
Meeting Mainland Chinese Higher Education

Needs

Dave Towey
Division of Computer Science,

The University of Nottingham Ningbo China,
Ningbo, Zhejiang 315100, China

December 10, 2013

Abstract

It has been argued that in order for the economic growth seen over the
past few decades in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) to continue,
a change from a manufacturing to a service economy may be required.
One problem with this, however, is a foreseen shortage of university and
vocationally trained workers. In response to this, a number of reforms and
initiatives have been introduced, including enhancements to the quality
and quantity of locally-provided higher education, and the development
of local-foreign partnerships for higher education delivery. However, these
reforms and initiatives, it is argued, will still fall short of the target num-
bers, prompting the question: how can the PRC meet the foreseen short-
ages? This paper offers some reflections on how open and flexible learning
(OFL), including massive open online courses (MOOCs), may offer an al-
ternative to traditional higher education in the Chinese context.

Keywords: Mainland China, Higher Education, Open and Flexible Learn-
ing (OFL), MOOCs

1 Introduction

This paper gives an overview of the recent reforms that have been taking place
in the higher education sector of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), reforms
taking place in an effort to meet a future demand for skilled workers. In addi-
tion to traditional delivery modes, open and flexible learning (OFL), and some
reflections on how it may be adopted in the PRC are also presented.

The rest of this paper is laid out as follows: Section 2 gives some background
information, including the recent economic development of the PRC and changes
in its higher education provision. Section 3 introduces open and flexible learning,
some aspects of which in the Chinese context are then discussed in Section 4.
Finally, Section 5 offers some conclusions to the paper.
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2 Background

China has seen incredible economic growth over the past thirty years, fuelled,
arguably, by a manufacturing industry boom that observers now suggest may
be grinding to a halt (The World Bank 2013). Academics and commentators
have argued that the best hope for China’s continued economic growth may lie
in a move away from manufacturing, and to a service economy (Brown 2012,
Morrison 2013, Phillips 2012). A problem identified with this, however, is a
current, and foreseen, shortfall in an appropriately skilled workforce, especially
in terms of a tertiary-level educated population (Marsh 2012, Ray et al. 2012).
Figure 1 shows the predicted 2020 Chinese labour demand and supply (by edu-
cation level), according to which the PRC will face a shortage of university and
vocational labour of about 24 million workers (Chen, Mourshed & Grant 2013).
This problem is exacerbated by what Chen et al. (2013, p.3) call a “supply para-
dox,” where, in spite of an apparent supply of qualified people, in reality there
is an actual shortage of “good hires.” Recognising this obstacle, the PRC has
examined how it may best meet the current and future demand for skilled work-
ers, including through increased quantity and quality of locally provided higher
education, and through the development of Sino-foreign partnership frameworks
for the delivery of non-local higher education.

Figure 1: Predicted 2020 PRC labour demand and supply, by education level
(from Chen et al. 2013, p.4)

In the PRC, higher education refers to that “conducted on the basis of the
completion of senior middle-school education” (PRC MoE 1998), and according
to the Ministry of Education, there are currently over 2,000 regular higher edu-
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cation institutions (HEIs)1 (PRC MoE 2011). Entry into these regular institu-
tions is controlled through the centrally administered National College Entrance
Examination (NCEE), or gaokao, a merit-based system according to which all
candidates have an equal chance of gaining admission (Yu & Suen 2005). Over
nine million people took the gaokao in 2013, competing for about seven mil-
lion places (Cai, Hölttä & Lindholm 2013), a deficiency of two million, which,
although an improvement on previous years, remains a problematic proportion.

Figure 2: HEI graduates and graduate employment rates for the years 2001 to
2009 (from KPMG 2010, p.9)

Figure 2 shows the number of HEI graduates and the graduate employment
rates for the years 2001 to 2009: the number of graduates rose from 1.14 million
in 2002 to 6.1 million in 2009, but the percentage in employment was falling
each year until 2009, when a number of new measures (including internships
and training schemes) were implemented bringing the rate from 70% (2008) to
87% (KPMG 2010, pp.9-10).

A recent report (Want China Times 2013) has highlighted that PRC start-
ing salaries for graduates were lower than those for workers with only a high
school education — a phenomenon attributed to the continued demand for
young labourers! Given the cost of higher education, and this apparent lack
of financial advantage at the end of the studies, the view that it has become
a risky investment, and the falling number of students taking the NCEE, are
not surprising (Want China Times 2013), and yet if the PRC is to meet the
anticipated demand for skilled workers, something must be done about it.

2.1 Local Provision of Higher Education in the PRC

Li, Whalley, Zhang & Zhao (2012) have pointed out that an interesting fea-
ture of the PRC’s educational reforms has been the focus on tertiary level,

1 Regular HEIs in the PRC mean universities, (approved) independent colleges and research
institutes, and higher specialized institutions (e.g., adult higher education institutions and
higher institutions of professional studies) (UNESCO 2013, § 10)
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rather than on primary or secondary. Since the 1990s, a number of projects
aimed at enhancing the quality and prestige of some of China’s universities
have been launched, including: Project 985; Project 211; and the C9 League
(CEC n.d., Lixu 2004, Sainsbury 2009, THE 2011). These projects have resulted
in significant resources being allocated to some key universities, and thereby, ar-
guably, increasing the quality of some of the PRC higher education. Zhao (1998,
p.11) predicted that, in the interest of achieving economies of scale and reduc-
ing costs, PRC higher education would include narrower ranges of teaching and
research activities, and “less diversity in the nature of courses and approaches
to course provision,” something which has happened in many of the PRC HEIs
not benefiting from the major investment projects, thus increasing the quantity
of higher education places.

In addition to enhancing the quality and quantity of locally-provided higher
education, another option the PRC has been experimenting with relates to
looking overseas for assistance.

2.2 Non-local Provision of Higher Education in the PRC

Since joining the World Trade Organisation (WTO) in 2001, the PRC has al-
lowed foreign investment in the education sector in the form of Chinese-foreign
cooperatively-run schools (CFCRS), which require a partnership with a Chi-
nese institution. Regulations governing CFCRS, which cover both joint-venture
institutions and projects to run joint programmes, were issued in 2003 (PRC
MoE 2003).

According to KPMG (2010, p.13), at the end of 2009 there were about
thirty approved Sino-foreign joint venture universities operating in China, and
about 350 approved Sino-foreign programmes leading to foreign degrees. By
2013, the number had grown to 775 approved projects (QAA 2013, p.6). Al-
though Mok (2009, p.21) says that almost half of the cooperative universities are
from the United States and Australia, with Hong Kong, Canada, France, and
Britain also being significant partners, many other countries have been studying
the PRC higher education sector, possibly with a view to future collaboration
(Brandenburg & Zhu 2007, Cai 2011, Cai 2013, Cai et al. 2013): Tsang (2013,
p.655) quotes estimates of over a thousand foreign institutions expressing inter-
est in establishing private universities in the PRC.

Prompted by growing dissatisfaction with the quality of many of the provi-
sions, the PRC authorities have reexamined the situation, reviewing the guide-
lines and regulations for foreign input in China’s higher education (QAA 2013,
Sharma 2012). These reviews have resulted in, amongst other things, new
restrictions on the nature of foreign involvement (PRC MoC 2007, CCCP &
SC 2010), which have meant that several early entry entities became no longer
able to operate, and have ceased to exist (QAA 2013), but also that a large
number of new competitors have appeared, making survival difficult for those
remaining early entrants.

In spite of these reforms and initiatives, it is still predicted that the number
of qualified workers will fall short of targets, prompting the question: how can
the PRC meet the foreseen demand?
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3 Open and Flexible Learning

In addition to traditional higher education models and approaches, more open
and flexible modes of delivery have been gaining in popularity. An exact def-
inition of what might be referred to as open and flexible learning (OFL) may
be elusive, but as the Irish HEA (2009, p.3) have identified, UNESCO’s (2002,
p.8) explanation is insightful, stating that with OFL, “most of the teaching is
conducted by someone removed in space and time from the learner,” and that
it aims to “include greater dimensions of openness and flexibility, whether in
terms of access, curriculum or other elements of structure.”

One the most well-known advances in OFL has been the emergence of Mas-
sive Open Online Courses, or MOOCs (Mackness, Mak & Williams 2010, Liyana-
gunawardena, Adams & Williams 2013).

Rather than looking at the many different ways in which OFL is being used to
augment current, traditional approaches, though blended delivery, for example,
I’d like to explore how it may be used as an alternative. In particular, could
open and flexible learning help the PRC meet future skilled workforce demands?

4 The Chinese Context

I’ve been in academia — as a student, a teacher, and an administrator — for the
past two decades, including living in China since 2000. In this section, based
on my experience and my reading of the literature on the so-called Chinese
Learner, I’d like to offer some reflections on how open and flexible learning may
be adopted in the Mainland Chinese context as an alternative or addition to
traditional modes of Higher Education. Some of the technical challenges associ-
ated with higher education delivery in the PRC have been discussed previously
(e.g. Huang & Towey 2010), so in this paper, I’d like to address the less technical
aspects, focusing in particular on the learner.

As Wang (2006, p.4) says, current Chinese education may appear influenced
by Confucian philosophy, but in some cases commentators have reduced this
“complex tradition [...] to a simple stereotype.” Liu & Littlewood (2012, p.374)
go further, saying that Confucian values have become “a convenient explanation
for any observed or actual behavioural trait.” Personally, I don’t particularly
like the “Chinese Learner” label, but it does offer a handle into a body of
research and opinion that, right or wrong, is substantial.

Li (2010, p.41) suggests that school learning in East Asia is “predominantly
dictated by the examination system.” One of the questions in the discussions
of MOOCs is the future of traditional HEIs, with some suggestion that a role
of accreditor may emerge. Such an emphasis on examination or assessment
may not meet as much resistance if the school learning is already influenced so
strongly by examinations.

Wong (2004, p.165), referring to studies of Asian students in an Australian
university, suggested that “learning styles are not culturally based but contex-
tual,” reporting that the students in question were able to quickly adapt to the
new teaching and learning style. Whether we, as educators, embrace or avoid
open and flexible approaches, our students certainly will innovate and adapt.
As Law et al. (2010) say, “the new generation of learners is able to conceptualize
how even the best learning experience can be further enhanced by the appropri-
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ate use of technology” (p.111). With this in mind, I’d like to look at some of the
key themes I’ve found in the literature which resonate with my own experience,
and which may impact on the possibility of open and flexible learning being an
alternative to traditional PRC higher education.

4.1 Rote Learning & Classroom Discussion

Although it has been reported that many Chinese learners are apparently in-
volved exclusively in “rote learning,” or superficial memorization (Watkins &
Biggs 1996, Watkins & Biggs 2002), the opposite has also been argued: Mar-
ton (2010, p.133) refers to a group of “academically strong” university students
whose study style was characterized by “reading the texts in more than one
way,” suggesting that the students studied in a “wide and widely varied way.”
Marton, Wen & Wong (2005, p.292) suggest that Chinese learners are “trying
hard to memorize and trying hard to understand at the same time.”

Whether or not rote-learning is a characteristic Chinese Learner strategy —
or even whether or not it is an effective strategy — is not the key point: what’s
important is that it is a strategy! If learners can use this strategy and achieve
better understanding, then surely it is something that we should encourage.

Connected to this are reports that Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) stu-
dents do not like to question the teacher or get involved in discussions in the
classroom. It has been suggested, however, that Confucian philosophy actu-
ally does encourage questioning and discussion, but only after understanding
(Trahar 2007, p.13). MOOCs, and OFL in general, could address this in a cou-
ple of ways including: (1) off-line questioning, which may reduce the stress of
classroom questions; and (2) flip teaching, where the materials are accessed in
advance of the discussion time, allowing students to understand before engaging
in the discussion.

Of course, making materials available in advance of classes, online or not,
may put extra pressure on the teacher, possibly forcing him to rethink his de-
livery. Again, though, perhaps this is something we should embrace, not shy
away from.

4.2 Plagiarism & Imitation

Rosamond (2002, p.169) says that a usual definition of plagiarism is “using the
work of others as if it were one’s own.” One of the complaints that I hear most
often from foreign faculty (and students) is that, in spite of all the emphasis on
the importance of avoiding plagiarism, it still all too frequently appears.

There are various forms of plagiarism, and I’ve heard many different at-
tempts at justification, often similar to Trahar’s (2007, p.23) student who had
trouble understanding why she needed to “use words of her own when the words
of the scholar she was ‘quoting’ seemed so much ‘better’.”

Shei (2005, p.99) has suggested that Chinese learning styles involve “imita-
tion,” and quotes Delza’s (1967, p.450) analysis of Tai Chi forms to illustrate his
point: “although this composition is not an original for anyone, the participator,
in re-enacting the structure, creates it anew, so to speak, and is transformed
by it.” My own experience, as a student and as a teacher, is that appropriate
exemplars of coursework can result in higher quality student submissions than
might otherwise be expected.
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One of the fears I’ve often heard voiced with regard to plagiarism relates to
a perception of the ease with which it can be committed due to the Internet.
MOOCs and other flexible approach tools, it is said, increase this ease. I’d
suggest, however, that in addition to the emergence of plagiarism software,
there is perhaps another opportunity for us to reexamine our teaching, and
more importantly, our assessment methods: if we believe that the availability
of more learning resources make assignment plagiarism more likely, then surely
we should consider revising the assignment, not (attempt to) limit access to the
resources.

4.3 Teacher Access

Pratt, Kelly & Wong (1999, p.252) emphasize that, from a Chinese perspective,
effective teachers are “first and foremost [...] experts in their discipline,” Jin
& Cortazzi (1998) describe a good teacher as one who has “deep knowledge”
and is able to answer questions. Neither of these characteristics are necessarily
exclusively Chinese, but both could benefit from MOOCs and OFL. Some of the
more flexible delivery models, such as MOOCs, for example, make it possible
for many people to access the renowned experts.

Similar to Trahar’s (2007, p.20) reports about what many non-UK students
arriving in the UK may consider to be relatively few contact hours, students in
my experience do also often articulate a desire for more “face-time.” How well
open and flexible learning modes can accommodate and address this may well
determine their success as an alternative to the traditional classroom.

5 Conclusion

Continued economic growth in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) may re-
quire a move to a service economy, something which will necessitate an increase
in the number of workers with a higher education or vocational training, but
in spite of initiatives and reforms designed to increase provision of higher edu-
cation places, the PRC may not be able to meet this increased demand. Open
and flexible learning (OFL) offers many ways of enhancing traditional educa-
tion, including blended delivery, and may represent an alternative to current
higher education. A question, therefore is: in the PRC context, how well might
OFL be able to bridge the gap between traditionally supplied education and the
foreseen demand for skilled workers. In this paper, based on the literature and
my own experience with Chinese higher education, I’ve offered some reflections
on how OFL may indeed be an option for the PRC’s needs.
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