selecting and bringing the students and settling them in China is like and how these early experiences can have consequences on their views of Chinese and their relations with Africa(ns). Section four offers some critical policy review proposals and section five concludes the paper with a recapitulation of the main issues, towards a proposal of what should be done in the area of education during FOCAC 2009 in Egypt.
2. The FOCAC 2006 fellowship Commitment: where are we?
In the 19-page document containing the Beijing Action Plan for Africa-China cooperation adopted at the end of the 3rd FOCAC summit in Beijing (FOCAC 2006 http://english.focacsummit.org/), a wide range of topics from political, economic, international affairs, and social development cooperation were covered. Among these topics was a clear commitment in the field of education on the part of the Chinese government: 
“5.4.4 The Chinese Government decided to: - Help African countries set up 100 rural schools in the next three years; - Increase the number of Chinese government scholarships to African students from the current 2,000 per year to 4,000 per year by 2009;  - Provide annual training for a number of educational officials as well as heads and leading teachers of universities, primary, secondary and vocational schools in Africa; - Establish Confucius Institutes in African countries to meet their needs in the teaching of the Chinese language and encourage the teaching of African languages in relevant Chinese universities and colleges” (FOCAC 2006 Beijing Action Plan, page 14 - 15)

As can be seen clearly, this commitment includes the provision of scholarships of up to 4000 annually between 2007 and 2009. We know, for instance, that more than 30 Confucius Institutes have been started up or are slated for start-up in Africa. But to what extent has this aspect of the educational commitment to bring African students to China been met by the Chinese government? Where are we in terms of implementation? Currently we do not have full answers. We will need figures from various Chinese sources to see how many African students are currently studying in Chinese universities. In any case, if the commitment is fully implemented then between 2007 and 2009 alone, we should have not less than 12000 African students currently studying in China on Chinese government scholarships. The number of African students in China could rise to more than 20,000 since many students also come to study in China with their own family, private funds and/or funds from governmental and international organizations. Our concern here is on the African students on Chinese government scholarships. In the next section we do a case study of this group of students at Chongqing University.
3. The lives of newly-arrived students in China: A case study of some African students at Chongqing University
As part of ongoing research to do a book-length documentation of the African presence in China, on September 11 to 14, I undertook a preliminary fieldtrip to research the presence of Africans in Chongqing municipality. Chongqing municipality in southwestern China is said to be the largest metropolis in southern China with a population of more than 35 million, and the largest of the four Chinese provincial-level municipalities (the others being Beijing, Shanghai and Tianjin). It has many universities, including the Chongqing University (CQU), the Southwestern University of Political Science and Law, the Sichuan International Studies University (SISU), and the Chongqing Medical University.
Chongqing University is one of the oldest and biggest universities in Chongqing with many campuses. It was at the central campus that I did most of my interviews. With the exception of the medical university the other universities have very few African students at this moment. Indeed, with the exception of Chongqing University and Chongqing Medical University campuses, Africans are rarely found anywhere else in the Chongqing municipality, something which contrasts sharply with the vast and conspicuous presence of Africans in Guangzhou and Yiwu. Chongqing University is unique in having the largest number of African students in all of southwestern China. According to the students interviewed, in all there were up to only about 50 students on campus in 2008. However, at the beginning of 2009 alone, there were more than 100 fresh arrivals from various African countries to study at Chongqing University! This evidence alone suggests that the Chinese government is delivering on its 2006 FOCAC commitment to increase the number of scholarships for African students to study in China. 
In all, I did in-depth qualitative interviews of about 15 African students, most of them newly-arrived from the following countries: Kenya, Ethiopia, Zambia, Malawi, Nigeria, Benin, Togo, Ghana, Mali, and the Ivory Coast. Most of them came to do science and engineering courses like Mathematics, Statistics, Environmental Science, Environmental Engineering, Electrical Engineering, Software Engineering, Urban Construction, Power Engineering, and Communication Engineering, among many other courses. I interviewed 14 men and one woman. Each was asked to address the following: how did they choose or were chosen to come to China as a study destination, what experiences did they have in the first few weeks in China, and what do they hope to do with their Chinese education?
Most of the students discussed with me the processes leading up to their selection. For some it was straight forward, for others it was a government-controlled process often leading to gross favouritism. One student from Ghana mentions that even though he was a very well-qualified candidate, he had to wait patiently over the years for a new government to be able to get a fair chance to study in China. 
Most of the students were just settling in when I interviewed them. They described how difficult it was to travel from their respective countries to Beijing and then to Chongqing. Some of them mentioned that they expected help from their embassies in Beijing but got none.
Linguistic issues:

The most salient problem was the linguistic issue. They could not go by without Chinese. The other issue of language was that some of them were being asked to do their studies in English and they were wondering who the teachers will be, Westerners or Chinese? Yet others, especially the Francophones, were wondering if they had enough English to do their courses in English. Said Mahabmadane from Mali, who was brought in to study a Masters degree in Electronic Communication Engineering: "I am not sure if I can do my programme in English but with the help of my other African friends, especially those from Anglophone countries, I hope I can cope."

Food incompatibility:

The other main issue is food incompatibility. With the exception of only one person from Ghana who claimed he is so used to eating rice in Ghana that he has no problem with Chinese food, many new arrivals had a lot of problems adjusting to a new culinary culture. Some of them said they had never seen chop sticks in their lives but suddenly found themselves with this strange cutlery in their student canteens.
Networking as a solution to the early challenges they face:

An interesting finding was the salient issue of networking among the new arrivals and in conjunction with the old ones. Rather than being helpless victims of the situation they were facing they proved to be very industrious in handling the early challenges of transition from Africa to China. Even after just two weeks of arriving, most of these new arrivals were already into groups across different nationalities and supporting each other. A salient issue was the role of more established Africans serving as facilitators, resource persons, and role models to the new arrivals. This was particularly the case of Abdiaziz from Kenya. He had already been at CQU for one year, learnt the Chinese language and so was always called upon to help resolve the communication problems the others were facing.

On the whole the students were very cooperative with my research. Many even asked me to write their full names, gave me their email addresses, and asked me to do all I could to bring their problems to the know of the relevant authorities wherever and whenever I had the opportunity to do so (hence, I decided to make this project the  topic of my paper at this prominent symposium).

They asked for advice and I told them not to leave China without knowing the Chinese language very well, to pay attention, not only to the theoretical aspects of their study, but especially to the practical aspects, particularly since they are into engineering. I also advised them to form strong associations in order to create pressure groups that can address their problems.
In the next section we attempt to see what various institutions can do to address these challenges that the students are facing.
4. Towards a FOCAC policy review?
While students who have lived in China for long periods may have a different set of problems (and we do indeed need to investigate some programme-level outcomes for these graduating students), newly-arrived students do have a number of problems that even more established students would have shared at various stages of their lives. Even though I have not studied African students on all campuses and educational institutions in China (this is a daunting task), this case study is likely to be largely representative of students on other campuses. The FOCAC plan of action to bring so many African students to China is a very well-intentioned and useful programme, as it gives opportunities to young Africans to learn new technology that can be very beneficial for their countries’ future. These students are indeed the future of Africa-China relations. 
However, while the policy and its attendant action plan are well-intentioned and the Chinese government seems to be upholding its commitments by meeting quantitative targets it set for itself in 2006, we need to critically look at some issues of quality and I thus propose some quality control measures to make the programme more successful.

First, the selection process is not perfect. Many of the students I interviewed complained of unfairness in earlier attempts to get selected. As mentioned above, one of them even said that he had to wait patiently for a government he supported to come to power before he could be selected for a Chinese-government scholarship. For the programme to succeed in the long run, students should be selected based on quality and not on government affiliation. Currently, according to the students I interviewed, the Chinese government simply asks each country to provide them with a certain number of students to come and study in China. While each African government participation is important and they should take part in this process, I think a better way to do it is to ask the Government/Ministry of Education of the recipient country to propose a certain number of candidates for teams of African and Chinese professors and other experts to select the most brilliant and capable candidates from the Government pool.
The second issue is the journey to China from Africa. Many of the students complained that they had no help whatsoever from their embassies upon arrival at Beijing airport. It would be most important for embassies to get involved in ensuring that the transition from Africa to China is smooth. It is already steep enough for a young man who has never travelled outside his country to board a plane over long distances, let alone to arrive and not know where to turn to in a completely foreign country with a foreign language they don’t understand. So, in conjunction with FOCAC officials, the embassies should meet every scholarship recipient at the airport and help them transit onto air and train transportation for their respective universities far away from Beijing.
Talking of language, linguistic issues were among of the most conspicuous problems during their first weeks. Many African students were surprised that the Chinese they interacted with on arrival spoke so little English. I propose that African students in China themselves should address this problem. African students in China should form student societies, and once students newly arrive on campus, they should facilitate their settling down to a new environment and a new culture by arranging African and Chinese “buddies” to intermingle with these students, as is done at my university, the University of Hong Kong. First impressions are important in forming a good opinion about Chinese people and Chinese society.

Another issue related to linguistic problems was the claim by students that some of them were being asked to study their programmes directly in English without caring whether they were well prepared to do this. As the Malian student mentioned above worries, he is a Francophone who is not sure he can do a programme in English. Also the students do not even know if their professors are themselves proficient enough to teach them in English. I think FOCAC has to take a new look at the issue of language at its conference in Egypt in November 2009 and decide the best language of instruction in each situation, whether Chinese, English, or French, and then take appropriate measures to ensure that students admitted to the relevant programme have the adequate linguistic preparation for the appropriate medium of instruction.
On the question of food incompatibility, I think this is a slow process in acculturation and newly-arrived students have to be patient and gradually get used to the excellent Chinese culinary culture. However, as a temporary measure, students can be provided with kitchenettes where they can make their own African food. Over the long term, municipal governments should encourage the setting up of African restaurants by African community members in the city so that African students can go there to eat. Or, at least, they should not heavy-handedly close down African-run restaurants as the Guangzhou municipal authorities (especially some of its corrupt law enforcement officers) sometime do rather unfairly to Africans in Guangzhou (Bodomo and Ma, forthcoming). This way, African food culture can also get gradually introduced to Chinese citizens.

University administrators in China, especially people in charge of student welfare and international students, also have a unique opportunity at internationalization of their campuses. With so many African and other foreign students on campus, it is a unique opportunity to create cross-cultural spaces and structures like Global Lounges and ethnic restaurants to cater to the international students. My own university, the University of Hong Kong, is a leader in the idea of setting up Global Lounges and ethnic restaurants on its campuses, which serve as intercultural and international spaces for both international and local students to intermingle and share each others’ cultures and values.
5. Conclusion

In this paper, I have reviewed a 2006 Forum for Africa – China Cooperation (FOCAC) Beijing Action Plan within the aegis of education to increase the number of scholarships for African students to study in China to 4000 annually. I have shown that, even though actual figures are hard to obtain, to a large extent, the quantitative targets of this generous commitment are being met, thus providing opportunities for young Africans to acquire much needed technological education in China. 
I have, however, drawn some perspectives from the experiences of a group of newly-arrived African students at Chongqing University to show that African students face a number of challenges in transitioning from Africa to China for their studies. These include difficulties in the selection process in their home countries, transportation blues from their countries to Beijing and onward to their respective campuses, linguistic problems, and problems in getting used to Chinese culinary culture, among others.
I have suggested a number of ways in which this 2006 FOCAC Beijing Action Plan can be reviewed, possibly at the 2009 FOCAC meeting in Egypt. First, we must not just insist on quantitative targets, we must also take a closer look at quality issues. The selection of candidates ought to be reviewed by the appropriate Chinese government body to ensure that only the brightest and most deserving gain admission to Chinese institutions. African embassy officials must do more to smoothen the transition from Africa to China by these students. African students in China should be more proactive and set up student welfare organizations to assist new arrivals and to press for the general well-being of Africans in China. Municipal governments must encourage Africans resident in China to start up African-run restaurants and other typically African cultural businesses like barber shops, hairdressing salons, and sports clubs to cater to the growing African student populations in Chinese cities, and eventually to the Chinese public to experience Africa culture right in their cities, as is already happening in Guangzhou’s Chocolate city. University administrators can also take advantage of this presence of African and other international students on their campuses to create cross-cultural spaces like Global Lounges for students to intermingle and thus promote internationalization and globalization on campus.
In conclusion, quantity-wise, the action plan to bring Africans to study in China is on track; quality-wise, more needs to be done. It is proposed here that both the Chinese and African governments do more to facilitate what is a steep transition from Africa to China for these students. If we want these fresh faces of future Africa-China relations to be well-prepared and truly committed to their future leadership roles in promoting Africa-China relations we must fully observe the following adage: first impressions are foremost.
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