China Immersion Programme – Beijing
By Juliet Gao, Mission Heights Junior College (2017)

It has been more than 20 years since I last attended university in China. Two
months ago, I was fortunate enough to be selected as one of 12 scholarship
recipients from New Zealand (Chinese Teachers Scholarship Beijing 2017) on an
intensive three-week course at the Beijing Language and Culture University
(BLCU). I was curious to find out what it would be like to be a student again on
the campus of a Chinese university.
As soon as I checked in on campus, I was given a student smartcard with my
name on it. We were told we could use this to buy anything within the campus;
canteen, coffee shop, supermarket, you name it. The university canteen had a
wide range of healthy dishes. Instead of paying with coupons as I used to, now I just had to swipe my
student card. The way the food was served had also improved greatly from my university days. Gone
were the days queuing up in the “war zone” at lunchtime, now I could leisurely help myself to a selection
of tasty treats and return the plates to the counter when I was done.
Towering sycamore trees and colourful azalea bushes were dotted all around the university buildings. The
cherry blossoms wafted in the early spring breeze while we were given a short tour around the campus.
Not far from where we stayed, there was a secluded garden with a pond and a bridge over it. It had been
recently used for a tea and poetry ceremony. The university was still enclosed behind walls and gates, like
it had always been, but now the public could also enjoy access to the campus. I saw locals walking the
paths in the morning and basking in the warmth of the midday sun. It was pleasant just meandering
around the campus, amongst the greenery and letting your thoughts wander. I felt I was now ready to
focus my mind on my studies in this calm and fertile environment.
We spent most our days in the classrooms. On one memorable occasion, we observed a lesson where the
students had only been studying Chinese for two months. My expectation was that the teacher would
employ a lot of rote learning. To my surprise, she gave them task-based activities, which were fun and
meaningful. Her students even quizzed us visitors on our hobbies and interests. The whole session went
extremely well and the students had plenty of opportunities to listen, speak, read and respond in Chinese.
No wonder only after two months of study at BLCU, with no prior knowledge of Chinese, these students
were able to communicate in Mandarin. Most of them would achieve HSK level 5 after four months of
study. BLCU was like a magical place, where students were transformed from zero knowledge of a foreign
language to fluent speakers within a relatively short period of time.

The facilities at the university were very comprehensive. Besides the canteen, there were also a
bookshop, a banking service, a supermarket, cell phone service, laundry, gym, sports field, a theatre and a
school hospital. There was even a teahouse attached to the bookshop and a courier office at the school
gate. In the bookshop, we were amazed by the quality and variety of books on teaching Chinese,
published by the university publishing house. I often dropped into the bookshop during my stay and
bought many books, Playing cards with Chinese characters, How to teach Chinese grammar, Fun
Classroom Activities to Teach Chinese, etc. These books would be hard to find in New Zealand. I used the
handy courier service to send home the teaching resources I had bought for my school. I found it
incredibly convenient to live and study on this campus.
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(continued)
I was impressed by the constant flow of academic activities happening on the campus. There were posters
for various seminars, workshops and university events. There were competitions available for the young
teachers. Displayed on notice boards were the recent results of competitions with introductions about
the winners. They also had international teaching exchange programmes going on at the university. A
visiting professor from Taiwan shared his specialty in teaching Chinese grammar. While I was there, they
had a special training programme to prepare volunteers to teach Mandarin in Thailand.
The students’ lives on campus appeared to be fun and exciting. In my time at university, the only
significant events were the annual sports day and the performance by new entrants. But now, students
had so many things to participate in and look forward to. Nearly every week there was something on, be
it a movie festival, cosplay, or a Singstar competition. Interestingly, students events were all organised by
the students themselves, as long as they adhered to the school safety procedure. Students did the
planning, advertising, looking for sponsors, setting up, etc. all by themselves. Looking at the students
walking briskly around the campus, you could see the confidence, passion and energy flowing from their
young faces.
Yes, university life today is different from my experience twenty years ago in many ways. New technology
and new facilities have made university life more convenient and enjoyable. Frequent international
events and inter-university exchanges have enabled stronger global academic connections and
cooperation. Students are becoming more independent and proactive in university events. The ‘open
door’ policy also means that university is less likely to be viewed as an ivory tower; rather, the university
campus has become a place where the whole community can have access to and enjoy.
Yet in some ways, universities today are not so different from those twenty years ago. The dedicated and
inspirational teachers, energetic and engaged students – these are still the same as in my distant memory.
University life will continue to be a place full of energy and opportunities, a place for scholars, young and
old, to seek their dreams and fulfil their aspirations. It was heart-warming for me to see the torches of
learning still shining bright in the China of today.
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