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China Needs Its Own Standards to Measure University 
Success
All this may reflect significant improvement at individual 
universities, but not necessarily for the system as a whole. 
In other words, a number of individual Chinese universi-
ties climbing to top ranking positions is one story, and the 
Chinese system as a global leader is another. Put explicitly, 
individual universities can hardly make a game changer, 
but a university model may. It is important to note that the 
success of Western systems in global comparisons lever-
aged not only the performance of individual universities, 
but also (and more importantly) the strength of a normative 
model. The British university model featured the notion of 
liberal education; the German model advanced the idea of 
research for the sake of creating knowledge; and the US 
model combined both of these and highlighted the univer-
sity’s role of social service.

Then, how might a new Chinese higher education sys-
tem be defined? The new blueprint requires top universities 
to pursue world-class standing, while developing “Chinese 
characteristics.” With this added ambiguity, China will need 
to develop its own standards for the world-class university 
endeavor, which support both a global role for Chinese uni-
versities and cultural distinctiveness. Whether there is a 
Chinese or Confucian model of the university now is debat-
able, but Chinese universities, with unprecedented support 
from a strong state, indeed reflect a distinctiveness that is 
different from their Western peers. For instance, Chinese 
universities seek to articulate strategic planning with na-
tional and local development agendas, and address national 
and local needs. This type of politicized social engagement 
often absorbs considerable resources, be they human or 
material. The current global rankings are not able to mea-
sure these contributions and, as a result, the contributions 
of Chinese universities to social and economic develop-
ment are systematically underestimated and undervalued. 
Furthermore, since lifting the restrictions on study abroad 
and (literally) encouraging it some 30 years ago, China has 
suffered from a huge brain drain, which now hovers at an 
estimate of over three million Chinese knowledge workers 

residing abroad. Yet in recent years, Chinese universities 
began to benefit from the process of brain circulation.

Arguably, there is no other system with such an ambi-
tious national agenda for academic development and com-
petitiveness, especially over such an extended time span. 
There is essentially no international indicator that captures 
the significance of this agenda or timeline. China’s success 
may be significant, but not necessarily in the way that will 
move its universities into more competitive positions in the 
current global rankings. The government’s intentions re-
flect quite different agendas at the same time, and would 
benefit from explicit “Chinese standards” to help establish 
a clearer direction for higher education development in the 
country. 
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China’s impressive higher education accomplishments 
have masked some significant barriers to the ascent of 

Chinese universities to the top rungs of global academe, as 
well as some significant problems at the bottom of the sys-
tem. Key structural problems create a “glass ceiling” that 
may affect further improvements in the international rank-
ings. This discussion follows Rui Yang’s “Toxic Academic 
Culture in East Asia,” an insightful analysis in the Winter 
(2016) issue of International Higher Education, that em-
phasized some deep challenges facing universities in the 
region, from corruption to influence peddling in academic 
appointments.

The focus in China has been on a small but important 
number of research universities, mainly the institutions 
that are part of the well-known 985 and 211 programs, that 
pumped billions of US dollars into a limited number of top 
Chinese universities. Without any doubt, this investment 
has created significant research capacity and world-class in-
frastructure at these top universities, and will probably yield 
impressive results in the coming decades. Yet, mainland 
China has only two universities in the top 200 of the Times 
Higher Education global rankings—compared to three for 
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...China’s State Council officially pro-
mulgated a blueprint that explicitly and 
exclusively spells out details as to Chi-
na’s world-class university ambition, in-
cluding a timetable.
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tiny Hong Kong, technically part of China but with a quite 
different academic culture.  

“Glass Ceiling” and “Feet of Clay”
What do we mean by “glass ceiling” and “feet of clay”? A 
“glass ceiling” refers to a set of conditions that may inhibit 
Chinese universities from reaching the top of the global 
rankings, and more importantly, from achieving their full 
potential for excellence in research and teaching.

By “feet of clay” we mean that China has developed 
an unbalanced higher education system. The top universi-
ties have been generously funded and many can now com-
pete with the best global institutions. The same cannot be 
said for the many smaller universities, applied (polytech-
nic) universities, or colleges that have absorbed the huge 
numbers of students that have entered the system in the 
past two decades. (China now has the largest enrollments 
in the world.) Most of the “demand-absorbing” public, and 
a growing number of private institutions at the bottom of 
the system, are underfunded and generally offer rather 
poor quality. Many have criticized this situation, and have 
pointed out that many of the graduates of these institutions 
are ill-prepared for the labor force and, subsequently, can-
not find jobs. 

It is not enough to have a small number of high-quality, 
elite universities. Successful higher education systems offer 
reasonable quality at all levels, and ensure that all students 
receive the preparation necessary to successfully enter the 
labor force. China needs a system that incorporates diver-
sity to accommodate a range of students and institutional 
missions with adequate support for all. China is not alone 
in its discrepancies between the different levels of higher 
education, but the “feet of clay” at the bottom of the aca-
demic hierarchy in China creates serious problems for the 
system as a whole. 

Over-bureaucratization and Narrow Thinking
Several telling examples illustrate Chinese thinking about 
higher education. Government regulations require that an 
area of study should be defined as a traditional discipline 

if it is to obtain legitimacy within a university and receive 
appropriate support. Of course, in the 21st century, inter-
disciplinary pursuit is increasingly important and it makes 
no sense to define academic study narrowly. This will only 
serve to limit innovation and scientific creativity. The fol-
lowing example illustrates the contortions required of Chi-
nese scholars to make things fit into “appropriate” struc-
tures and bureaucratic ways of thinking. One well-known 
Chinese university must defend “higher education studies” 
as a “discipline,” so that its institute of higher education 
can achieve recognition, hire faculty, and offer academic de-
grees. In fact, higher education is an interdisciplinary field 
incorporating insights and methodologies from a range of 
social science disciplines, and is not, in any way, a tradition-
al discipline. Research and teaching on higher education 
is conducted at that institute, but some flexibility and “21st 
century thinking” would make life easier and open better 
opportunities for scholarship. Of late, Chinese authorities 
have begun to support some interdisciplinary initiatives at 
some top universities, so perhaps this bodes well for the 
future. 

Another less than useful policy stipulates that in order 
for a university department or institute to make tenured 
(permanent) appointments to faculty, the academic unit 
must teach undergraduates. Internationally, it is not un-
common for departments or other academic units not to 
teach undergraduates in order to pursue a mission focused 
on graduate education or research—yet they retain the au-
thority to make faculty appointments and offer promotions. 
In China, where the tenure system is slowly evolving at 
some top universities, rigid and, often, counter-productive 
rules are still being imposed. 

Historically, the Chinese system has combined the 
worst of all worlds—almost all faculty and staff contracts 
were renewed automatically without a serious evaluation of 
performance, while at the same time, without guarantees 
of academic freedom or other protections. While rigorous 
evaluation of faculty is increasingly common at the top of 
the system, in general there is little, if any, measurement of 
research or teaching productivity elsewhere, allowing medi-
ocrity to flourish in the rest of the system.

Future Trends
Many Western, and Chinese, observers insist that Chinese 
universities are poised to join the very top ranks of glob-
al universities very soon. The realities noted here, as well 
as other challenges such as the ongoing impediments to 
academic freedom, difficulties in developing an academic 
culture free of plagiarism, and boosting academic salaries, 
will hinder China’s climb to the top. Further, and just as im-
portant, the deep and generally overlooked problems at the 
bottom of China’s academic system have created significant 

While China’s top 100 universities have 
made significant progress, the pres-
sures of massification continue to affect 
the institutions at the bottom of the sys-
tem.
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inequalities, with universities at the bottom suffering from 
underfunding and producing questionable quality. Many 
of these universities are being converted into polytechnic 
institutes (“applied universities”), which may contribute to 
the creation of a more rational system of higher education 
in China. While China’s top 100 universities have made sig-
nificant progress, the pressures of massification continue 
to affect the institutions at the bottom of the system.

When predicting the future of Chinese higher educa-
tion, it is important to recognize the reality of the system 
as a whole and not be mesmerized  by the rapid and im-
pressive achievements of China’s top universities. Lurking 
within the system are deep problems that have yet to be ad-
dressed—let alone solved—and that are fundamental to the 
health of the higher education system in the long run.  
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The higher education system in India is at a stage of re-
vival. The sector experienced an unprecedented expan-

sion in this century. The double-digit annual growth rate 
in the previous decade helped the higher education sector 
enter a stage of massification.  With more than 700 uni-
versities, nearly 37,000 colleges, 1.4 million teachers, and 
31 million students, Indian higher education is a massive 
system, the second largest in the world after China. 

Market-friendly Reforms 
The massification of the sector reflects a change in public 
policy, from a state controlled, publicly funded system that 
experienced slow growth and provided limited access, to a 
system led by market principles of operation. Liberalization 
policies in the economic sector in the 1990s encouraged a 
permeation of market forces and market-friendly reforms 
into the higher education sector, which led to a proliferation 
of private institutions and the explosion of student enroll-
ments in India.    

It may seem strange that while mature market econ-
omies relied on public institutions to absorb the massive 
demand for higher education, less developed market econo-
mies such as India relied on the market. At present, more 
than three-fifths of the enrollment is accounted for by pri-
vate higher education institutions.

Initially, private sector involvement in higher education 
was in the form of sharing costs with the government. The 
next phase saw the emergence of self-financing and capita-
tion (special feels that student pay at some colleges prior to 
entry) fee colleges, followed by private institutions attaining 
the status of deemed-to-be universities (a special status that 
state authorities can give to universities not otherwise offi-
cially recognized), and finally the status of private universi-
ties in this century. 

Massification and its Characteristics 
Market-led massification promoted a faster growth of mar-
ket-friendly study programs in technical, professional, and 
management domains, leading to disciplinary distortions. 
This resulted also in an increase in the unemployment of 
graduates from these streams, leading to a decline in the 
demand for these study programs and the closure of some 
private institutions.

Massification promoted the expansion of non-universi-
ty institutions and study programs awarding diploma level 
certifications. The non-university segment has been the 
fastest growing segment in higher education—the enroll-
ment increased by 23 times, and its share in total enroll-
ment by eight times, between 2005 and 2012.  

Higher education in India is mainly undergraduate ed-
ucation, which accounts for nearly 80 percent of the enroll-
ment. The share of enrollment in graduate study programs 
is low and that in research programs is declining. This 
trend may have implications on the availability of teachers, 
constraining the sector even further. 

Massification and Inequalities
The massification of higher education in India is accom-
panied by persisting, if not widening, inequalities. While 

Market-led massification promoted a 
faster growth of market-friendly study 
programs in technical, professional, 
and management domains, leading to 
disciplinary distortions. 


