
CHINA’S HIGHER EDUCATION 
DEVELOPMENT: POLICY REVIEW 
AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Mai Ngoc Anh,1 Do Thi Hai Ha,2 Nguyen Dang Nui,3 
Khieu Thi Nhan,4 Nguyen Dinh Hung,5 Vu Tri Tuan6 

Abstract: Not only playing a role in creating and spreading knowledge, higher education 
institutions can also make a positive contribution to a nation’s economic development and its social 
welfare improvement. The Chinese government has made some adjustments to its state 
management policy toward higher education; subsequently, massification of higher education was 
achieved, and several top world ranking and world-renowned universities were built as a result of 
projects 985 and 211. This study focuses on analyzing China's higher education system, 
law/legal system, and by-law documents on improving higher education; from that, the research 
can identify the core problems in the development of higher education system in China as well as 
the content needed to be solved in the coming years. 
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1. Introduction

Higher education institutions are responsible not only for the the transmission and 
production of knowledge, but also make a positive contribution to the economic 
development as well as welfare of mankind (Thorens, 2006). Since 1978, Chinese 
government has implemented economic reforms towards outside the world, „the focus of 
China was shifted to economic introduction to higher education in China development (Zhu and Lou, 
2011, p. 2). Lots of higher education policies had been promulgated, resulting in an 
unprecedented opportunities for higher education in this country. Massification has 
been done, world-class universities and world-renowned universities have been 
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established. Chinese higher education system as well policies for higher education 
development would be reviewed; essential policies for the development of higher 
education institutions in China would be discussed. This research compared the current 
policies of tuition fees, block grant budget, and university council in China, with 
university governance patterns in countries shaped by the Napoleonic model or the 
Humboldtian model. Several suggestions for Chinese government to revise policies for 
higher education development in the coming years will also be discussed.  

2. Literature review and research framework 

Higher education system includes public and private institutions around the world except 
for UK and Ireland (Mora, 2001), and the State manage higher education development 
through the state control model or the state supervising model (Vught, 1989). At the time of the 
founding of the People's Republic of China, „all private and missionary universities and colleges 
were turn into public ones’ (Liu, 2016, p. 50), and over-specialized institutions were dominant 
throughout the higher education system due to an attempt to duplicate the Soviet model 
of higher education because it worked well with the planned economy (Zha, 2009). 
All Chinese universities were owned and directly administered by the Ministry of 
Education and other ministries. Higher education had, therefore, developed in accordance 
with the planning and administration of the Chinese government (Zhu and Lou, 2011).  

With the establishment of China‟s economic reform and Open-Door Policy since 1978, 
higher education opened out „towards the future and towards modernization‟ (Deng, 
1993, p. 35) as well as „better serve the socialist construction‟ (Deng, 1994, p 103). China‟s 
higher education entered an era of rapid development and comprehensive reform: Both 
central and local government participated in governing higher education system (Mok, 
1999), private universities were reintroduced at the early of the 1980s (Morgan and Wu, 
2011), comprehensive public universities were encouraged to launch through merger 
(Wang and Liu, 2009), the objective of massification of higher education had been 
established (Chen 2004), the world-class university and world-renowned universities had 
been targeted via the introduction of project 985 and project 211 (Wang et al., 2011).  

To enhance the development of higher education in China, a series of policies for higher 
education development had been promulgated by Deng Xiaoping and his successors. The 
1985, Decision on the Reform of Educational Structure issued by the Central Committee 
of the Communist Party of China started a process of decentralization. Decision making-
power from the central government had been initially transferred to local government and 
public higher education institutions. The roles and responsibilities of central and local 
government in higher education development had been clarified to meet the current 
requirements of socio-economic development at that time (Liu, 2016); university were 
allowed to charge tuition fees on a small number of student in public universities (Hong, 
2018); the role and responsibility of the president as well as Communist Party Committees 
in public universities had been re-determined (Liu, 2017). The Guidelines for Educational 
Reform and Development in China was promulgated in 1993, provided more funding channels 
for public universities, ranging from non-state budget through school-run industry, social 
donations, financial contribution from students and fundraising (Mok, 2002; Chen, 2004). 
The Guideline reaffirmed the 1985 Decision as „The central government would refrain 
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from direct control over education. Instead, government acted as a facilator‟ (Li and 
Yang, 2014, p. 13). The Higher Education Law, launched in 1998 has institutionalized the 
previous policies on university governance in the context of university autonomy, and the 
law was revised in 2015 (Wang, 2010; Chinese National Progress, 2016). In 2015, the 
Overall Plan for Comprehensively Promoting the Construction of the world’s first class Universities and 
first class Disciplines was enacted by the State Council. The Double first-class Plan was 
clearly put forward to promote a number of universities and disciplines to enter into the 
world‟s leading ranking, to accelerate the modernization of higher education governance 
system and governance ability (Higher education evaluation center of the ministry of 
Education, 2016) 

Although policies for Chines higher education development including the Law on 
Higher Education, Law on the Promotion Of Non-public Schools of the People‟s 
Republic of China, by-law documents for the development of the higher education 
system have been discussed among Chinese and international scholars (Huang, 2003; 
Chen, 2004; Wang et al., 2011; Mohrman et al. 2011; Su et al., 2015; Liu, 2017; Jia and 
Ericson, 2017), and the limitations and implication policies for university governance 
have been pointed out. The research on policies on Chinese higher education 
development would still remain relevant, particularly in comparison to other countries 
shaped by the Napoleonic model or the Humboldtian model.  

3. Overview of Higher Education System in China  

There are more than 2560 higher education institutions in China, of which 118 are public 
universities, including 71 universities affiliated with the Ministry of Education, 50 higher 
education institutions affiliated with other ministries or central government‟s branches; 
the remains – approximately 1709 public higher education institutions and 733 private 
institutions – are managed by local governments (Xiulan, 2011). The number of regular 
HEIs offering undergraduate education and above are 1219, the number of regular 
tertiary vocational colleges are 1341. Before 2008, the non-government HEIs used to be 
dominated by the tertiary vocational college education, but now private universities and 
tertiary vocational colleges develop simultaneously in China. In addition, 600 universities 
affiliated with local and provincial government are being transformed into vocational 
education with a strong orientation on employability (Serger et al., 2015).  

 
Table 1: Changes in number of higher education institutions in  

China in the period of 2005 – 2015 

 2005 2010 2015 

Number of universities 701 1112 1219 

In which: number of non-government regular HEIs offering 
undergraduate education and above 

27 371 423 

Number of tertiary vocational colleges  1091 1246 1341 

Proportion occupied by the number of students enrolled by regular 
HEIs 

59.8 66.3 68.6 

Proportion occupied by the number of students enrolled by colleges 29.9 23.2 17.9 

Source: HEEC, 2016 
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While the number of regular HEIs has increased rapidly since the beginning of the era 
of economic reform, a small number of elite universities had been selected to become 
„world-class‟ universities. So far, 112 and 39 public universities have been selected and 
supported by Project 211 and 985 respectively. No new universities have been added to 
the list since 2011. The original objective of 211 project aimed to improve the 
capabilities and competitiveness of some 100 universities in education, research, 
management and outcome impact. As consequence, Project 211 universities account 
for four-fifths of doctoral students, two-thirds of graduate students, and one-thirds of 
undergraduates in China (Serger et al., 2015). Project 985 targeted a small group of elite 
universities with the aim of turning them into world class universities. Thanks to the 
huge investment from public funds for a small fraction of the universities, 2 universities 
were ranked in the top 50, 10 universities ranked in the top 200, 19 universities ranked 
in the top 300 and 44 in the top 500 universities all over the world (Reddy et al., 2016). 

Additionally, more than 43 million students were enrolled in HEIs in 2015, of which, 
the number of undergraduates annually enrolled by regular HEIs was 5,66 million, the 
number of students enrolled by colleges was 6,12 million and the number of HEI 
graduates was 5,20 million in 2015. According to the report of Higher education 
evaluation center of the ministry of Education (2016), at the undergraduate level, 
majors related to science, engineering, agriculture and medicine account for about 50%, 
the literature, history and philosophy related majors account for 20%, and the 
economics, business, law and education related majors account for 30% of the total 
enrollment undergraduate in China. At the graduate level, the proportion of different 
disciplines was 50%, 20%, 30% respectively in 2015.  

 
Table 2: Changes in the number of undergraduate students enrolled by the 

regular HEIs according to the disciplines in 2005 – 2015  

Unit: 10 000 persons 

 2005  2010 2015 

Total 258.6 387.2 423.7 

Subtotal of literature, history and philosophy 41.5 68.8 76.3 

Subtotal of students majoring in Economics, Management, Law and 
Education  

71.2 108.9 121.5 

Subtotal of students majoring in Science, Engineering, Agriculture 
and Medicine 

120.1 173.6 191.6 

Subtotal of students majoring in Teaching training 25.8 35.9 34.3 

Source: HEEC, 2016 

 

In HEIs, the average total credits are 164, but it differentiates among 985 project HEIs, 
211 project HEIs, regular HEIs, independent colleges. The total credits cover both 
compulsory and selective courses, with the average proportion is 79,54%, and 20,46% 
respectively. Public compulsory courses, particularly political courses such as Marxism 
and Maoism are strictly controlled by the state because „The task of China‟s higher 
education is to cultivate high-level specialized personnel with social responsibility, 
innovative spirit and practical ability, develop scientific and technological culture and 
promote the construction of socialist modernization‟ (HEEC, 2016, p7) 
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4. Laws and By-law documents for Higher Education 
Development in China  

First, about the establishment and development of higher education system: Law on 
Higher Education of China defines the roles, responsibilities of central government and 
local government in their relationships with higher education institutions: „The state 
formulates higher education development planning, establishes institutions of higher 
learning and adopts various forms to actively develop the cause of higher education in 
accordance with the requirements of economic construction and social development‟. 
(Article 6); „Establishment of institutions of higher learning shall be subject to the 
examination and approval of the department of education administration under the 
State Council, among the establishment of institutions of higher learning imparting 
specialty education may be subject to the examination and approval of the people's 
governments of the provinces, autonomous region‟ (Article 29); „Specific standards for 
the establishment of institutions of higher learning shall be formulated by the State 
Council, Specific standards for the establishment of other institutions of higher 
education shall be formulated by the departments concerned authorized by the State 
Council or people's governments of the provinces, autonomous regions and 
municipalities directly under the Central Government in accordance with the principles 
prescribed by the State Council‟. (Article 25). Based on the China‟s higher education 
law, Beijing Municipal Commission (2017) enacted Regulations on the Establishment of Non-
public Higher Education Institutions of Beijing; Shanghai Municipal Commission (2017) 
issued Regulations on the Establishment of Non-public Higher Education Institutions of Shanghai. 
Both of these by-law documents emphasized on the minimum requirements of staffing, 
land and facilities for the establishment of newly built higher education institutions.  

Secondly, Regarding the university governance at institutional level, the China‟s higher 
education law asserts that „The president of the institution of higher learning shall be 
the legal representative of the institution of higher learning. (Article 30). According to 
the law, university president takes overal responsibility for the university‟s operation 
under the leadership of the university‟s Communist Party Committee, also known as 
the governing board. By-law documents state that the presidents of the university 
affiliated with the ministries are appointed by the ministers, the municipal government 
appoints the presidents of university affiliated with them, including minban and 
independent colleges (Hong, 2018). Although university council has been suggested to 
establish in some public universities; they work as a consulting body for the president 
(Liu, 2017). 

Regarding public higher education institution‟s budget, China‟s Law on Higher 
Education specifies that the budget of public institution includes block grant budget 
and non-state purse. Public universities are allowed to raise funds through various 
channels, through running enterprise universities, renting out university‟s lands with the 
purpose of enhancing the services for students… besides the State‟s allowance. The 
Temporary Regulation on Managing the State’s properties for higher education institution affiliated 
with the Ministry of Education (the Ministry of Education collaborate with Ministry of 
Finance, 2013) indicates that private enterprises are not allowed to invest in public 
universities.  
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Table 3: A comparison of university council among three  
public universities in China  

 East China Normal 
University 

Yunnan Normal 
University 

Fuzhou University 

Governing 
body 

The Party Secretary 
heads the university 

council  

The president is also 
the chairperson of the 

university council 

University council‟s 
members are elected 
(head of university 
council could be the 
president or the Party 
Secretary) 

Authorities  Supervising the 
administrative units and 
socio-political units 

Supervising and counseling President‟s decisions 
regarding the development of the institution. 
Raising and supervising endowment funds 

    Participating in 
making decision 
process related to 
institution‟s 
development, training 
faculty members  

Electing university 
council‟ members. 
Coordinating the 
cooperation between the 
boards and other 
administrative units 

Source: Mai Ngoc Anh et al., 2017 

 

Regarding to higher education quality assurance, higher education law specifies that, 
„education quality of higher education institutions should be subject to the supervision 
and evaluation by the departments of educational administration‟ (Article 44). It is 
therefore, governmental agencies have been in charge of most types of higher 
education evaluation, non-governmental agencies have little chances to take part in any 
official evaluation schemes (Liu, 2016). Under the instruction of HEEC, the Chinese 
higher education institutions have also made great efforts to develop their own internal 
quality assurance schemes. Institutional teaching evaluation centers have been 
established in most universities. The evaluation procedures were standardized, a 
stratified and categorized evaluation system has been set up: (i) the HEEC of the MOE 
is in charge of the implementation of evaluation on HEIs directly affiliated with 
Ministry of Education and other Ministry of the central government and newly-built 
HEIs since 2000; (ii) the evaluation on other HEIs at provincial and municipal level will 
be organized by quality assurance agencies in relative provinces. There are 5 steps in 
procedure of evaluation have been figured out such as: self-evaluation, the analysis 
report of basic educational status data, site-visits, review and approval of the evaluation 
conclusion and finally continuous quality improvement. Higher education institutions 
must execute reforms following the recommendations. They were required to present 
reforming projects to the MOE and to report the achievement after one year reforms. 
The MOE published the evaluation results – excellent, good, qualified or unqualified in 
mass media (HEEC, 2016).  
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Thirdly, in 2002, the China‟s Law on Promotion of Non-public Schools was passed to 
enhance the development of non-public higher education institutions. All of private 
higher education institutions were non-profit-seeking schools at that time. They 
received government subsidies in the form of cheap land and tax benefits, but they 
found it more difficult to give their shareholders any form of financial return. The 
amendment to China‟s Law on Promotion of Non-public Schools passed in 2016 was 
the first time to allow private higher education institutions to seek for profit. The 
revised law indicates that both for-profit and non-profit institutions are coexisted in 
higher education market. For profit higher education institutions, the subsidies and 
other incentives from government would be reduced. In return, they will have 
autonomy to adjust tuition fees at their discretion, particularly “reasonable rate of 
return” policy has been removed to this kind of non-public higher education institutions 
seeking for profit. The advantages of profit higher education institutions would be the 
disadvantages of non-profit higher education and vice versa.  

5. Discussion and conclusion 

According to China‟s higher education law, Chinese people have the right to study at 
higher education level, Chinese government has tried its best to serve the citizen. The 
centrally prescribed higher education system had existed in China before 1978; since 
then, this university governance pattern has been replaced by the state supervising 
model with the Chinese characteristics. Policies on university governance at the system 
level therefore have been adjusted to meet the requirements of socio-economic 
development as well come towards common norms in this area. 

In the surge of institutions taking back their autonomy in the age of international 
integration and the influence of the same phenomenon due to the need of cutting 
government spending from Western countries (Donina et al., 2015), Chinese 
government neither impose this financial burden on students and their families, nor 
totally cut down on annual expenditure of public budget for public universities (Serger, 
Benner and Liu, 2015). Instead, the State sets a ceiling tuition fee level that institution 
fees cannot rise above, thus creates a flexible mechanism for public universities to 
determines tuition fees themselves (Marcucci and Usher, 2012), the remaining gaps in 
the annual expenditure of the higher education institutions are provided by the 
government with clear intention of “training those talented to be builders of Socialism 
with Chinese characteristics”. The number of personnel in book of public higher 
education institutions is determined by the State Council. However, the State 
encourages institutions not to use up all the quota and to reserve some percentage for 
3-year-contract faculty members who exceed the requirement in teaching and 
researching. The fact that public employees of institutions are still partially paid by the 
State ensure that “university is the government extended arm, and tool for the State to 
improve its socioeconomic status” (Christensen 2010). This is also the main point of 
the changing to improve staffing autonomy and financial autonomy of public higher 
education institutions in not only China, but French and even Germany, where students 
are not charged and teachers are still civil servant (Nokkala and Bacenvic, 2014, Pruvot 
and Estermann, 2017) with the exception of UK, and Ireland where there is no public 
university across the countries (Mora, 2001). 
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The establishment of the Board of Governors in public university is the inevitable 
development of every country all over the globe, and instead, Board of Governors had 
already re-appeared in some public higher education institutions in China since 1988 
when China implement the Decision of the National Education Commission on 
Implementation of the University Principles of Responsibility; almost 30 years has 
passed until the Ministry of Education progulate the Resolution no. 37 on the trial 
establishment of the Board of Governors in public universities. Commonly, the Board 
of Governors is a unit of the institution and the executive organ of the university, 
which handles day-to-day affairs – and has the authority to appoint the Principal 
(Estermann and Nokkala, 2009, 2011). However in China, the university‟s grass-roots 
committees take upon this responsibility. In some public universities with school 
boards in China, if the Secretary of the school‟s grass-roots committees is not the 
Chairperson of the university‟s Board of Governor, this unit would only had the 
advisory position and the power to raise and supervise endowment funds, or at most 
having vote in deciding direction to run the institution. By including the establishment 
of the Board of Governors in public institutions with Chairperson being the Secretary 
of the university‟s grass-rooted committes, the managing body of Chinese university 
reaches the international standard in higher education but still secure the leading 
position of the Party in public higher education institution. 

The study outlines Chinese higher education policy system and points out the 
difference between Chinese higher education system and the world's higher education 
system. The study also shows the differences among school boards and the financial 
autonomy policy in higher education. Along with that, some recommendations for 
future Chinese educational development are also mentioned in the study. 
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