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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
PART 1
Engagement in the first quarter of 2019 between the Ambassador of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) to South Africa, 
His Excellency Mr Lin Songtian, and the Chief Executive Officer of Universities South Africa (USAf), Prof Ahmed Bawa, led 
to an agreement over a possible visit by South Africa’s university vice-chancellors to China to explore possible institutional 
partnerships with their Chinese counterparts, both at the individual institutional and sectoral levels. Subsequently, the 
involvement of the China Education Association for International Exchange (CEAIE) was secured. Through the Chinese 
Embassy in Pretoria, the CEAIE issued a formal invitation to the vice-chancellors of South Africa’s 26 public universities 
to visit China for the purpose already explained. At the initial meeting with Prof Bawa, the Ambassador suggested the 
creation of a standing forum of South African and Chinese university leaders that would meet regularly to shape future 
partnerships and engagements.

Of the 26 South African public universities, 11 responded to this call. Three vice-chancellors accepted the invitation, while 
the rest nominated their deputies. Ultimately, the South African delegation numbered 11 university representatives plus 
a delegate from the USAf secretariat. The third vice-chancellor, who had already scheduled bilateral meetings with his 
university’s partner institutions in China, travelled separately and only met up with the delegation at two of the scheduled 
visits.

At the introductory meeting between the South African delegation and the CEAIE leadership at the latter’s offices in 
Beijing, CEAIE’s Deputy Secretary General, Madame Shen Xuesong, said they were hoping to form a solid alliance with 
South Africa’s universities through this visit, facilitating movement in both directions in pursuit of academic research. She 
explained that the CEAIE was a non-governmental organisation, established in 1981 to encourage international interactions 
and to forge collaborations and exchanges in the field of education. The CEAIE is an independent association of 869 
institutional members, half of which are involved in higher education and among them, 313 are universities and colleges. 
The association covers the whole spectrum of education, from early childhood education, through elementary and 
secondary schooling, right through to higher education. Even though China was already enjoying exchange relationships 
with some countries, including Australia, the European Union (EU), Japan, India, Russia and the United States of America, 
to cite a few examples, they did not know much about South African universities – hence, reaching out in this fashion. 
She indicated that they could assess the needs of South African universities and, on that basis, identify suitable Chinese 
partners for collaborative relationships. 

The 10-day visit saw the South African delegation being taken on a tour of five of China’s universities ranking within the 
top 10 in that country. These were Peking University in Beijing; Tongji University and Fudan University in Shanghai as well as 
Shenzhen University and the Southern University of Science and Technology in Shenzhen. In addition to these, the 
delegation attended the annual two-day China Annual Conference for International Education (CACIE), a platform 
from which China reinforces its internalisation policy and outlook on science, technology and innovation, and also an 
opportunity for constructive networking -- mainly with higher education institutions in China – but also with others from 
elsewhere on the globe. The delegation paid courtesy visits to the Ministry of Education in Beijing, and the Shenzhen 
Education Bureau (essentially a municipal education office) in Shenzhen. It was also treated to a lecture on the 40 Years 
of Reform and Opening up in China, as well as on Urban Development in Shenzhen, the city that China promotes as a 
model city of reform and modernisation. This lecture was supplemented by a visit to the Exhibition on the 40th Anniversary 
of Guangdong’s Reform and Opening Up (Guangdong is the home province of Shenzhen).

On each of these visits, South Africa’s delegation, headed by Prof Duma Malaza, Vice-Chancellor and Principal of the 
Mangosuthu University of Technology, gave an overview of South Africa’s university system, acknowledging USAf as 
the co-ordinating body under whose auspices this trip had been organised, before delegates introduced their various 
institutions and outlined their collaborative aspirations. It also transpired that some institutions had already entered into 
relationships with counterparts in China -- detailed in Section 3 of this report.

The collective of South African universities that visited China were highly impressed by:
• the world-class status of China’s universities, their cutting-edge research facilities and the solid education policy 

within which China has developed, promoted and continues to support higher education;  
• the obvious and strong linkages between government, industry and China’s universities, and the economic benefits 

being derived from research outcomes;
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• the evident inter-institutional and business-universities collaborations, including the sharing of research infrastructure 
and facilities, driven by a focus on national advancement, as opposed to a stultifying competition among 
institutions; 

• the China Annual Conference for International Education, the excellent networking platform it provides, and the 
big ideas and vision it carries for the future of global education; and

• the impressive economic growth and social transformation of the People’s Republic of China in its 70 years of 
existence.

Stemming from this study tour, the 11 universities are united in their resolve to undertake a wider and deeper investigation 
into China’s higher education system, getting a fuller sense of China’s differentiated system (China has 2,633 higher 
education institutions in total) and enabling partnership decisions to be made from a more informed basis. In their proposal 
to USAf to take this process forward, the delegates recommend as follows:

Recognising that South Africa is a gateway to the Southern African Development Community (SADC), the African Union 
(AU) and other economic blocs in Africa, this delegation is of the opinion that China has chosen an appropriate strategic 
partner (in South Africa) in its attempts to contribute to the Africa 2063 Agenda for Sustainable Development and South 
Africa’s own National Development Plan (NDP). In order to optimise the realisation of South Africa’s developmental 
priorities through a China-South Africa collaboration: 

1.1. South Africa’s plan of action following this study tour must be led at the systemic level (i.e. through Universities South 
Africa), broadening access to opportunities and participation across the higher-education sector to optimise its 
national impact.

1.2. China needs to recognise that South Africa’s top 10 universities, in terms of world rankings, are not in the top 
100 global universities. Research excellence in South Africa is identified and classified through the research rating 
system of the National Research Foundation (NRF). NRF ratings will, therefore, be important in enabling networking 
between South Africa’s top researchers and their counterparts in China, facilitating possible partnerships. That said, 
and in the context of South Africa’s transformational and redress agenda, additional criteria might need to be 
looked at, extending participation in Sino-South African collaborations to even the most previously disadvantaged 
and rural university communities in the South African system.  

1.3. As a matter of priority regarding the next steps to be taken, USAf should conduct desktop research to identify 
existing institutional collaborations with China, with the intention to create a national database and a basis from 
which future expansion of Sino-South African research partnerships could be determined and co-ordinated. 

1.4. New research programmes should be interrogated against national priorities in order to channel all research activity 
towards solving key societal problems. 

1.5. USAf’s strategy groups should be recognised as catalysts for national priority setting, as well as for fostering inter-
institutional collaboration. Inter-institutional competition for scarce resources should be avoided at all costs.

1.6. Established researchers must be encouraged to collaborate with early-career researchers across the system, 
extending mentorship, facilitating inclusivity, and increasing the scalability of projects for greater national impact. 

1.7. USAf should emphasise stronger collaboration between institutions and research councils in specific niche areas, 
e.g. in water-security research. Links should be forged between South Africa’s research councils and their Chinese 
counterparts to streamline initiatives for optimal synergy and efficiency. Resources from research councils should 
be pooled, and the cross-pollination of ideas should be optimised (and duplication prevented) on initiatives for the 
alleviation of poverty, the lessening of inequalities, and a reduction in unemployment. 

1.8. In terms of teaching and learning, collaborative opportunities that should be explored through USAf and its strategy 
groups include, joint programmes with a teaching component, flexible curricula models, internationalisation, 4IR-
aspects as part of core curricula, and student development and support in multi-lingual and multi-cultural contexts. 
A suggestion to give effect to this is to arrange joint teaching-and-learning conferences between China and South 
Africa, maybe via BRICS initiatives. 

1.9. Recognising the central engagement role that the internationalisation staff at most of the Chinese universities 
played alongside their principals, SA universities might do well to emulate this practice by exposing their own 
internationalisation personnel to the SA-Sino engagements of the future.

1.10. In order to keep up the momentum created by the China study tour, it is recommended that USAf explore the 
possibility of short-term mobility of faculty and students between South Africa and China – however, recognising 
that some student and faculty exchanges already exist. It is recommended that a mobility project be co-ordinated 
by both USAf’s Research and Innovation, and Teaching and Learning strategy groups. 
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PART 2
Engagement in the first quarter of 2019 between the Ambassador of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) to South 
Africa, His Excellency Mr Lin Songtian, and Universities South Africa’s Chief Executive Officer, Prof Ahmed Bawa, led to an 
agreement over a possible visit by South Africa’s university vice-chancellors to China to engage on possible institutional 
partnerships with their Chinese counterparts, both at the individual institutional and sectoral levels. Subsequently, the 
involvement of the China Education Association for International Exchange (CEAIE) was secured. Through the Chinese 
Embassy in Pretoria, the CEAIE issued a formal invitation to the vice-chancellors of South Africa’s 26 public universities 
to visit China for the purpose already explained.   At the initial meeting with Prof Bawa, the Ambassador suggested the 
creation of a standing forum of South African and Chinese university leaderships that would meet regularly to shape future 
partnerships and engagements.

Of the 26 South African public universities, 11 responded to this call. Three vice-chancellors accepted the invitation, while 
the rest nominated their deputies (i.e. deputy vice-chancellors responsible for a range of portfolios -- in one instance, an 
institution was represented by a registrar, and in another by a dean). Ultimately, the South African delegation numbered 
10 university representatives, plus a delegate from the USAf secretariat. (One vice-chancellor visited China separately 
and was not part of the delegation). The full list of delegates and their designations is attached as Appendix One.

In her welcoming statement to the South African delegation in Beijing, Deputy Secretary General Ms Shen Xuesong of 
the CEAIE, the host association, said that through this visit they were hoping to form a solid alliance with South Africa’s 
universities, facilitating movement in both directions in pursuit of academic research. She explained that the CEAIE was 
a non-governmental organisation, established in 1981 as a platform to encourage international interactions and to forge 
collaborations and exchanges in the field of education. Even though China was already enjoying exchange relationships 
with countries such as Australia, the European Union (EU), Japan, Korea, Indonesia, India, Russia and the United States of 
America, to cite a few examples, they did not know much about South African universities – hence, reaching out in this 
fashion. She indicated that they could assess the needs of South African universities and, on that basis, identify suitable 
Chinese partners for collaborative relationships.  

2.1. China’s Political Context
China’s policy-reform decision of 1978 to create a Chinese-flavoured, socialist, market economy is largely credited for 
the exponential economic growth that has positioned the country as the second largest economy in the world today 
(Hoffman, 2018; Ma, 2019). The lead architect of the reform process and liberalisation policy was Deng Xiaoping (1904-
1997) (Ma, 2019). The reform agenda saw this previously poor, rural and agriculturally-based nation open up to foreign 
trade and investment, diversified business ownership, industrialisation, and stronger property rights. Hailed as a national 
policy experiment, the reform agenda was incrementally implemented over time to allow for a gradual learning process 
to take root in certain parts of the country, before scaling up change nationally. Policy changes were introduced in 
the rural areas, where township and village enterprises were encouraged before opening-up to foreign trade and 
investment. This was followed by the decentralisation of decision-making to local government level, where provinces and 
local government structures began to craft their own fiscal policies, exercise their own discretion in disbursing financial 
resources, and making their own investment decisions (Hoffman, 2018).  

China’s reform trajectory can be divided into various eras, notably, among them, the period between 1978 and 1993, 
based on market-seeking reforms and characterised by the gradual introduction of reform policies; and the period 
between 1993 and 2003 (the market-building reform era) that ushered in the establishment of institutions for a market-
driven economy (Hoffman, 2018). This period, spearheaded by the 1993 decisions of the Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of China (CPC), saw concerted and significant commercialisation of state-owned enterprises, an 
introduction of reforms to housing and social security policies, and China’s entry into the world trade system, thus ushering 
in greater participation in the competitive trading of goods and services, as well as in the export market. Industrialisation 
was cemented with the 2006 announcement of a Medium-Term Strategy for Science and Technology and the initiation 
of 16 mega projects, emphasising productivity and innovation, as well as the 13th Five-Year Plan and the “Made in China 
2025” 2025 Plan (announced in 2015), which saw China investing enormous resources in the central and local government 
spheres to spur on the market economy. All of this culminated in 2017 in the policy directions announced by General 
Secretary Xi Jinping at the 19th Plenary Session of the CPC, consolidating the market approach in the implementation of 

2. BACKGROUND
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economic policy while retaining state ownership. Thus, the central government has placed strong emphasis on science 
and technology as a pathway to industrial development, and in its pursuit of the “first phase of the New Era (socialist 
modernisation, 2020-2035)” (Hoffman, 2018).

2.2. Policy Framework on the Modernisation and Internationalisation of Education 
China’s education development plan is articulated in two policy documents namely, the Education Modernisation 2035 
Master Plan (or the Master Plan) and the Implementation Plan for the Acceleration of Education Modernisation for the 
Years 2018-2022 (or the Implementation Plan). The year 2035 is quite significant -- it marks the goalpost by which China 
aims to have realised its vision of socialist modernisation. It is also through this plan that China seeks to fulfil its commitment 
to the United Nations (UN) 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda. From an educational perspective, the Master Plan 
emphasises the accessibility to quality education from pre-school to higher education, and from vocational training to 
special schooling for the disabled. The 10 strategic tasks stipulated in the plan include: equality of access to basic public 
education, establishment of a modern vocational education system, building world-class universities and the further 
opening-up of educational opportunities to the world. Objectives of the latter include, facilitating mutual recognition of 
degrees and diplomas, as well as educational co-operation under the Belt and Road Initiative (State Council, 2019). 

In the field of vocational education, a specific circular undertakes to establish 50 high-level, advanced vocational institutions 
(many of them formerly four-year degree granting universities), as well as 150 key majors or groups of majors by 2022; put 
in place a national system of vocational education that responds to most industries, while meeting world-class standards 
and levels for advanced vocational training; and bolster training for high level, application-oriented teaching personnel. 
In the circular issued on 13 February 2019, the State Council also supports “the integration of production and education 
by encouraging colleges and enterprises to work together to [formulate] training plans, [promote] comprehensive and 
deepened co-operation, and [construct] a number of high-level training bases” (State Council, 2019).

The high premium that China places on education manifests itself in the 2 663 higher-education institutions established to 
date, with a collective enrolment of over 38 million students (State Council, 2019). The central government of the People’s 
Republic of China annually invests over 4% of the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) in education. In hard currency 
terms, this translates to well over one trillion Chinese yuan -- approximately R2,2 trillion (State Council, 2019).

China’s philosophy on education is also enunciated in statements by the CPC General Secretary and the country’s 
President, His Excellency Mr Xi Jinping. He was once quoted as saying:

“Thriving talent means thriving science and technology and a thriving economy. The economy relies on science 
and technology which, in turn, depends on talent, and talent relies on education. Educational advancement, 
technological progress, and economic revitalisation make up a complementary, sequential and unified process, 
the foundation of which lies in education. An ancient Chinese saying is very insightful: ‘Respecting teachers and 
encouraging learning are the great foundations of a nation; promoting virtue and cultivating talent are the first 
service of the government.’ We must adopt such a strategic viewpoint when considering problems, truly place 
education at the forefront, and strive to create a virtuous cycle in which education, science and technology, and 
the economy support and promote each other.”
 

Source: Jinping,1990:180

Finally, China is so resolute in its commitment to the internationalisation of education, and access to global expertise 
and the exchange of knowledge, that in 2013 it introduced a governance policy for foreign universities establishing 
campuses on its soil (Xu, 2019). Clearly, China recognises foreign universities as important players in the development of 
its own higher education system. Thus, in 2016 the central government introduced standards for future higher education 
development; also, for the promotion of development of world-class universities, especially in Shenzhen, considered to 
be the personification of the success of China’s reform policies and modernisation – a bellwether for the rest of China (Xu, 
2019).  

“To achieve those standards, we require the foreign universities to be in the top 100 in global overall rankings and or the 

https://www.scirp.org/journal/PaperInformation.aspx?paperID=73442&&utm_campaign=296533276_16801096996&utm_source=lixiaofang&utm_medium=adwords&utm_term=&utm_content=dsa-433017728555_c__1t4__1028682_b&gclid=Cj0KCQiAyp7yBRCwARIsABfQsnQHcEChEVnPQNv6dzka8Y-TJC5cDpZvmlD_I0pbpBmAFcofMYpOS60aArtmEALw_wcB
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top 20 in professional rankings”, said Mr Jianling Xu, Director-General of the Shenzhen Education Bureau. He added that 
foreign universities are required to have a Chinese partner when they establish themselves and, in that context, cited the 
Shenzhen-Hong Kong University partnership which has made a huge social impact through, amongst other initiatives, a 
teaching hospital in Shenzhen. Foreign institutions intending to set up colleges in Shenzhen are also required to be market 
demands-oriented and offer programmes that respond directly to economic, social and market development. 

They must also be driven by specialisation, standing out in specific fields and must prove themselves to be bringing in 
professionals of high standing, drawn from the best and bringing in outstanding management expertise. “They must have 
strong disciplines, with strong links to industrial development in Shenzhen.” (Shenzhen Municipal Government, 2013).

2.3. South Africa’s Higher Education Governance, Research and Internationalisation 
Framework 
Unlike in China, where the education portfolio is governed by one central Ministry of Education under Mr Chen Baosheng 
(with provincial departments and municipal bureaux of education also playing a role), education oversight in South 
Africa is split between two ministries. The Ministry of Basic Education sets policy and implements it from early childhood to 
secondary education, culminating in Grade 12 (South Africa’s university-entry qualification), whereas the oversight role 
for higher education and training resides elsewhere. 

For years, higher education and training was governed by the Ministry of Higher Education and Training. However, after 
the general elections of 2019, President Cyril Ramaphosa’s administration saw it fit to combine this ministry with that of 
Science and Technology. The rationale for this was to link higher education and training to the pursuit of innovation through 
science and technology. Although the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) and the now Department 
of Science and Innovation (DSI) continue to operate as two distinct entities, they are now governed by Dr Bonginkosi B 
Nzimande in the Ministry of Higher Education, Science and Technology.

South Africa’s post-school education and training policy regulates the entire post-school education and training sector, 
comprising universities (public and private), vocational education and training (TVET) colleges, community and other 
colleges, as well as skills providers such as the sector education and training agencies, commonly referred to as SETAs 
(DHET, 2019:1) . 

In a country with a population of almost 59 million, the post-school education and training sector comprises a total of 
478 institutions. Of these, 26 are public universities and 125 are private, higher education institutions. In the combined 
total of 327 colleges, 50 are public vocational and training colleges, 268 are privately-operated colleges, and nine are 
community-based (i.e. adult) education and training centres (DHET, 2019:3).  

Public and private higher education providers, combined, enrol close to 1.2 million students, 86% of whom are in public 
institutions. Private providers combined account for 185 046 students (DHET, 2019:3).  

2.3.1. Post-School Education and Training Funding

Government funds public universities and technical and vocational colleges through a formulaic system of subsidies. The 
DHET allocates funds for infrastructure development and maintenance, staff (salaries and development) costs, research 
development, and student support. The total budget allocated to the post-school education and training sector during 
the 2017/18 financial year was R40.5 billion (DHET, 2019:72), 39% of which went to universities (Parker, 2019). Commencing 
in the 2018/19 financial year, government’s investment in education has risen to closer to 1% of South Africa’s GDP (Parker, 
2019). 

Stemming from South Africa’s apartheid past, the post-school higher education and training policy is premised on 
transforming the sector to achieve not only adequate and appropriate skills development required for national 
development, but also to attain social justice and equity in student and staff participation, especially by race, gender 
and disability. For purposes of increasing access to, and success in the post-school education and training sector of 
students from poor and working-class families, government set up the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) in 
1999. Since then, NSFAS remains the vehicle through which government allocates and administers financial aid to students 
from poor and working-class families. 

According to NSFAS, a total of 721,866 students are benefitting from government’s student financial aid in 2019. Of these, 



9STUDY TOUR IN CHINA

52.4% are university students. TVET colleges account for 47.6% of the recipients of financial aid (NSFAS, 2019).   When 
viewed against the total enrolment of 1.2 million in 2017, the NSFAS-funded students make up just over 60% of the total 
enrolment in South Africa’s post-school education and training sector.  

2.3.2. The Research Environment: Funding

Research funding for South Africa’s universities is sourced from multiple sources, including government, through both the 
DHET and the DSI. The DSI’s mandate is to create an enabling environment and provide resources for science, technology 
and innovation in support of South Africa’s developmental agenda. In addition to its directly-run programmes, the DSI 
exercises an oversight role over five government-owned (but independently-run) science agencies: the Academy of 
Science of South Africa (ASSAf), the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR), the Human Sciences Research 
Council (HSRC) the National Advisory Council on Innovation (NACI), and the National Research Foundation (NRF). 

The NRF is the agency through which the DSI’s support for research is channelled to the public university sector. Its mandate 
is “to promote and support research through funding, human resource development, and the provision of the necessary 
research facilities in order to facilitate the creation of knowledge, innovation and development in all fields of science 
and technology, including indigenous knowledge, and thereby contribute to the improvement of the quality of life of 
all South Africans” (NRF, 2019). The NRF aspires to fund research in higher education to attain at least a 1% share of the 
global research and development (R&D) output by 2020 (NRF, 2018/19: 7). In fact, South Africa’s output of peer-reviewed 
scientific articles has already reached the 1% level. It should, however, be acknowledged that the DHET is by far the 
largest governmental funder of research functions at universities.

Government funding for research is channelled through various transformation and redress programmes aimed at a) 
developing the pool of future researchers, b) fast-tracking black, emerging and female researchers to professorships, while 
also c) supporting research initiatives of individuals who, over an extended period of time, have contributed meaningfully 
or exceptionally to South Africa’s research environment, the development of the next generation of researchers, or the 
advancement of science in and for South Africa.

In addition to providing research funding, the NRF administers a researcher rating system aimed at building a globally 
competitive science system for South Africa. This system is a well-recognised and valuable tool for benchmarking the quality 
of South Africa’s researchers against the best in the world. Ratings are based on a researcher’s recent research output 
and impact, as perceived by international peer-reviewers. This rating system encourages and incentivises researchers to 
publish high-quality research output in highly ranked and impactful journals/outlets.

By the end of the 2018/19 financial year, of the approximately 57 000 scholars in the South African rating system, the 
NRF had rated a total of 3 963 researchers, of whom 1 207 were black and 1 358 were female (NRF, 2018/19: 4). These 
researchers were awarded ratings within the following categories:

• A – Leading International Researchers (119)
• B – Internationally-Acclaimed Researchers (773)
• C – Established Researchers (2 345)
• P – Prestigious Awards (16) 
• Y – Promising Young Researchers (710)

Source: NRF, 2018/19: 33

The P category refers to researchers below the age of 35, who are considered to become international leaders in their 
specific fields of expertise at some point in future.

The NRF supports numerous research platforms, two of which reside within the public university system: 

2.3.2.1. Centres of Excellence
These are physical or virtual centres and embodiments of research excellence within public universities; they are just some 
of the main instruments through which the NRF allocates funding for capacity-building, enabling researchers to collaborate 
across disciplines and institutions on long-term projects that are locally relevant and internationally competitive (NRF, 
2019). Centres of excellence cut across various disciplines – to mention only four:

• The Centre for Excellence in Human Development which represents a collaboration between the University of the 
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Witwatersrand, Stellenbosch University, the University of the Free State, the Medical Research Council, and the 
Human Sciences Research Council. 

• The Centre of Excellence in Food Security: co-hosted by the University of the Western Cape and the University of 
Pretoria. In partnership with these host institutions in food research are the University of Cape Town, the University 
of Fort Hare, the University of Johannesburg, the University of Limpopo, Nelson Mandela University, North-West 
University, Stellenbosch University, the Tshwane University of Technology and the University of Venda. The Agricultural 
Research Council, the Water Research Council, and a few international research councils and universities also 
have collaborative relationships with the centre.

• The Centre of Excellence in Mathematical and Statistical Sciences: founded in a consortium of the University of the 
Witwatersrand, the University of Kwa-Zulu Natal, North-West University and the University of Pretoria, this centre also 
collaborates with numerous other institutions, namely the University of Johannesburg, the University of Limpopo, 
the University of South Africa, and the University of Venda. This partnership also extends to the Institute of Certified 
Chartered Statisticians of South Africa, the South African Statistical Association, the South African Mathematics 
Association and the Ghulam Ishaq Khan Institute of Engineering Sciences and Technology. 

• The Centre of Excellence in Strong Materials: hosted at the University of the Witwatersrand, this centre collaborates 
with Nelson Mandela University, the University of KwaZulu-Natal, the University of Johannesburg, Stellenbosch 
University, the University of Limpopo and Rhodes University. 

There are also a few other centres including the Centre of Excellence in Biomedical Tuberculosis Research, the Centre for 
Epidemiological Modelling and Analysis, the Centre for Integrated Mineral and Energy Resources Analysis, the Centre for 
Invasion Biology, the Centre for Technology and Innovation, and the Centre for Theoretical Physics and more. As at 31 
March 2019, active centres of excellence in South Africa stood at 14 (NRF, s.a. 7-25).

2.3.2.2. The South African Research Chairs Initiative, and Research Development Chairs
The SARChI Chairs initiative is South Africa’s response to the challenge of developing high-level research skills for the 
National System of Innovation. This initiative, also administered by the National Research Foundation, is aimed at 
strengthening research that supports the implementation of the National Research and Development Strategy, the Ten-
Year Innovation Plan of 2008, and other strategies geared towards national development and South Africa’s participation 
in the international knowledge economy. Among numerous goals, the SARChI initiative seeks to strengthen research 
leadership and capacity at public universities, such that they can, in turn, generate high-calibre post-graduate students 
and research outputs (DST-NRF, 2016:1). 

As at 31 March 2019, a total of 238 SARChI chairs were awarded to 22 universities, science councils, and national research 
facilities in various disciplines of scientific research, including the natural sciences, engineering, humanities, and the social 
sciences. 

In the 2018/19 financial year, the NRF invested a total of R2,5 billion in grants and bursaries in support of post-graduate 
students, researchers, and research infrastructure (NRF, 2018/19: 29).

2.3.3. Internationalisation of Higher Education

South Africa crafted its policy framework on internationalisation with the intention to tackle the challenges that beset the 
local higher-education environment (e.g. address the shortage in supervisory capacity at post-graduate level, including 
for doctoral studies, and increase the pool of future academics, researchers and professors); expand the level of 
knowledge of local graduates by exposing them to international contexts and expertise; develop research capacity and 
improve research output and innovation; and strengthen the local higher education system. The government, therefore, 
provides ample support for partnerships in research. In addition to the relationships that some South African universities 
have already established with counterparts in China, South Africa collaborates with China through the BRICS (Brazil, 
Russia, India, China and South Africa) network. Universities South Africa (USAf) has also forged relationships with university 
systems in Germany (on research collaboration), with the United Kingdom (on doctoral training, research collaboration, 
post-doctoral fellowships, and the awarding of joint degrees), and with Japan (on research collaboration, and student 
and staff mobility in both directions). Some of these relationships are more advanced than others. Stemming from the 
cordial relations that South Africa enjoys with the People’s Republic of China and, taking into account the bilateral 
institutional relationships that already exist as well as the established partnership within the BRICS network, South Africa 
has amply demonstrated its openness to deepening and expanding its collaboration with China. Based on consultations 
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with its member institutions, Universities South Africa must simply formalise the parameters within which this relationship will 
unfold at the systemic level.   

2.3.4. In Summary

South Africa is said to be punching above its weight in research output, contributing close to 1% of global research output, 
a figure completely out of proportion considering that South Africa’s population accounts for only 0.76% of the total world 
population (Worldometers, 2019). 

Other facts relating to higher education in South Africa are summarised below: 

Source: USAf, 2019
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PART 3

3.1. The China Education Association for International Exchange (CEAIE)
This was the first stop for the South African delegation, where they met their hosts officially and were briefed on the role 
of CEAIE in the internationalisation of China’s education. The delegation’s 10-day itinerary was also confirmed at the 
meeting. Hosting the delegation were Madame Shen Xuesong, Deputy Secretary General of CEAIE; Madame Bo Fu, 
Director, Department of International Cooperation, CEAIE; and Ms Cai Juang, Senior Programme Officer, Department of 
International Cooperation, CEAIE.

  Introductory meeting at the CEAIE offices in Beijing.

3. ORGANISATIONS / INSTITUTIONS 
/ EVENTS VISITED IN CHINA



13STUDY TOUR IN CHINA

Madame Xuesong explained that the CEAIE is a membership association representing 869 institutional members, of which 
half is involved in higher education -- among the latter, 313 are universities and colleges. The association covers the whole 
spectrum of education, from early childhood education, through elementary and secondary schooling, right through to 
higher education. She did add, though, that higher education is their key focus. As their name implies, the mandate of CEAIE 
is to drive international educational exchanges and collaboration. This is in keeping with China’s modernisation agenda 
of “promoting the advancement of education, culture, science and technology, and strengthening understanding and 
friendship among the peoples of all countries and regions of the world”. The membership of CEAIE covers all 31 provinces, 
autonomous regions and municipalities in China. Madame Xuesong explained the functions of CEAIE, its organisational 
structure, and gave an account of milestones realised since its establishment in 1981.  

In addition to supporting people-to-people engagements and exchanges, CEAIE renders a quality assurance service to 
its member institutions regarding co-operation programmes with foreign entities. The organisation also hosts the China 
Annual Conference for International Education and the International Education Expo – an event established 20 years ago 
and now firmly entrenched in China’s calendar.

Among the numerous milestones attained, the CEAIE enjoys Special Consultative Status with the UN Economic and Social 
Council (Ecosoc) since 2006. Alongside other affiliations within the United Nations system, it has official relations with 
the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) since 2009. CEAIE also sits on the Board of the World 
Federation of Colleges and Polytechnics (WFCP) since 2011 and, in 2014, was awarded 5A China Social Organisation 
Status, the highest accolade of this nature, based on an evaluation by the Chinese Ministry of Civil Affairs. 

Even more notable in Madame Xuesong’s presentation were the 13 committees through which the CEAIE operates. These 
include the:
a) Commission on Chinese-Foreign Co-operation in Education;
b) Committee on Self-Funded Study Abroad;
c) Secondary Education Committee for International Exchange;
d) International Medical Education Committee;
e) Committee on Double World-Class Universities; and
f) Committee on Applied Sciences Universities.

All these committees are pertinent in people-to-people exchanges.

From the South African side, deliberations were led by Prof Duma Malaza, Vice-Chancellor and Principal of the 
Mangosuthu University of Technology, who introduced the South African delegation before representatives expounded 
on their individual institutions, providing details on their research strengths and expressing their aspirations for collaboration 
with China. South African universities already involved in some form of collaboration with Chinese institutions also shared 
this information, while stating a desire to expand these relationships to additional focus areas (See Section 3 for details).

Day One culminated in a reception dinner hosted in honour of South Africa’s delegation by Mr Zhao Lingshan, Vice-
President and General Secretary of CEAIE, at the Beijing Minzu Hotel.
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Dinner at the Beijing Minzu Hotel hosted by Mr Zhao Lingshan (centre left), Vice-President and General Secretary of CEAIE. The 
delegates (clockwise from left in the right-hand picture): Ms ‘Mateboho Green, Manager: Corporate Communication from 

Universities SA; Professor Cheryl Foxcroft, Executive Dean: Teaching and Learning, Higher Education Access and Development 
Services; Professor Kinta Burger, Registrar at the University of Johannesburg; Professor Mahlomaholo Mahlomaholo, Deputy 
Vice-Chancellor: Teaching and Learning at the  University of Zululand; Professor Alfred Ngowi, DVC: Research, Innovation 

and Engagement at the Central University of Technology; Mr Zhao Lingshan, the host; Prof Duma Malaza, Vice-Chancellor 
and Principal at the Mangosuthu University of Technology; Professor Linda du Plessis, Vice-Rector, North-West University, Vaal 

Triangle Campus; Dr Mabokang Monnapula-Mapesela, Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Academic and Student Affairs at Rhodes 
University; Professor Jesika Singh, Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Research at the University of Limpopo and Professor Jean Mary 

Baxen, Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Academic at Sol Plaatje University.

3.2. The Ministry of Education in China
Day Two commenced with a visit to the Ministry of Education, where the South African delegation was received by Mr 
Jun Fang, Deputy Director-General: Department of International Cooperation and Exchanges (DICE) in the ministry. He 
was accompanied by Mr Xudong Li, Director: Division of Asian and African Affairs in DICE; Mrs Li Zhu, Director: Division of 
Asian and African Affairs; Ms Bo Fu, Director: Department of International Cooperation at the CEAIE; Ms Dan Huang, Senior 
Programme Officer: Division of Asian and African Affairs, as well as Ms Cai Huang, Senior Programme Officer, Department 
of International Co-operation at the CEAIE. Ms Yangke Zhuo, an interpreter commissioned by the CEAIE, accompanied 
the South African delegation on the entire study tour.
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In his welcoming address, Mr Fang mentioned that China was so resolute in its modernisation and internationalisation 
drive that 3 000 Chinese students were now studying English, from the level of kindergarten right through to attaining 
doctoral degrees. He said the Ministry of Education was pleased to see the growth in Confucius institutes in South Africa 
and expressed the hope that the South African delegation’s visit would be a trailblazer for a growth in Sino-South African 
university relations.

Mr Li Xudong, in turn, said that in September 2018, China had convened an assembly of 15 nations at a National Education 
Convention, at which President Xi Jinping had made an important speech on China’s 3-point strategy on education, 
emphasising China’s stance on prioritising education, bolstering financial support to the education sector to over 4% 
of GDP, and promoting excellence in education by ensuring the development of high-quality teachers, curricula, and 
teaching materials. Mr Xudong also mentioned equity of access to education as a key concern, recognising that China is 
a vast country, still contending with many urban and rural disparities. He said China was busy addressing the imbalances 
in opportunities available to children and students coming from relatively underdeveloped areas of the country. 

The DDG went on to say that China’s economic situation is a major factor in the education sphere. He proudly stated 
that with China recording over $9 000 in GDP per capita in 2018 “we’re second only to the United States in GDP per 
capita” spent on education. Also, in the 70 years since the birth of the People’s Republic of China, the country had 
made impressive strides in social development. Whereas 80% of China’s population was illiterate in 1949, “now 48% of 
young people entering the labour market have a university qualification”. He added that China had made education 
compulsory for nine years: that is, for the first six years in elementary education and three years in junior secondary. “You 
can see, therefore, that 99,9% of our children are guaranteed to complete their basic education”, Mr Fang said. 

Question & Answer Session

In the engagement that ensued, a South African delegate asked what the proportion in numbers was for enrolment in 
universities, in comparison to the vocational education and training (TVET) sector in China. The DDG said 87% of young 
people can access senior education in China. He mentioned that for the past three years they had seen a 50-50 split 
between vocational and higher education enrolments. “Now the challenge lies in vocational to higher education 
articulation.” He said that 80% of students exiting a general education could go either the vocational or the higher 
education route, adding that 90% of students from vocational training could progress to advanced vocational training. 
Having noticed that employment prospects for those leaving a general education were not particularly good, they were 
now asking universities to restructure some of their studies to incorporate polytechnical education. 

Asked how success rates compare to access at China’s universities, Mr Li Xudong said that success rates at vocational 
training institutions were very high. He also added that the selection processes for entry to universities were very stringent. 
Universities demanded high standards, but they provide students with the best possible support. “We also set strict exam 
entry standards. I would say we get good graduation rates after three to four years of university education”. He pointed 
out that China was witnessing a 99,9% graduation rate from universities, which is “not normal. We should be seeing some 
dropouts. However, our students have lots of opportunities to re-take an examination”.

In conclusion, the DDG mentioned that equity remained an issue. “We consider ourselves still wanting because we offer 
top quality standards in the urban areas, yet in the countryside we do not have such high standards”. Nevertheless, he 
said they were striving to achieve a specific standard in academia and infrastructure, including sports facilities, even in 
the most remote areas. Also, by way of redress, the central government had instructed top urban universities to set aside 
11% of their new admissions quota in favour of students coming from relatively deprived areas. “This is to prevent our top 
universities from becoming closed enclaves for the privileged.” 

Another South African delegate asked whether education was free in China. The answer from the DDG was: “No, 
education is not free in the beginning. Gradually, in some areas we provide free education. From 2012, we introduced 
free primary education throughout; and we also promoted nutritious lunch[es] in the less-resourced areas”.  

Yet another question sought clarity on governance matters as they pertained to private and public universities. The 
DDG responded that the Communist Party had played a key role in the governing of universities in the past 30 years 
and, as such, should be credited for the successes achieved during that period. “Each university has to have a party 
secretary in their governance system, to implement policy of the central government. The incumbent also plays a role in 
the appointment of key personnel, such as the University President and Vice-President”. He noted that 72% of universities 
in China were affiliated to the Ministry of Education. “This works very well for our system”, he concluded, encouraging 
delegates to direct any follow-up questions to specific universities. 
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Another question was about how smoothly students in China transitioned from university life to the world of work. The 
delegate expressed the view that this was a major challenge for South Africa. In a follow-up question, the delegate 
sought to know whether universities in China were in as much competition with each other as was the case in South Africa, 
where institutions were independently governed.  

In response to the question of employability, Mr Li said 7 to 8 million college graduates needed jobs, adding that these 
numbers were automatically absorbed into the workplace. “A solid economy creates jobs”, Mr Li said, suggesting that all 
government ministries played a role in increasing employment opportunities for students. 

In answering the second question about inter-institutional competition, the DDG said China’s tertiary education system 
was, by and large, a public system comprising 40% universities and 60% vocational education and training colleges. “All 
high-quality institutions are public institutions in China”, he said, elaborating that the Department of Finance provides 
financial support to institutions, as do municipal government structures – “although the degree [of support] differs between 
provinces, depending on their financial muscle. I remember one instance where a President [of a university] wanted to 
return 200 billion RMB to government, because this was a surplus he could not spend”. But in less economically vibrant 
areas, subsidies to universities were much lower. “Sometimes the student per capita support is 50%.” He added that 
because of the levels of funding they receive, some of the better universities had already passed first-world standards, 
mentioning the Double World-Class Initiative which aspires to see 45 institutions achieving the first and highest level of 
standards. While the Chinese strive for first class standards in every respect, they clearly want some universities to excel 
even further and become “doubly” first-world class.  

Another DVC asked how gender representation played out in China’s schooling and higher education system.  In 
response, the DDG said that “in gender we have an advantage. Women outnumber men in many respects. Females 
perform highly and, in fact, seem to account for 50% of graduates. Usually females are not disadvantaged in schooling, 
in university entry, and entry into the job market. I remember, recently, when we shortlisted candidates to fill a vacancy in 
my department, most applicants were female, so that automatically decided the gender of the new incumbent!”

Another delegate commented that it was very impressive to see the implementation of a well thought-out, detailed and 
integrated national plan to uplift China. All role players and stakeholders, at all levels (including government, universities, 
industry, schools), are united in their focus and execution of the strategic plan. She asked about the process regarding the 
identification and funding of priority research areas – are these determined by the government or universities?

To this, the DDG responded that universities enjoy total autonomy. “Research is driven by co-operation decisions totally 
made at institutions according to their [specific] niche areas. Often a university has links with … local government, and 
internationalisation requires them to collaborate to attain the highest levels of research”. He added, though, that 99% of 
research funding comes from the central government. 

  

Professor Duma Malaza (left), Vice-Chancellor and Principal of the Mangosuthu University of Technology, who led the South 
African delegation, exchanges gifts with Mr Jun Fang, Deputy Director-General: Department of International Cooperation and 

Exchanges (DICE) in the Ministry.

This meeting concluded with Professor Duma Malaza – on behalf of the South African delegation -- expressing appreciation 
for the openness with which the DDG’s department had shared information about China’s higher education sector. 
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3.3. Visit to Peking University in Beijing
The visit to Peking University took three forms. In the first meeting, Dr Xiaoguang Shi, an Education Studies professor at Peking 
University, positioned his institution in the broader context of China’s higher education environment before providing an 
overview of the higher education system in China as a whole. The second meeting was with the Centre for African Studies, 
whose principals explained their challenges and expressed their desire for partnerships with similar institutions on the 
African continent. The final leg of this visit entailed an engagement with the Vice-President of Peking University in charge 
of International Relations and Recruitment. 

This section of the report distinguishes between the three sets of engagement as they each yielded their own distinct 
content.   

3.3.1. The 1st leg of the Peking University visit: an Historical Overview 

Founded in 1898, Peking University was initially named the Imperial University of Peking, the first national comprehensive 
university in China. After the 1911 Revolution, the institution was renamed Peking University in 1912. The university prides 
itself on the achievements of its faculty members, 48 of whom are members of the Chinese Academy of Sciences, nine 
are members of the Chinese Academy of Engineering, while 21 are members of the Third World Academy of Sciences.

 

   
Dr Xiaoguang Shi, a Professor of Education Studies at Peking University, presenting an overview of Crucial Issues of China’s 

Higher Education to the South African delegation (right).

Professor Shi gave an overview of Peking University (which celebrated its first centenary in 1998) as the meeting point 
between modern China and the ancient past. In a presentation titled Critical Issues in China’s Higher Education he 
explained the evolution of higher education in China, from the pre-1860s to the establishment of modern-era institutions, 
including Peking University, in the 1890s. He proudly stated that Peking University ranked as one of the top two universities in 
China, next to Tsinghua University. He also explained how education is administered in China, a clear distinction between 
the roles of the central government versus that of provincial and local governments, as follows:

3.3.1.1. the State Council, represented by the Minister of Education, drafts national education policies and action plans, 
and supervises implementation; 

3.3.1.2. the provincial government, represented by the Department of Education, has jurisdiction over provincial 
policymaking; whereas

3.3.1.3. the local government oversees the implementation of education policy at the local county, city or town level.
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In terms of length of study, Prof Shi stated that it takes two to three years to complete higher vocational education in 
China, four years for an under-graduate degree (even though certain programmes take five years to complete), three to 
four years to complete a master’s degree programme, and three to four years for full-time students to complete doctoral 
programmes (eight years for part-time students). 

As is the case in South Africa, university enrolment figures are biggest at under-graduate degree levels, followed by 
enrolment at the level of master’s degrees and least at doctoral degrees level. 

He also gave a broad overview of the higher education system in China, summarised below (NB: all slides were copied 
un-edited from the original Power Point presentation of Prof Shi):
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Among the top national priorities for education reform, Prof Shi mentioned that China was looking at transforming 
academically-oriented under-graduate programmes to application-oriented alternatives, seeking to enhance higher 
education’s global competitiveness by implementing the double world-class programme, reforming the Gao-kao system, 
promoting world-class under-graduate education and exploring ways of preparing creative talents for the workplace.

He also shared information on the most pressing challenges to China’s higher education system. Among those, he singled 
out the following:

a) Disparities in opportunities between the main regions in China -- the central and western regions, where 4% of 
the population occupies 64% of (mostly rural) land; the Eastern and Southern regions, where 94% of the country’s 
population occupies 36% of (mostly urban) land. Prof Shi noted that amongst China’s top 10 universities, eight are 
to be found in the eastern region and two in the central Region. Naturally, the allocation of resources favoured the 
eastern half of the country. Institutional projects were also unevenly distributed in favour of the eastern region, even 
though there were disparities in funding allocation between universities. 

b) An urgent demand for high-level, higher education institutions. Prof Shi said that even though China was the largest 
feeder region for the international education market (as more and more parents were opting to have their children 
educated abroad), 87% of Chinese graduates in the fields of science and technology were not returning home. 
This pointed to the fact that China had fewer world-class universities than it needed. Clearly, China needed some 
200 world-class universities to address this serious issue of brain drain.   

c) A 68% unemployment rate officially reported by the Ministry of Education in 2018. This high rate of jobless graduates 
was a matter of grave national concern. 

The central government’s response to the problems outlined above dates back a few years, even decades, as 
demonstrated through the initiatives listed below:

a) Government developed a Western Region Development Strategy
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b)  Government introduced interventions to Improve the Quality of Higher Education

c) Government introduced a System of HE Evaluation and Quality Assurance Standards
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d) The State integrated five evaluation approaches into one evaluation framework

e) The State increased education and research and development input 
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f) Government pushed up national research output, especially in the STEM disciplines

g) Government promoted the internationalisation of Higher Education
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h) Government set a direction for a system of International Collaboration and Exchange

i) This included a component for sending scholars to study abroad
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j) And a component to attract international talent to Study and Work in China 

k) Attracting talent had a component on Creating Competitive Working Conditions for Scholars and Researchers 
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l) China’s top universities started establishing campuses abroad while also setting-up Confucius Institutes – 
525 existed in 146 Countries by 2017 (including about seven in South Africa)   

m) They also stablished joint schools or programmes with overseas partners
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n) Reform interventions included initiatives to boost the employability of graduates
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3.3.2. The 2nd leg of the Peking University visit: Centre for African Studies

The South African delegation also had occasion to meet with top academics from the Centre for African Studies led 
by Professor Liu Haifang, Director of this Centre and Associate Professor of the School of International Studies at Peking 
University. Among other matters, Professor Haifang mentioned that the late former President Nelson Mandela had visited 
Peking University twice during his tenure, the second time in 1999 to receive an honorary degree. 

Among the challenges being experienced by her centre, Professor Haifang mentioned that the course offering on African 
studies was policy-oriented, and that the narrative in this regard was one-sided and state-driven. Overall, they were 
looking for joint research partnerships with individual African countries in interdisciplinary studies. They also needed to 
deploy their researchers to do fieldwork in Africa.

  

Professor Liu Haifang, Director at the Centre for African Studies, explains her Centre’s collaboration aspirations while her team 
of senior academics (left) listens on. To the far right are some of the students enrolled at Peking University, some of whom are 

looking to conduct their research fieldwork in Africa. These include a Chad national now in his 6th year of Security Studies, who 
wants to do research on security in central Africa. Others want to look at human capital, public health governance, Taiwanese 
diplomacy in South Africa and agricultural cooperation between China and African countries.  The female student (talking), a 

South African, is pursuing Clinical Medicine at Peking University.
 

The centre’s research interests were focussed mainly on international relations (contemporary China-Africa relations), 
development studies (scholars with an education and economics background want to pursue contemporary research in 
Africa in these disciplinary fields), and migration as it pertained to traders and students, amongst others.  

Regarding language studies, Prof Haifang said that although they had started and established a Zulu-language teaching 
course online, they had to abandon it when the teaching professor left the university. They would, therefore, welcome an 
opportunity to rekindle that offering if they were able to clinch a good partnership deal with a new player in South Africa. 
The centre’s other language interests are in Swahili, Yoruba, and Ibo. They are also willing to explore possibilities for an 
Afrikaans course in future.

Prof Cheryl Foxcroft, Executive Dean of Teaching and Learning at Nelson Mandela University, mentioned that her institution 
had just established the Nelson Mandela Institute for Transdisciplinary Studies. 

3.3.3. The 3rd and final leg of the Peking University visit: engagement with the Vice-President: 
International Relations and Recruitment

Professor Tian Gang, Vice-President: International Relations and Recruitment, indicated that Peking University had an 
enrolment of 45 000 students. In terms of STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) disciplines, it mainly 
focused on Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry, and Biology. In Humanities, Peking University offered Chinese Literature and 
Philosophy Studies, among many others. He noted that Peking University might not be the biggest institution by size, but it 
did rank among the top universities in the country. 
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Prof Liu Haifang, Director of the Centre for African Studies, said she believed Peking University had the biggest potential 
for partnerships with South African institutions. 

 

A question arose about what Peking University’s view was on the double world-class vision of the central government. 
The Vice-President said they were looking to develop and grow to become double world-class, particularly by means 
of internationalisation, by co-operating with the best universities in the world. He mentioned that they were looking at 
student and faculty exchanges, as well as joint degree programmes, gearing their scholarly mobility towards exposing 
their faculty members to the outside world. Moreover, they were also inviting foreign students to experience life on their 
campuses. 

He admitted that building a world-class university required academically strong faculty memberships -- hence, they had 
gone out to recruit the best talent. A world-class university also needed to attract younger people – people with a long 
lifespan ahead of them. That’s why, among other initiatives, they had in recent years established a working partnership 
with the University of Pennsylvania in the United States. Reaching their recruitment target of human resources talent would 
enhance their chances at becoming a world-class institution.  



29STUDY TOUR IN CHINA

 The South African guests with their Peking University hosts and students in the background. In the front row (from left) are: 
Professor Liu Haifang, Director at the Centre for African Studies and Associate Professor of the School of International Studies; 

Professor Xiaoguang Shi of Education Studies; Madame Shen Xuesong, Deputy General Secretary at the China Education 
Association for International Exchange and Professor Tian Gang, Vice-President: International Relations and Recruitment at 

Peking University.

A second question from SA’s delegation sought to understand how big the international faculty component at Peking 
University was, as a measure for international ranking. The Vice-President responded by acknowledging that their 
international faculty complement remained very small as a percentage of their overall faculty membership – hence, their 
drive to improve in this area. “We will take our time looking for younger scholars who are easy to relocate, starting with 
joint degrees, before we proceed to post-doctoral fellows.”

3.4. China Annual Conference for International Education (CACIE)
Thursday and Friday, 17 and 18 October, which marked the third and fourth day of the China study tour, were spent 
at the China Annual Conference for International Education (CACIE) which was themed “Education 2035: A Dialogue 
with the Future of the World”.  The CACIE, which was celebrating its 20th anniversary in 2019, has become a premium 
event on China’s internationalisation of education calendar. It is now a highly respected and established platform for 
policy updates, academic and information exchange, exhibition, networking and programme development. There are 
three components to the event: the China International Forum on Education (the forum for policy consultation and top 
thought leadership); the Education B2B (people-to-people networking-for-collaboration-and-partnerships platform) and 
the China Education Expo, essentially a self-promotion platform for Chinese and overseas institutions looking to expand 
their global reach. The Education Expo is said to attract over 500 world acclaimed institutions from 40 countries and 
regions, and, overall, over 50,000 visitors annually. 

  The China Annual Conference for International Education conference has become a premium event in China’s international 
education space.
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  South Africa got to be counted at this, the 20th anniversary event held at the China International Convention Centre in 
Beijing.  

In his welcoming message, the CACIE President, Professor Liu Limin, suggested that CACIE had become an important 
bridge-building exercise for Chinese and foreign educators to exchange ideas and pool wisdom and knowledge, appraise 
themselves of the latest trends, to share information and seek co-operation. He said he hoped that the South African 
delegation, within the scope of the conference and expo theme, would find a workable blueprint for the development 
of international education. 

“We believe that by pooling the wisdom of world educators, we are bound to make new and greater contributions to the 
realisation of global prosperity and build a community with a shared future for mankind.” 

The Conference became one of the highlights of the China study tour, exposing the South African universities delegation 
to the largest number of Chinese and other institutions in a single venue, and within a short space of time. 
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  The South African delegation drew a huge amount of attention from a range of Chinese universities and vocational 
education and training institutions, some of whom even offer funding for studying in China. 

Follow-up correspondence and further engagements should see new relationships built and collaborations forged and 
solidified in the medium to longer term.

South Africans also got the opportunity to network with institutions from the United States of America
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On Day One of the CACIE, Professor Linda du Plessis, Vice-Rector: Integrated Planning and Campus Operations at North-
West University’s Vaal Campus presented a paper at a seminar within the conference, on “Women and Sustainable 
Development”.

 Professor Linda du Plessis, Vice-Rector: Integrated Planning 
and Campus Operation at North-West University’s Vaal 

Campus, presenting at the Women and Sustainable 
Development seminar within the CACIE conference. 

  Part of the SA delegation attending the Women and Sustainable Development seminar.
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  Professor Tyrone Pretorius (far right), Vice-Chancellor and Principal at the University of the Western Cape, represented South 
Africa on the eight-member panel that interrogated the theme: Education 2035: A Dialogue with the Future of the World.

3.5. Visit to Tongji University, Siping Road Campus, Shanghai
Tongji University has a long-held, outstanding reputation as one of the earliest state-level public universities in China. It is 
directly affiliated to the Ministry of Education and was co-founded with the assistance of the Shanghai local government. 
After development over a period of 112 years, Tongji University has become a comprehensive, research-oriented and 
internationally recognised university with its own distinct characteristics and huge influence at home and abroad. 

Tongji was founded in Shanghai in 1907 by a German doctor as the German Medical College. It was renamed Tongji 
Medical College in 1908, before being officially named Tongji University in 1923. Tongji University enrols 17 757 full-time 
undergraduates, 12 852 graduates and 5 246 doctoral students, and is also home to 3 468 international students (in the top 
10 of China’s universities in international enrolment) and 2 814 full-time faculty members. It offers courses in 10 disciplines, 
including Engineering, Science, Medicine, Management, Economics, Philosophy, Literature, Law, Pedagogy, and Art. At 
present, there are 85 bachelor-degree programmes, as well as 47 masters-degree and 32 doctoral degree programmes, 
both in Level 1 academic disciplines. Situated very close to large industrial complexes and farming communities, Tongji 
University is very firmly focused on interdisciplinary research. It, therefore, attracts a formidable research budget (3,32 billion 
RMB, 40% of which comes from public coffers and 60% from industry). Because of its historical connection to Germany, the 
university’s collaborative projects are concentrated in Europe. 

Tongji University has adopted the motto: “First-class university with first-class disciplines”.

  
At Tongji University, the SA delegation met with Ms Aihua Yan (far right in the left picture), Deputy Director: International 

Exchange and Cooperation Office, Professor Wang Ying (far left) and Prof Lin Fengting (3rd from left), Deputy Dean at UN 
Environment-Tongji Institute of Environment for Sustainable Development. The delegation also conferred with the institution’s 

Vice-President, shaking hands with Prof Malaza (right). 

On Day Two of the conference, the morning plenary session marked the official opening of CACIE where delegates were 
treated to three keynote addresses and other presentations. There was also a panel discussion themed, “A Dialogue with 
the Future of the World”, in which South Africa’s Prof Tyrone Pretorius, Vice-Chancellor of the University of the Western 
Cape, was a participant. 
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The strategy of Tongji University on Sino-African co-operation is based on three pillars: networking, research, and capacity-
building. It plays a significant role in sustainable development in Africa and sponsors numerous initiatives and short-term 
workshops, such as:

• hosting the International Student Conference on Environment and Sustainability (ISCES) since 2011 -- to date, 2 800 
international students have attended, one-third from African countries;

• chairing and co-ordinating activities of the Global Universities Partnership on Environment and Sustainability 
(GUPES), a membership body with 820 members from 105 countries (103 members from African countries) -- GUPES 
was co-launched by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and Tongji University; 

• hosting the Young Environmental Leaders Programme for African Countries from 17 to 31 May 2008, attracting 23 
participants from 17 African countries;

• being the face of China-Kenya collaboration on water-saving technology;
• collaborating on water resources and ecological protection of the Nile River and Lake Tanganyika; as well as 

projects on
• desertification control and sand-industry development; and
• drought early-warning systems and adaptive technology.

NB: Prof Li Fengting of UNEP mentioned that they offer many scholarships in water management studies – they are open to 
giving four of these to South Africa.

Internationalisation is one of Tongji University’s most important strategies as it:
• has established numerous partnerships with universities from around the world (with European countries, Canada, 

the US, Japan, South Korea, and others);
• has founded nine joint institutes with universities abroad;
• has attracted professors with overseas experience; and
• has drawn significant funding from international collaborators (ranging from 8 million RMB (Chinese yuan) in 2006 to 

82 million RMB in 2018).

What factors does Tongji University look at in making collaboration decisions:
• academic objectives – an open mind to collaborate with others;
• cultural diversity -- capitalise on differences to galvanise collaborations; and
• infrastructure development and the university’s constitution. 

Typical collaborations are in the following areas:
• international deep-sea science and technology (with the United States and European countries);
• a research and innovation programme on clean water (with Germany);
• a joint research laboratory on earthquake engineering (with Italy); and
• land slide monitoring based on geoscience and remote sensing (with Italy).

Tongji University boasts the following technological accomplishments:
• the largest vibration test platform for multi-function construction purposes (this platform performs tests on vibrations/

earthquakes, on the basis of which buildings can be modified) – Tongji University is open to sharing with the world 
this facility for scientific research (foreign professors come for one month at a time to utilise the infrastructure);

• the Tongji Centre for Vehicle Wind-Tunnel, Basic Research and Advanced Technology Development (for road 
vehicle and rail-transit vehicles -- tests safety features); and

• the Tongji Advanced Driving Simulator (tests for traffic security).

Tongji University’s outlook on international research collaboration focuses on: 
• refining the functions of government -- to clarify the relationship between government policies and the market 

economy, with a greater appreciation for the guiding role of the market in selecting research priorities and 
allocating innovation resources;

• promoting technological transfer and the conversion of research findings to bolster economic growth;
• encouraging researchers to focus on basic research and accomplish original innovation outcomes; and 
• supporting enterprises to play a major role in technological innovation by forging collaboration with universities and 

research institutes. 
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3.6. Visit to Fudan University in Shanghai
Fudan University was established in 1905, the first Chinese university to be founded by Chinese scholars. It was initially 
known as Fudan Public School until its privatisation in 1917 to become Fudan Private School. The name Fudan is derived 
from the “Biography of Yuxia” in Chinese classical history. The two syllables “Fu”, meaning “return”, and “dà”, meaning 
“dawn”, are found in the famous lines: “Brilliant are the sunshine and moonlight, morning glory returns after the night.”
 
Following the huge restructuring of Chinese universities in 1952, Fudan University merged (in 2000) with the Shanghai 
Medical College, the latter established as early as 1927.

Fudan University has since developed into a comprehensive research institution with departments of Philosophy, 
Economics, Law, Education, Literature, History, Science, Engineering, Medicine, and Management. It enrols 13 361 under-
graduates and associate degree candidates, as well as 19 903 graduates, including over 3 000 foreign degree students. 
There are 28 schools and independent departments, with 74 bachelor-degree programmes, 43 masters-degree and 37 
doctoral degree programmes, both in Level 1 academic disciplines, as well as 35 post-doctoral programmes. 

  South Africa’s university principals were met with exceptional warmth and hospitality at every single institution visited. This was 
Fudan University’s cordiality personified. 
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Fudan’s Key Programmes in Humanities and Social Sciences 

Programmes in Science and Engineering
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Programmes in Medical Science and Other Areas

19 Disciplines in which the Essential Science Index (ESI) has rated Fudan University in the Top 1% in the World (no. 
32 in China)
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Fudan is a Multidisciplinary University …

… with Impressive Research Infrastructure
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Although Fudan University enjoys 300 partnerships in strategic, key and general research areas, most of these are with 
institutions in North America, Europe, Japan, and Russia. Fudan University also has multilateral partnerships with research 
centres in East Asia and the Pacific Rim, and with universities in Latin America. There are institutions within the Fudan 
University sphere, however, that have formed co-operation relationships with academia, as well as having engaged in 
social and philanthropic interventions in Africa. These are with:

• The BRICS Centre (with the BRICS Centre at the Human Sciences Research Council, the Institute for Global Dialogue, 
the National Institute for Humanities and Social Sciences, Stellenbosch University, the University of Johannesburg, 
and the University of Cape Town). Except for Stellenbosch University, collaboration takes place by inviting 
representatives to participate in academic conferences and to join visiting scholarship programmes. The BRICS 
Centre collaborates with Stellenbosch University on a BRICS Summer School. 

• The School of Public Health, partnering in scientific research with specific countries on topical issues: e.g. “Pilot 
Interventions to Apply Relevant Chinese Practices and Experiences to Improve the Health of Women and Children 
in Low-Income Countries in Asia and Africa” (in Ethiopia), supported by the China-UK Global Health Support 
Programme (GHSP); “Establishing Root Causes of Maternal Deaths” (in Northern Malawi), “Factors that Influence 
Maternal and Child Health” (in Baringo County, Kenya), and “Tracking the Variation of Child Nutrition in Recent 
30 Years and the Potential Determinants” (in Malawi, Kenya, and Tanzania), supported by the Shanghai Summit 
Discipline Programme (1st Round of Fudan Global Health Seed Grant); as well as “Child Nutrition in Tanzania, 
Pandemic Influenza Preparedness Framework – Implementation in Africa” (in Tanzania), and “Configuration and 
Policy of High-Tech Medical Equipment in China and Four Countries in Asia and Africa: A Case Study of CT and MRI” 
(in Kenya, Uganda, Cameroon, and Botswana), supported by the Shanghai High-Level University Capacity-Building 
and Discipline Development Programme (2nd Round of Fudan Global Health Seed Grant).

• The School of Information Science and Technology on solar-power electrification and associated smart agriculture, 
in collaboration with the University of Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania. 

• The Collaboration on Human Phenome Study, launched by the International Human Phenome Consortium (IHPC) 
based at Fudan University, in partnership with the University of Health and Allied Sciences, Ghana. This collaboration 
is centred in an international mega-science research programme on human phenome. 

3.7.   Visit to Shenzhen University in Shenzhen 
Shenzhen University was founded in 1983 and operates from four campuses which, together, cover 2,72 square kilometres. 
The university has an enrolment of 35 455 students, comprising 28 674 under-graduates, 6 433 post-graduates and 348 
doctoral students. In addition to these numbers, there are 1 744 part-time post-graduate students, 21 022 adult-education 
students and 837 international students. 

  Shenzhen University is considered the fastest growing university in China due to the speed with which it has been rising up 
university rankings in its home province of Guangdong, in China and globally. Recognised among China’s top 10 institutions in 

computer science, it is no surprise that Shenzhen University’s College of Computer Science and Software Engineering is alma 
mater to some of the top guns in China’s software engineering industry. 
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Shenzhen’s College of Computer Science and Software Engineering – Reputation 

Shenzhen University is a comprehensive university, offering courses in a variety of disciplines, including Philosophy, History, 
Literature, Economics, Law, Education, Medicine, Science, Engineering, Management, and Arts. It has a 4 000-strong staff 
complement. Of these, 2 500 are teaching faculty (average age 40), mostly with qualifications from universities abroad.

Because of the speed with which it rose up the university rankings, Shenzhen is hailed as the fastest growing university in 
China. “At some point we were ranked 17th in China, but now we are 6th, first in the Guangdong Province in 2019”, the 
university’s Vice-President proudly pointed out. 
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  With about 300 partnerships formed with universities around the world, Shenzhen University would like to expand its 
international collaboration to South Africa, the institution’s Vice-President said.

Shenzhen University puts a high value on international co-operation, with 300 university relationships formed globally 
around student exchanges, teaching staff visits, and co-operation in sciences and research. The university also hosts 
five South African students. The university’s Vice-President expressed the hope that the visit by South Africa’s university 
principals would expand co-operation between his institution and those in South Africa, culminating in additional student 
exchanges in both directions.  

3.8. The Lecture: 40 Years of Reform and Opening Up in China, and the Urban De-
velopment of Shenzhen
On 23 October, Prof Limei Ma, Assistant Professor at the China Centre for Special Economic Zone Research, Shenzhen 
University and Associate Research Fellow of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, hosted the South African delegation, 
sharing the fascinating history of reform and the opening up of China, as well as the story of the urban development of 
the Shenzhen district and city. Prof Ma had drawn this lecture from her PhD research on “China’s Special Zone Economics: 
China’s Energy Transition”. The gist of her lecture is included in parts 1.1 and 1.2 of this report. Her detailed presentation is 
also available.

  The delegation was treated to a lecture by Prof Limei Ma (right), Assistant Professor at the China Centre for Special Economic 
Zone Research, Shenzhen University on 40 Years of Reform and Opening Up in China, and the Urban Development of 

Shenzhen.  To her left is Ms Yangke Zhuo, the CEAIE- commissioned Translator.  
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3.9. Visit to the Southern University of Science and Technology in Shenzhen
The Southern University of Science and Technology (SUSTech) in Shenzhen marked the delegation’s final institutional visit. 
The delegation was received by SUSTech’s President, Prof Shiyi Chen, who proudly stated that SUSTech, the youngest 
institution in Shenzhen (established only in 2015) had already reached the position of number 55 in world rankings and 
number 1 in China. So young is SUSTech that its infrastructure development is still in its foundation stage (until 2020), while 
stage 2, designated a building-excellence stage, should be completed by 2025. During stage 3 (2025-2049), SUSTech aims 
to have made a global impact. 

  

Using the architectural model above (right), Prof Thomas Schneider (left middle), Associate Vice-President: International Affairs, 
talks the SA delegation through the three envisioned development stages of SUSTech.

SUSTech has a total of six faculties, namely Schools of Business, Medicine, Humanities and Social Sciences, a College of 
Science (encompassing departments of Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry, Earth and Space Sciences, and Statistics and 
Data Sciences), and a College of Engineering (with 10 departments – including, but not limited to, Biomedical Engineering 
-- Electronic and Electrical Engineering, Environmental Science and Engineering, Ocean Science and Engineering, and 
System Design and Intelligent Manufacturing).  

SUSTech, which has set English as its official language, has already established several partnerships with African universities, 
including five in South Africa. “In our eagerness to expand our partnerships in the world, your visit presents an excellent 
opportunity”, Prof Shiyi Chen suggested. He added that most of SUSTech’s collaborations with African institutions have 
been forged through UNESCO, citing seven universities, including Ahmadu Bello University in Nigeria and Makerere 
University in Uganda. Other relationships are with institutions in Ethiopia, Djibouti, The Gambia, and Kenya. 

Prof Thomas Schneider, Associate Vice President: International Affairs, indicated that through USAf, they would welcome 
partnerships in engineering and in sciences. 

3.10. Visit to the Shenzhen Education Bureau
On the eve of their departure from China, the South African delegation made a courtesy call on the Shenzhen Education 
Bureau, pretty much the Shenzhen Municipal office of the Ministry of Education. 

Mr Jian Ling Xu (3rd from left), Director-General at the Shenzhen Education Bureau, relays the 40-year history of the 
transformation of Shenzhen and the development of higher education in the municipality. 
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Here Mr Jian Ling Xu, the Director-General at the bureau, relayed the 40-year history of the transformation of Shenzhen 
from a small fishing village to the ultra-modern city it had become today. He proudly stated that Shenzhen is the model 
of China’s reform and modernisation agenda, embodying the government’s belief that economic development leads 
to the betterment of the lives of all its peoples. Some of the historical facts he shared, especially on the development of 
higher education in Shenzhen, include:

• 1980: the establishment of the first university in Shenzhen;
• 1983: Shenzhen University comes into being; 
• 1993: Shenzhen Polytechnic is founded as the pioneer institution for polytechnics nation-wide;  
• 2000: several prestigious universities establish campuses in Shenzhen;
• 2001: the Shenzhen local government takes three steps in higher education development -- 1) new universities 

open their doors, such as SUSTech; 2) more prestigious foreign universities establish campuses; and 3) jointly run 
universities are set up. 

The number of universities in Shenzhen, a city of 14 million people, has to date grown to 14.

Mr Xu said their policy emphasis on top talent was evident in the faculty of their universities, which include 26 members 
of the Chinese Academy of Sciences and 26 of the Russian Academy of Sciences. “We want to attract more Nobel Prize 
laureates and establish top science laboratories, in addition to the five we already have in Shenzhen”, he said, adding 
that the city was partnering with UNESCO to establish quality assurance offices at universities in Africa and Asia -- those 
that Shenzhen has entered into partnerships with. He also pointed to the level of investment that China had made in 
students from Africa. “We hope to attract more of them [students]. We are inviting more exchanges so as to learn more 
from you”, he concluded.

SA delegates on their final leg 
of China engagements. 
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The meeting at the Shenzhen Education Bureau culminated in a debriefing session which also mapped the way forward 
under the facilitation of Madame Fu Bo of CEAIE. 

In addition to the 10 official visits outlined above, the SA universities principals were treated to visits to national heritage 
and cultural sites, namely the Forbidden City (a Palace Museum and home of the last Emperor) in Beijing, the Mutianyu 
Great Wall of China, the Temple of Heaven (the place of worship of the Chinese Emperor) and the Shenzhen Museum 
of Contemporary Arts, where the delegation was given a tour of an Exhibition on the 40th Anniversary of Guangdong 
Province’s Reform and Opening Up. 

Madame Bo Fu (far right) leads the final debriefing session that maps out the way forward and next steps. 

Then followed time to bid goodbye to the Translator, Ms Yangke Zhuo (3rd from right), who had accompanied the SA 
delegation everywhere for the duration of their 10-day stay in China.
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PART 4

South Africa’s 26 public universities comprise three types of institution, namely:

• Traditional Universities -- those that primarily offer bachelor’s, honours, masters and doctoral degrees.
• Comprehensive Universities -- in the South African context, universities that were created out of mergers between 

technikons and universities are considered comprehensive universities. This description also applies to universities 
which offer a combination of national diploma (or vocational/career-focused) qualifications and the traditional full 
suite of degree programmes. 

• Universities of Technology -- those that confer vocational/technical degrees.

Below are brief profiles of the institutions which were represented on this study tour.  

4.1. Central University of Technology
Central University of Technology (CUT), located in the central region of South Africa in the city of Bloemfontein, has an 
enrolment of 19 000 students. It has four Schools: Engineering, Health and Environmental Sciences (with a major focus on 
Innovation), Humanities (which encompasses Education, Design, and Art), and Management Sciences. CUT’s strengths 
include drug discovery, and healthy and quality living (i.e. of elderly people); enterprise studies; 3G printing; smart cities; 
and sustainable development. The institution wishes to collaborate in advanced manufacturing (additive manufacturing 
and 3G printing); innovation and entrepreneurship; and intelligence systems (smart cities, smart agriculture, etc).

4.2. Mangosuthu University of Technology 
Mangosuthu University of Technology (MUT) is uniquely located in a semi-urban setting at the heart of Umlazi township, 
Durban, in the coastal province of KwaZulu-Natal. The university prides itself in being a diverse institution, offering 
internationally recognised and fully accredited qualifications in the Faculties of Engineering, Management Sciences, and 
Natural Sciences. It has a student population of 12 000. MUT is strong on work-integrated learning, having forged strong 
partnerships with business and industry. In its pursuit for new talent, the institution focuses on the research niche areas of 
human settlements, energy and the environment, and food security. These are also the areas in which MUT wishes to form 
partnerships with Chinese institutions.
 

4.3. Nelson Mandela University
Nelson Mandela University (NMU) with 28 000 students (80% under-graduate and 20% post-graduate) operates from seven 
campuses, offering qualifications in seven Faculties: Humanities and Arts, Education, Business and Economic Sciences, 
Engineering, the Built Environment and Information Technology, Law, and Health Sciences. With three of the university’s 
campuses located close to the Indian Ocean, NMU is strong in marine and ocean sciences. It also galvanises faculty 
involvement around law; the built environment; the humanities (orientating people around the ocean); natural resources 
development; the health sciences (nursing, clinical psychology, pharmacy, and clinical medicine); environmental 
sustainability (with a humanities, economic and science focus); information and communications technology (ICT) with 
a focus on community technologies (e-learning solutions for schools and the health sector, particularly geared towards 

4. WHAT SOUTH 
AFRICA BRINGS TO THE TABLE
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providing solutions for industry); and technology development for industry. Accounting is another flagship programme – 
particularly the Africanisation of accounting and green accounting (with a focus on the green economy). In law, NMU 
focuses strongly on refugee rights, constitutional law, and street and maritime law.

4.4. North-West University
North-West University (NWU) is a comprehensive, research-focused university, spread across three campuses. It enrols 70 
000 students, with an international student population of 4 000. NWU offers programmes in eight Faculties: Economic and 
Management Sciences, Education, Engineering, Health Sciences, Humanities, Law, Natural and Agricultural Sciences, 
and Theology. The university is strongly focused on education, the health sciences, commerce and international trade, 
the humanities, astrophysics and engineering, information technology, veterinary sciences, and agriculture. Concerning 
collaboration with universities in China, NWU already has an exchange arrangement with the Zhang Jiakou Academy 
of Agricultural Sciences. It has also exchanged faculty in the political sciences, finance, and economics with Zhejiang 
University. Existing research collaboration is in clean-coal technology with the China Coal Research Institute, as well as 
with Jinan University and the Quinoa Growth Co-operation in other areas. NWU wishes to grow existing partnerships, while 
expanding to new areas of collaboration, such as joint degrees, visiting scholarships, etc.
  

4.5. Rhodes University
Rhodes University (RU) is a relatively small university, located in one of the poorest provinces of South Africa, the Eastern 
Cape. RU is a research-focused university with some 8 500 students, 30% being post-graduate. It is well-known for excellence 
in research, and for consistently producing the largest number of research outputs per capita of South African universities. 
It has the highest student success and graduation rates among public higher-education institutions in the country. RU has 
six academic Faculties, namely Pharmacy, Science, Education, Humanities, Law, and Commerce. It is strong in, amongst 
others, journalism, law, water research, and community engagement. There are existing collaborations with some 
universities in China -- for example, a Confucius Institute in partnership with Jinan University in Guangzhou; collaboration in 
Ichthyology and Fisheries Sciences with Zhejiang Ocean University in Zhoushan, Shanghai; and a partnership in Pharmacy 
with Nijan University. Faculty and student exchanges take place as part of these collaborations. Although the institution 
has its own Confucius Institute, it wishes to strengthen and expand collaboration in other areas. 

4.6. Sol Plaatje University
Sol Plaatje University (SPU) is the youngest institution in South Africa, established in 2014. It is a comprehensive university, 
aiming to enrol 8 000 students once at full capacity in 2027. SPU’s vision is “modest in range (breadth), but ambitious 
in depth”. It has four Schools: Economic and Management Sciences, Education, Natural and Applied Sciences, and 
Humanities. The university aspires to become a leader in focused research areas, such as Cultural and Heritage Studies, 
Data Science, and Creative Writing (with a focus on African languages). SPU plans to establish four Centres of Excellence: 
in Data Science, Entrepreneurship, Early Childhood Education, and Creative Writing. It will, therefore, seek partnerships 
in these areas with Chinese counterparts, and will also explore attracting scholars of note to support capacity-building in 
these niche areas.

4.7. University of Johannesburg 
The University of Johannesburg (UJ) is a comprehensive, multi-campus university located in Johannesburg, South Africa’s 
economic hub in the Gauteng Province. With a strong emphasis on internationalisation and innovation, niche areas include 
Architecture, Business and Financial Sciences, Earth and Environmental Sciences, Education, Engineering, Tourism and 
Hospitality, Information Technology and Artificial Intelligence, Life Sciences, Mathematics, Physics, and Social Sciences. UJ 
enrols a total of 50 000 students. It already enjoys collaborations with several Chinese universities, including (but not limited 
to) the Renmin University of China, Shandong University, the North West Polytechnical University of China, and Nanjing 
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Tech University. Collaborations include faculty and student exchanges, the joint supervision of post-graduates, and the 
offering of joint programmes -- while UJ is also host to a Confucius Institute.

In September 2019, an Honorary Professorship at the Central South University of China was conferred on the Vice-
Chancellor and Principal of UJ, Prof Tshilidzi Marwala. 

4.8. University of Limpopo
The University of Limpopo (UL) is an historically disadvantaged university located in South Africa’s northern Province of 
Limpopo. It is very strong in two niche areas: Computational and Materials Sciences, and Indigenous Knowledge Systems. 
One of the university’s scholars is researching traditional medicines in partnership with a scholar at a Chinese university. UL 
wishes to expand this relationship to community media studies, and climate-change research. The institution has a total 
enrolment of 22 000 students. 

4.9. The University of the Western Cape
 
The University of the Western Cape (UWC) is a traditional research-focused institution with seven Faculties: Arts, Community 
Health Sciences, Dentistry, Economic and Management Sciences, Education, Law, and Natural Sciences. The university is 
well regarded for its strengths in astrophysics, bioinformatics, computational sciences (mathematics and ICT), constitutional 
law, dentistry, pharmacy, and public health. It is also highly ranked by Times Higher Education and QS for international co-
authorship in research. Although it has a Confucius Institute on campus, UWC is open to increased collaboration in student 
exchanges -- with a high priority on faculty exchanges and collaborative research projects. 

4.10. University of Zululand 
The University of Zululand (UNIZULU) is a comprehensive university, offering approximately 252 accredited degree, diploma 
and certificate courses in four Faculties: Arts, Education, Science and Agriculture, and Commerce, Administration 
and Law at its KwaDlangezwa and Richards Bay campuses. Popular courses include those in law, education, nursing 
science, agronomy, hydrology, social work, biochemistry, microbiology, and sports science. The institution has a student 
population of 17 000. UNIZULU prides itself on its expertise in seven niche research areas, namely nanotechnology, cancer 
research, atmospheric science research (the only university in Africa with an atmospheric science LiDAR), water research, 
astrophysics, spectrum-usage research, and the internet of things. The institution, therefore, desires exploring research 
collaboration in these niche areas with institutions in China.

48
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Mealtimes were always an elaborate affair in China.  In Beijing, the SA delegates got to enjoy a 
Mongolian-style dinner and some musical performance. 

 The Forbidden City, the Palace Museum in Beijing, was home to generations of Chinese emperors until the last one was 
unseated in 1912, at the birth of the Republic of China. This museum attracts thousands of tourists a day. The SA delegation 

(right) was treated to a guided tour of this palace during their brief stay in Beijing.

 Botanical gardens (left) and a typical morning scene in downtown Beijing.
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PART 5

Overall, the South African delegation is extremely appreciative of the warm gesture extended to it by the China Education 
Association for International Exchange (CEAIE) and the Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in South Africa in 
organising and sponsoring this study tour. 

The delegation submits its feedback in two forms below: a joint opinion, and individual impressions shared by the delegates.

5.1. General Feedback
• South Africa’s delegation found the CEAIE conference on the future of global education big in size and big in ideas.
• The people-to-people networking session was a powerful platform, creating an opportunity for face-to-face 

engagement with individual institutions. 
• Universities that were visited in Beijing, Shanghai and Shenzhen were not only world-class, but also symbols of 

advancement in world civilisation.
• Cultural visits enriched our understanding of, and appreciation for, the Chinese civilisation. 

5.2. Individual Impressions
Central University of Technology (Prof Albert Nguwi): My first point is on the governance of higher education in China. The 
General Secretary of the Communist Party of China is monitoring the sector with a hawk’s eye. That is commendable. 
My second point is on the history of China – the inter-trade with other nations. I want to link the experience of many years 
of trade as part of their culture. Third point: Universities South Africa inculcates entrepreneurship in higher education. 
We could look at China’s experience to drive our own. I personally wish to see, for example, how Tencent works with 
universities for us to learn some lessons. 

Mangosuthu University of Technology (Prof E M Malaza): We have admired in the four universities visited, strong leadership, 
strong vision, and a strong pursuit of excellence. These institutions represent a symbol of great achievement, not only for 
China but also for global humanity. The extent of achievement is remarkable and is testimony to this fact. We have a lot 
to learn from China’s socio-economic development history and these visible achievements.  

Nelson Mandela University (Prof Cheryl Foxcroft): An excellent choice of universities; they gave us something to aspire 
to, to learn. I also picked up an alignment in values between our two countries: equity, the common good of people, 
humbleness. The single-mindedness shown throughout all levels of the Chinese education system, from pre-school to 
university level studies, in pursuit of their goal to promote excellence and distinctiveness across the education system and 
how this links to growing the economy, was impressive and serves as a lesson for South Africa. In future, we should prepare 
better for this kind of visit.

North-West University (Prof Linda du Plessis): I would like to offer a suggestion for next time. Perhaps on the 1st night, 
the reception dinner must be at the delegates’ residential hotel. Owing to fatigue from travelling, we did not do justice 
to the conversation with Mr Zhao Lingshan at the dinner on the 15th. Secondly, our top 10 universities in terms of world 
rankings are not in the top 100 globally. In South Africa, we use the National Research Foundation (NRF) research ratings 
as an indication of research excellence. We might need to use these references to enable networking between our top 
researchers and those in the Chinese system to facilitate partnerships. 

Rhodes University (Dr Monnapula-Mapesela): This was a well-planned, well-thought-through visit. It totally debunked my 
previous perceptions of China. Our two countries have common concerns in poverty eradication, water security, quality 
of education, and the need for responsiveness to our differing contexts. I admire the openness to collaboration and to 
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share China’s world-class research facilities. I was particularly impressed by the 2035 strategy, its strong links to China’s 
education policy and universities, and its focus on modernising education in order to improve the social and economic 
status of China and its peoples. But I couldn’t help to notice that language remains a strong barrier to deepening relations.

Sol Plaatje University (Prof Jean Baxter): I was 150% satisfied with accommodation, the mode of transport, and the 
refreshments. I must say I have new appreciation for tea, and the Chinese lifestyle of not eating between meals. Their 
approach to talent/capacity development, and the link between universities, the Ministry of Education and business 
was a source of great inspiration. Also, the drive for excellence and distinction -- mediocrity has no place in Chinese 
vocabulary. Internationalisation is seen as a catalyst for Chinese society, but also for humanity. The way in which China 
has preserved the social and natural environment is nothing short of impressive; also, the attention given to addressing 
pollution and the management of water resources is very inspiring. Coming from a rurally-based university in South Africa, 
I would have liked to be exposed to a more rural Chinese university for a more rounded impression. 

University of Johannesburg (Prof Isabella Burger): It was great to get to meet the five students from South Africa who 
are studying at Shenzhen University. In future, it would be good to interact more with students – inbound and outbound 
between South Africa and China – to hear their views on how to improve on existing exchange programmes. For future 
visits, we should also exchange more information ahead of such visits. 

University of Limpopo (Prof Jesika Singh): Thank you to our Chinese hosts for assigning officials to us, who were smiling 
all the time and were very patient with us. Ms Yangke Zhou was an excellent translator – good for her organisation and 
country. She and Kai Xu did a good job of looking after us. The food was excellent and so was the cultural experience. The 
Great Wall of China was the experience of a lifetime. A few of us held decades-long misconceptions about China that 
were changed in a matter of 10 days. On a different note, all it takes is a visionary leader to get things done. We are all 
leaders in our own right -- and we could achieve a lot for our own institutions. However, we also have internationalisation 
directors/officers at our universities, and it would be a good idea to create a link between them and their counterparts in 
the Chinese system. Through that we could identify our leading research areas and facilitate matchmaking in those niche 
areas. I would also suggest, possibly through USAf, that we explore some form of mobility of faculty and students in the 
short term – to keep up the momentum that was created. 

University of the Western Cape (Prof Tyrone Pretorius): Overall, it was a very good experience. Our Chinese hosts were 
excellent and took great care of us. A significant take-away was the well-crafted national vision, supported by large 
infrastructure and substantial research funding. At institutional level there was also a significant sense of the ambitions, 
at the universities that we visited, to produce high quality graduates, high quality research, and to publish in some of 
the most prestigious research journals in the world. The desire for international collaboration provides opportunities for 
both sectoral, as well as institutional partnerships, in the areas of joint research and student mobility. I’m grateful for the 
opportunity to have experienced this study tour. 

University of Zululand (Prof Sechaba Mahlomaholo): This tour gave me an opportunity to reflect, especially towards 
contributing more to social transformation in my own context. What China has achieved during the last 40 years is 
phenomenal. Levels of collaboration between government, industry, and other sectors of society is what we need in our 
country -- to pool all resources and talent in the same direction -- transforming elitism into massification. I was also inspired 
by the dictums we came across – e.g. “treasure the same route and share the same goal”. It’s all about humanity. But in 
the 10 days that we’ve spent in China, we’ve barely scratched the surface. A lot still needs to be done.

Universities SA (Ms ‘Mateboho Green): I was astounded by the speed with which things get done in China. My biggest 
wish now is to be able to do justice to sharing the China experience with the 15 universities in our system which were not 
represented on this study tour. I would like to see the passion (to collaborate) in the principals who visited China also 
rubbing off onto the other vice-chancellors so that those who do not already have relationships with institutions in China 
can consider initiating them.  

As a concluding statement to this section, it is worth mentioning that Madame Bo Fu, CEAIE’s Director of International 
Co-operation, said that for a similar visit in future (even if it is by means of a conference in South Africa), CEAIE would be 
happy to expose South African universities to a more varied selection of Chinese universities “to give you a full sense of 
China’s differentiated system, and the different levels and different characteristics of our institutions”. She said to that end, 
CEAIE would continue conversing with USAf. 
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PART 5

Recognising that South Africa is a gateway to the Southern African Development Community (SADC), the African 
Union (AU) and other economic blocs in Africa, this delegation is of the opinion that China has chosen an appropriate 
strategic partner (in South Africa) in its attempts to contribute to the Africa 2063 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
In order to optimise the realisation of South Africa’s own National Development Plan (NDP) through a China-South Africa 
collaboration: 

6.1. South Africa’s plan of action following this study tour must be led at the systemic level (i.e. through Universities South 
Africa) to broaden access to opportunities and participation across the sector, optimising its national impact.

6.2. China needs to recognise that South Africa’s top 10 universities, in terms of world rankings, are not in the top 
100 global universities. Research excellence in South Africa is identified and classified through the research rating 
system of the National Research Foundation (NRF). NRF ratings will, therefore, be important in enabling networking 
between South Africa’s top researchers and their counterparts in China, facilitating possible partnerships. That said, 
and in the context of South Africa’s transformational and redress agenda, additional criteria might need to be 
looked at, extending participation in Sino-South African collaborations to even the most previously disadvantaged 
and rural universities in the South African system.  

6.3. As a matter of priority regarding the next steps to be taken, USAf should conduct desktop research to identify 
existing institutional collaborations with China, with the intention to create a national database and a basis from 
which future expansion of Sino-South African research partnerships could be determined and co-ordinated. 

6.4. New research decisions should be interrogated against national priorities in order to channel all research activity 
towards solving key societal problems. 

6.5. USAf’s strategy groups should be recognised as catalysts for national priority setting, as well as for fostering inter-
institutional collaboration. Inter-institutional competition for scarce resources should be avoided at all costs.

6.6. Established researchers must be encouraged to collaborate with early-career researchers across the system, 
extending mentorship, facilitating inclusivity, and increasing the scalability of projects for greater national impact. 

6.7. USAf should emphasise stronger collaboration between institutions and research councils in specific niche areas, 
e.g. in water-security research. Links should be forged between South Africa’s research councils and their Chinese 
counterparts to streamline initiatives for optimal synergy and efficiency. Resources from research councils should 
be pooled, and the cross-pollination of ideas should be optimised (and duplication prevented) on initiatives for the 
alleviation of poverty, the lessening of inequalities, and a reduction in unemployment. 

6.8. In terms of teaching and learning, collaborative opportunities that should be explored through USAf and its key 
strategy groups include, joint programmes with a teaching component, flexible curricula models, internationalisation, 
4IR-aspects as part of core curricula, and student development and support in multi-lingual and multi-cultural 
contexts. A suggestion to give effect to this is to arrange joint teaching-and-learning conferences between China 
and South Africa, perhaps via BRICS. 

6.9. Recognising the central engagement role that the internationalisation staff at most of the Chinese universities 
played alongside their principals, SA universities might do well to emulate this practice by exposing their own 
internationalisation personnel to the SA-Sino engagements of the future. 

6.10. In order to keep up the momentum created by the China study tour, it is recommended that USAf explore the 
possibility of short-term mobility of faculty and students between South Africa and China – however, recognising 
that some student and faculty exchanges already exist. It is recommended that a mobility project be co-ordinated 
by both USAf’s Research and Innovation, and Teaching and Learning strategy groups. 

6. RECOMMENDATIONS 
ON THE NEXT STEPS 
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Name Designation Institution
Professor Duma Enoch Malaza Vice-Chancellor and Principal Mangosuthu University of 

Technology
Professor Tyrone Brian Pretorius Vice-Chancellor and Principal University of the Western Cape
Prof Wim de Villiers Vice-Chancellor and Principal Stellenbosch University
Professor Linda Alida Du Plessis Vice-Rector: Integrated Planning and Campus 

Operation, Vaal Triangle Campus
North-West University 

Professor Jesika Rachel Singh Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Research, Innovation 
and Partnerships 

University of Limpopo

Professor Jean Mary Baxen Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Academic Sol Plaatje University 
Dr ‘Mabokang Monnapula-
Mapesela

Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Academic and Student 
Affairs

Rhodes University 

Professor Mahlomaholo 
Geoffrey Mahlomaholo

Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Teaching and Learning University of Zululand

Professor Alfred Beati Ngowi Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Research, Innovation 
and Engagement

Central University of Technology

Professor Cornelia Isabella 
Burger 

Registrar University of Johannesburg

Professor Cheryl Dawn Foxcroft Executive Dean: Teaching and Learning, Higher 
Education Access and Development Services

Nelson Mandela University

Ms ‘Mateboho Green Manager: Corporate Communications Universities South Africa

APPENDIX ONE:
South African universities’ delegates to China 
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