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Reporting from Beijing: China Moving Towards Dual 
Track Education System, Establishing University of 
Applied Sciences   
 

 

Summary 
 
Chinese Ministry of Education announced an upcoming education system reform which places 
vocational education at its heart.   
 
- A dual track education system based on separate entrance test & admission system to 

tertiary level education will be established for students to decide at the age of 16. Transitional 
options are offered at both upper secondary level and at the tertiary level.  

 
- Local universities (provincial / municipal level) are encouraged to reshape themselves into 

Universities of Applied Sciences to offer bachelor and professional master degree to 
students in VET track aiming for higher education.   

 
- Vocational education is to be more integrated into local economy and industry, more 

engagement from private sector is expected.  
 
- Government commits to further increase investment in vocational education which 

includes free VET education at upper secondary level and scholarship opportunities for 
oversea studies.   

 
- Intergovernmental dialogue on vocational education policy is desired by the Ministry of 

Education and a dialogue mechanism has started with Germany and the Netherlands.  
 

 

Sources 
 
This report is based on 3 sources listed below. The sources are not confirmed by any official 
government policy yet, therefore all analysis in this report is based on the section’s interpretation. 
According to the source, policy documents will be released during this year. 
 
- A transcript of Vice Minister of Education LU Xin’s speech during China Development Summit 

on 22
nd

 March 2014
1
, 

- A press release from the state-owned XinhuaNet on 25
th
 March 2014 on the occasion of the 

National Vocational Education and Adult Education Conference where Vice Minister Mrs. LU 
Xin briefed the press on the upcoming reform

2
,  

- An internal document Draft: Towards a Modern Vocational Education System 2012 – 2020 that 
was circulated among vocational education players in 2012 for inputs. Official version is not 
announced yet but past experience suggests that there would not be too many major changes 
between the draft and the final version.

3
 

 

                                                      
1
 http://finance.sina.com.cn/hy/20140322/121118584298.shtml  

2
 http://politics.people.com.cn/n/2014/0326/c70731-24745566.html  

3
 http://wenku.baidu.com/view/dc24280f763231126edb11f4.html  

http://finance.sina.com.cn/hy/20140322/121118584298.shtml
http://politics.people.com.cn/n/2014/0326/c70731-24745566.html
http://wenku.baidu.com/view/dc24280f763231126edb11f4.html
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An Optimized Dual Track System with Transitional Options  
 
Chinese students have already had the option of a dual track system at the secondary level. But 
there is a well-established consensus across the nation that the VET track is the inferior leg which 
is only to be considered when access to the general education track is exhausted. Such perception 
stems from insufficient government investment on vocational education, absence of qualified 
faculty and up-to-date teaching facility, weak industry engagement and a culture that 
overemphasizes classroom education and denounces jobs that require hard labor.  
 
Limited option at the tertiary level education is also a strong disincentive for prospective students of 
the VET track. The national college entrance examination (“gaokao”) used to be the only exam for 
students in both tracks and admission, solely being based on the gaokao scores. For students in 
the VET track, the three year vocational college (with diploma) is almost the only option for tertiary 
education. Transferring a vocational college diploma to a university bachelor degree is possible but 
extremely difficult.   
 
On the basis of the existing dual track system, the Chinese Ministry of Education announced the 
plan to launch a “professional gaokao” in parallel with the existing “academic gaokao”, open for 
students in both tracks. The skill-based professional gaokao will include general knowledge exam, 
skill test and professional aptitude test and will serve as the admission reference for VET tertiary 
level education (vocational college and University of Applied Sciences).  
 
 
 
Chart: Transition Options at the Secondary and tertiary level education 
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University of Applied Sciences: From Academic to Applied Sciences  
 
Official Ministry of Education statistics indicate that China has 2’442 regular higher education 
institutes (HEI) in 2012, including 1’145 universities (degree program) and 1’297 higher vocational 
colleges (diploma program). Around 15 million students graduated from upper secondary education 
in 2012 (8 million in general high school vs. 6 million in vocational high school), 3.7 million of which 
were admitted to universities and 3.1 million to vocational colleges. At least on paper, students in 
both track account for around 50% of the student pool. Around 55% of the 1’145 universities used 
to be higher vocational colleges that eventually “upgraded” themselves to universities (typically 
through improving infrastructure and expanding by merging with partner institutes).  

 
These “upgraded” universities (about 640, according to Vice Minister Mrs. LU Xin), most of which 
are affiliated with the provincial or municipal governments, are the main target of the reform. These 
local universities will be pushed to shift their focus back on applied sciences and reshape 
themselves into Universities of Applied Sciences, offering degree programs at bachelor and 
professional master level. To further stimulate reform, Ministry of Education will terminate the 
possibility to transit from vocational colleges to academic universities. The upgrade path for 
vocational colleges in the future would be to transit into university of applied sciences. 
 
The prospect students of UAS is expected to be broad and diversified, including graduates of VET 
schools, graduates of vocational colleges and people already in the job market. Graduates of UAS 
bachelor programs will be eligible to apply for professional master programs offered at academic 
universities and vice-versa. No specific exam & admission measures have been announced yet.  
 
A Guideline for Restructuring Local Universities which maps out timeline and roadmaps will be 
announced by the Ministry of Education within the year, requesting local universities to better 
position themselves and to have a clear development strategy based on competitive strengths and 
local demands. According to the information available, Shanghai, Shandong, Jiangsu and 
Tianjin have been identified to start pilot projects within this year. According to Vice Minister LU, 
150 local universities have signed up to pilot the reform. Once the transformation is completed, 
China’s higher education landscape will have changed towards a more skill-oriented one with 
around 500 academic universities, 640 UAS and 1’300 vocational colleges. Vocational education 
will account for 79% of the higher education institutes.   

 
 
 

Vocational Education: Strengthening the Role of the Industries 
 
To strengthen the link between vocational education and the local industry, the Ministry of 
Education plans to request provincial government to match the planning of vocational education 
with regional economic and industrial development. According to the draft of Towards a Modern 
Vocational Education System (2012 – 2020), plans to engage vocational education will be a 
key appraisal factor for high-tech zones, industry parks and industry clusters in China in the 
future. 
 
Further, it is expected to be announced very soon and in a more comprehensive way what Vice 
Minister LU has vaguely indicated in her speech with regards to market players and their 
engagement in the newly drafted VET system. The government aims to encourage the industries 
and (private) investors to not only further engage with vocational education at all levels but to bring 
in more entrepreneurial spirit into the operation of the vocational schools. She mentioned the 
desire for companies to develop a sense of ownership towards VET institutions (new VET 
ownership mechanism). 
 
In addition to the existing policies which encourage faculty exchange, apprenticeship, customized 
curriculum development, the reform supports in-job training system where students will take 
theoretical courses in school and receive practical skill training in companies. Up to now skill 
training is mostly done at campus in the so-called “Training bases” where students practice in a 
make-believe professional environment which is costly and not always up-to-date. 
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Picture: a training center for accounting / banking students at one vocational high school. It 
looks and functions almost the same as real banks with students take turns to play the role 
of clients and service staff. 

 
 

 
The Chinese desire for more International Cooperation remains 

 
In the short term, the priority fields of vocational education include: agriculture, Chinese 
handcraft, equipment manufacturing and modern service industry.  These areas are 
considered critical in supporting China’s economic restructure, stimulating rural economic 
development and reshaping China’s currently unbalanced labor structure. 
 
Vocational schools and universities of applied sciences are officially encouraged to work with 
international counterparts, especially foreign vocational schools and multilateral companies. 
“Sister School” partnership between Chinese and international vocational schools is a preferred 
way of cooperation. Overseas studies for students in vocational track are to be supported with 
scholarships provided by the China Scholarship Council.  
 
On the government side, the Ministry of Education will establish a vocational education policy 
dialogue mechanism with countries, international organizations and regional organizations. 
Cooperation priorities in vocational education will focus on programme standards, course 
standards, textbook development, faculty training and policy making. According to the press 
release of the annual National Vocational Education and Adult Education Conference held in 
Beijing on March 25

th
 2014, the dialogue will pilot with Germany and Netherland. In the long run, 

communication and exchange with UAS alliances and associations will also be initiated.  
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Brief Analysis 
 
Introducing the professional gaokao, changing admission plan and allowing degree on vocational 
education are a strong message of the government to encourage more students into vocational 
track. The employability of university graduates and the difficulty for companies to find highly-skilled 
labors have co-driven the government-led campaign on the importance of vocational education and 
placed it in the center of China’s economic restructure.  
 
The establishment of universities of applied sciences is a particularly radical move. It is a clear 
copycat of the European model (the Swiss UAS could have also been one of the references). 
Putting in the Chinese context, however, it comes with a lot of foreseen difficulties since the 
universities have to reposition themselves from academic to vocational track. Dramatic changes 
have to be made on curriculum and faculty which bring in many question marks and doubts on 
personnel as well as operational issues of the universities. The qualification of the degree itself and 
level of recognition of the UAS bachelor degree in the eyes of employers is also a question that 
remains to be clarified. Lack of qualified faculty resources, availability of funding in the local regions 
and difficulties in changing society’s mind-set towards vocational education will continue to be main 
challenges for China to provide good quality skill training to its young population.  
 
International cooperation is strongly encouraged but is expected to be limited to the best vocational 
schools and UAS at the moment. There is a tremendous gap in the faculty and infrastructure 
quality when it comes to vocational education in China at the moment. Faculty training and know-
how transfer is expected to be the priority of the priorities. 
 
 

 
Possible Implications for Switzerland:  
 
SERI: A bilateral government dialogue mechanism on UAS would clearly be desired from the 
Ministry of Education (MoE).  
 
UAS: An official exchange with the “UAS alliance” (Swiss Universities, in the Swiss context) is 
desired by the MoE. 
 
Swiss VET institutions: Contacts from Chinese vocational schools and local governments could 
be expected. Cautious choice of Chinese partners is important, as the quality of Chinese vocational 
education institutes vary greatly.  
 
Swiss companies in (local) cities: There are possibilities to get involved in local vocational 
education in order to foster qualified task forces for the companies.  
 
Swiss EcoPark in Zhenjiang: There might be some interest of the local government to involve 
some vocational education opportunities in the EcoPark, if vocational education is indeed going to 
be an integral part of planning for industry parks in the future. This could be interesting for the 
Swiss companies that are already in the EcoPark. 
 

 
For more information, please contact the Science, Technology and Education Section of the 
Embassy of Switzerland in China: 
 

LIU Chenchen/刘晨晨 (Mrs.) 
Officer, Science, Technology and Education Section 
Swiss Embassy in the People's Republic of China  

Sanlitun Dongwujie 3,100600 Beijing  
Tel. : +86 10 8532 88 12  
Fax : +86 10 6532 43 53  
chenchen.liu@eda.admin.ch  
www.eda.admin.ch/Beijing 
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