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(Abstract)

This study has two purposes: (1) to document and ana-
lyze the centralization phenomena in China's higher educa-
tion system and (2) to make suggestions to improve or
modify the centralization of China's higher education system
in light of the documentation and analysis. A major outcome
of this study is an analysis of telephone interviews and
secondary documents, and four recommendations are derived
from this analysis.

In this study four research questions have been inves-
tigated: (1) What relationship exists between the government
and individual colleges or universities? What should this
relationship be? (2) What kind of relationship exists be-
tween the Party committee and the university administration,
especially the relationship between the university president
and Party committee? What should this relationship be? (3)
How much autonomy should the colleges and universities
possess? (4) How should higher education institutions move
from the centralization planning economy and adapt them-

selves to the market economy?



Two methods have been employed in this study: secondary
document analysis and telephone interviewing. The secondary
analysis consists of information collection in both Chinese
and American libraries, information evaluation, categori-
zation, and analysis. The telephone interviewing has been
used to strengthen secondary analysis. The interviews were
conducted with 15 Chinese scholars who were studying in the
U.S. at the time and who have either worked in China's
higher education system for more than ten years or have
assumed some administrative responsibilities above the
department level in that system.

The major findings of the telephone interviews and
secondary analysis lead to the conclusion that the higher
education system in present China is highly centralized and,
according to the consensus viewpoint, should be decentral-

ized in light of the four recommendations made in this

study.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

As the oldest continuous major world civilization and a
country with the greatest potentiality in natural resources
and human power, China's importance in and influence upon
today's world politics and economy have been well recog-
nized. Although there is still a distance in social and
economic development between China and the advanced coun-
tries in the world, "China cannot stay where it is for very
long. The great giant has been unleashed" (Naisbitt & Aburd-
ene, 1991, p.204). China's rise to join the advanced coun-
tries in the world is underway.

Chinese people tend to be proud of their country, not
merely because of its large population and huge geographic
size nor simply because of its rapid economic growth in
recent years, but because of its long history of civiliza-
tion and its cultural heritage. BAbout this, Meyer wrote:

China, moreover, enjoys the oldest, most continuously

recorded civilization in the world; ... the Chinese,

long before the Christian era in the Western world, had
initiated the philosophic bases for the political state
that endured several millennia. They learned through
doctrine and practice how to accommodate themselves to
each other in society and how to achieve a pattern of
harmony between man and his natural environment. Proud
of their accomplishments and ethnocentric in their
outlook, they coursed their own unigque way. Through
conguest or cultural example, they involved peripheral
states in their mode of life. Japan, Korea, Central

Asia, ... and northern Vietnam came into the Chinese

sphere of influence. The term East Asia, in this broad

cultural context, embraces all these political units,

1



for it designates the far-ranging geographic area that

has been inspired largely by Chinese civilization

[1978, p.2]

In the process of fashioning such a powerful civiliza-
tion, education has always played an important role. Howev-
er, 1in order to better understand China's educational devel-

opment, it is important, first of all, to have an overview

of the general conditions in China.

Background Notes on China

Anyone who is going to have a through understanding of
any particular part of China's society should first have
some basic background information about the country itself.
This is a study of China's higher education system. The
world of higher education usually has an active relationship
with different parts of the society. The development of
higher education has been and will continue to be affected
by factors both beyond and within its immediate environment.
Therefore, it is important to begin this study with some
background information about the social, political, and
economic background of the People's Republic of China. Only
thus can China's higher education system be appropriately

understood.



Geography

The People's Republic of China, situated in eastern
Asia, on the west coast of the Pacific Ocean, is the world's
third largest country in terms of area. It has a territory
of 9.6 million square kilometers, next only to the former
Soviet Union and Canada (USDOS [United States Department of
States], 1983; Qin, 1993). China's surface slops down from
west to east in a four-step staircase, the top of which is
the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, known as "the roof of the world".
The major mountain ranges are the Kunlun, Gangdise and
Himalaya. The Yangtze River (6,300 km) and the Yellow River
(5,464 km) are the major rivers in China, flowing from west
to east. China has 96 million hectares of cultivated land,
129 million hectares of forest coverage, and 400 million

hectares of grasslands.

Population
The 1992 statistics of the State Statistics Bureau

indicate China has a population of 1.17 billion [excluding
Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macao] (Qin, 1993). As the most
populous country in the world, China, as its Vice Premier
Tian pointed out, "is faced with the basic national
realities of a vast population, scarce farmland, and few per
capita natural resources. Therefore population poses a
serious problem to China's social and economic development"

3



(Greer, 1990, p.102). Family planning has become one of the
basic national policies for China to strictly control
excessive population growth. The major requirements of
family planning are late marriage, late childbirth, and one

child per couple.

Ethnic groups

China is a multi-national country with 56 identifiable
ethnic groups. The largest nationality is the Han Chinese
who constitute 92 percent of the country's total population.
The other 55 minorities include Zhuang, Hui, Uygur, Yi,
Miao, Manchu, Tibetan, Mongolian, and so on (Qin, 1993).
Although standardized Chinese is used as the official
language among all these ethnic groups, the dialect of each

ethnic group is still favored by the local people.

Administrative subdivisions
China has 23 provinces, 5 autonomous regions, 3 special
municipalities, 174 prefectures, and about 2,200 counties

(Summerfield, 1991; Qin, 1993).

History

According to archaeological findings, the earliest
existence of human beings in China may be dated back to
500,000 - 1,000,000 years ago. In the 21st century B.C. the
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Xia Dynasty was established as the first slave society in
Chinese history. The establishment of the Qin Dynasty in
221 B.C. marked the ending of the slave society and the
beginning of a feudal society. In the Qin Dynasty, China,
for the first time in its history, became a centralized,
unified, multi-national state. 1In the Qin Dynasty, a road
system was developed; a common written language that bridged
the gap between the country's many local languages and
dialects was practiced in all parts of the country; coinage,
weights, and measures were all standardized; and the Great
Wall was repaired and the large gaps in it joined together.
In 1949, the People's Republic of China was founded.
Thereafter, the 2000 years of feudal rule was abandoned and

a new socialist country was established.

Structure of the State

The National People's Congress (NPC) is the highest
organ of state power and exercises the power of legislation.
As the highest executive organ of the country, the State
Council implements the laws and resolutions adopted by the
NPC. The People's Courts are judicial organs of the state.
The President of the People's Republic of China, in
implementing of decisions of the NPC, has the authority to
appoint and remove members of the State Council and to issue
orders. The current presidentc of the PRC is Jiang Zemin,
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who is also Chairman of the Central Military Commission,
China's leading military organ commanding the armed forces

of the country.

Political Parties

The major party that plays a leading role in the
country is the Communist Party of China (CPC). Presently it
has more than 52 million members and its General Secretary
is Jiang Zemin. Besides the Communist Party, there are

eight other democratic parties.

Economy

Since 1949, China has practiced a centrally planned
economic system in which the state controls almost all the
economic activities. However, in recent years, with the
deepening of the economic reforms, more and more family-run
farms and private enterprises and businesses have come into
existence and have played important roles in the national
economic development. The 14th National Congress of the
CPC, held in 1992, clearly stated the goal of China's
economic reforms -- establishing a socialist market economic
system.

According to the State Bureau of Statistics, "China's
1992 General National Product (GNP) was 2,393.8 billion
yuan, a 12.8 percent increase over 1991 in constant prices;
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per capita GNP reached 2,055 yuan, 330 yuan more than in
1991 in constant prices ..." (Qin, 1993, p.61).

China's industrial output value of 1992 grew to 1,011.6
billion yuan, 20.8 percent higher than that of 1991 in
constant prices.

China's retail sales in 1992 "totalled 1,099.4 billion
yuan, an actual increase of 10.8 percent over 1991 after

adjusting for price factors" (Qin, 1993, pp.61-62).

Transportation

The chief means of transportation over long distances
in China are trains, buses, and ships. Airplanes have
become more popular in recent years, but to the majority of
the Chinese people they are still expensive. Qin Shi
provided some statistics in his book, China (1993),

By 1992 the total length of rail lines ... reached

53,900 kilometers, including electrified lines of 8,742

kilometers. ... By 1992 China had 1.054 million

kilometers of highways opened to traffic, of which

there were 590 kilometers of expressways and 5,490

kilometers of first and second grade highways.

Navigable inland waterways in China totalled 110,000

kilometers in 1992 (pp.74-75).



Education

According to 1992 statistics of the State Education
Commission (SEDC), China now has 729,158 primary schools,
85,851 secondary schools and 1075 higher education institu-
tions (SEDC, 1992).

The primary schools usually provide a six-year
curricular program, including moral character, Chinese,
mathematics, nature, history, geography, drawing, music and
physical education.

The secondary schools are usually composed of junior
and senior high schools, each with a three year length of
study. The courses offered in the secondary schools include
Chinese, mathematics, foreign languages, politics, history,
geography, physics, chemistry, biology, physical education,
music, fine arts, psychology and work skills.

Currently there are 1,075 higher education institutions
in China which may be divided into three categories and
eight subject divisions with 823 specialties. The three
categories are (1) universities and four-year colleges, (2)
advanced schools for specialized training, and (3) advanced
vocational schools. The eight subject divisions include the
humanities, political science and law, finance and
economics, education, science, engineering, agriculture
and forestry, and medicine (SEDC, 1988). The following
table classifies China's higher education institutions.

8



Institution Type Institution Number

Comprehensive Univ. 37
Polytechnic Institutions 275
Agriculture Univ. & Coll. 60
Forestry Univ. & Coll. 11
Medical Univ. & Coll. 119
Teacher's Univ. & Coll. 260
Language Univ. & Coll. 14
Finance & Economics Univ & Coll. 74
Political Science & Law Univ & Coll. 25
Physical Education Univ. & Coll. 16
Arts Univ. & Coll. 30
Ethnic Minority Univ. & Coll. 11
Advanced Vocational Schools 122
Total 1,063
(SEDC, 1988)

The above paragraphs reflect a very brief social,
political, and economic context of China. It is in this
context that this study is undertaken.

The following sections focus on the discussion of

China's higher education development.

A Historical Retrospective
Since ancient times to the middle of this century,
China had been administered by the educated elite and educa-
tion had been a major concern of the Chinese. It has long
been believed that a better education would provide a man
with better opportunities for entering upper society. For
almost two thousand years prior to its abolition in 1905, a
system of civil service examinations was used by the govern-
ment as the principal way of selecting officials for public

9



office (Biggerstaff, 1972; Li & Tan, 1990). In those days
public office yielded the greatest prestige and power, as
well as the means of acquiring wealth. Hence, the acquisi-
tion of a good education became the object of many ambitious
young people, as well as a topic of discourse for many
philosophers and educators.

The greatest ancient Chinese educator and philosopher,
Confucius, advocated the importance of education and book-
learning by saying: "All is inferiority except those who
acquire book-learning;" and "One who studies with brilliant
achievements ought to be appointed official duties, and when
the official performs his duties well he shall make advanced
studies."

Another great Chinese philosopher and educator,
Mencius, also made some similar statements. He said: "A
brain-worker can govern the public, whereas a man engaged in
unskilled labor is sure to be governed by the public”

(Zhang, 1990, p.356). For almost two thousand years these
ideas have been handed down from generation to generation,
and their impact on Chinese thinking about education is
strong and enduring. For generations Chinese who could
afford to do so would try their hardest to receive a good
education and would study diligently to prepare for the

imperial examinations.
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However, education in old China was provided mostly by
private schools. These schools were taught by old scholars
or retired officials and supported by the tuition fees from
the students. For many centuries the Four Books (Analects
of Confucius, Mencius, Great Learning, and Doctrine of the
Mean) and the Five Classics (the Book of Changes, the Book
of History, the Book of Songs, the Book of Rites, and the
Spring and Autumn Annals) were used as the major teaching
materials. The chief purpose of these schools was to help
students acquire a thorough knowledge of the classics and of
the orthodox interpretation of them and skills in the use of
accepted forms of literary expression. No practical
knowledge was taught or considered important in those
schools. Also these schools usually did not have regular
classes as is true today. Tutoring and examinations were
the chief teaching activities. This kind of traditional
education served Chinese society for more than two thousand
years and was abolished in 1905 because of Western
influences and the Xinhai revolution (a democratic

revolution led by Sun Zhongshan) .

Traditional Higher Education

Higher education's roots in China can be found more
than two thousand years ago in the early period of the Han
dynasty. As early as 124 B.C., the first ancient institu-
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tion of higher learning was founded in the form of "Taixue"
(imperial college of great learning). This institution was
financially supported and administratively controlled by the
central government. The purposes of founding such an insti-
tution were to set up an educational example for the whole
country to follow, to promote education and culture, and to
unify people's moral standard. Because the emperor himself
especially favored the doctrines of Confucius and Mencius,
what was taught in the imperial college was chiefly the
works of the scholars of the Confucian school. Although the
institution was run on a very small scale and only 50
students were enrolled at first, its development was so fast
that in the year 146 the school had as many as 240
buildings, including 1850 rooms, and the enrollment had
reached approximately 30,000 students. From that time until
the end of the Qing Dynasty (1911), each dynasty had its own
imperial colleges of higher learning, but the enrollment of
those later institutions never surpassed that of the Han
Dynasty (Li & Tan, 1990).

Another kind of higher education institution in ancient
China was Shuyuan (academy of classical learning). Shuyuan
as a place for reading and lecturing first came into
existence in the late Tang Dynasty (900) and flourished more

than 1000 years until the end of the Qing Dynasty.
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Shuyuan's prime period was the Song Dynasty during which 173
official and private Shuyuan were established. As a special
place for both research and teaching, Shuyuan played an

important role in promoting education in ancient China.

Modern Higher Education

China's modern higher education system can be dated
from about the end of the nineteenth century, and it was
formed in the process of learning from the West. Like the
English and the Germans, the Chinese have been considered
highly conservative, and their educational system has also
been conservative in nature. Until the end of the last
century, the Chinese had always met their educational needs
through their own initiatives. Viewing foreigners as
cultural and educational barbarians, there seemed to be no
reason to call on outsiders to advise the education of the
Chinese populace. Only when China was first defeated by the
West in the Opium War (1839-1842) and was forced to open
parts of the country to Western people and their ideas, did
the Chinese government begin to realize the gap in science
and technology between China and the advanced Western
countries. Then the need for learning from the West and of
building China into a strong nation was given first

priority.
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In 1862, Emperor Tong Zhi of the Qing Dynasty approved
of the establishment of a language school for the training
of official interpreters. 1In 1866 it was raised to the rank
of a college. This school was China's first higher
education institution in the modern sense. Its first
president, Dr. W.A.P. Martin, was invited from the U.S.A.,
and the courses including English, French, and Japanese were
taught by the teachers invited from those countries (Kuo,
1915; Li & Tan, 1990). As the years passed, and as occasion
demanded, colleges of agriculture, mechanics, mining, and
mi;itary science were founded one after another at the turn
of the last century.

The period from 1895 through 1911 was important in
China's higher education history, for this period saw the
birth of many high-level, modern universities on Chinese
sQil. Among these early universities the most influential
ones were Beiyang University (1895) , Jiao Tong University
(1896), Zhejiang University (1897), Beijing University
(1898), Beijing Normal University (1902), Southeastern
University (1902), Fudan University (1905), Sichuan
University (1905), Tongji University (1907), and Qinghua
University (1911) (SEDC [State Education Commission], 1991).

Many of the modern universities in China came into
existence through Western cooperation. For instance, Qing-
hua University, Yanjing University, and sixteen other

14



missionary colleges were established through American coop-
eration. Tongji University was founded as a result of
German government support, whereas the University Franco-
chinoise was administered by a joint committee of French and
Chinese public figures who provided financial support.

Some other modern universities were transformed or
upgraded from the traditional imperial colleges or Shuyuan.
For example, the predecessor of Beijing University was
styled Jing Shi Da Xue Tang (the Imperial School of Higher
Learning), that of Sichuan University was Jinjiang Shuyuan
(Jinjiang Academy of Classical Learning), and that of Zhe-
jiang University was called Qiu Shi Shuyuan (Qiu Shi Academy
of Classical Learning).

The most important feature of the universities of
modern China was that almost all those universities showed
clear exemplars of both the American and the European modes
of knowledge and organization. The universities established
through Western cooperation naturally expressed a variety of
Western-inspired curriculum and administrative patterns.
However, even those reorganized traditional higher education
institutions had great interest in learning from the West.
For example, the first comprehensive university of modern
China, Beiyang University, was originally named Beiyang
School of Western Learning. A careful scrutiny of this name
may well reveal the great impact of Western influence on the

15



national psychology of the Chinese. Moreover, most of the
universities founded before 1949 were headed and staffed by
Chinese scholars recently returned from America and Europe,
and naturally these universities were appreciably influenced
by their Western ideas. As a result, the curricula and
administrative structure of these universities had similari-
ties to those of the Western countries.

Another important feature of China's early modern
universities was that they showed a real academic diversity.
Different universities supported or influenced by different
Western countries showed different curricular emphases and
administrative systems. Qinghua University and other Ameri-
can-influenced universities expressed the practicability and
flexibility of the American higher education patterns,
whereas Beijing University, another center of leading schol-
arship, was heavily influenced by the German model of the
university curriculum which was limited to pure theoretical
disciplines in the arts and sciences.

Of all the Western countries that have significantly
influenced China's higher education development, the United
States of America ranks first. In many of the universities
in the first half of this century, America's credit system
was used, and a wide range of curricula was provided. Many
universities emphasized applied knowledge areas and cross-
disciplinary fields in response to the needs of economic and
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social development. Moreover, an American style of insti-
tutional organization, with colleges between the university
and department levels, was introduced in many of the large
universities (Hayhoe, 1989).

There were chiefly two reasons to explain why American
patterns were well received by Chinese scholars. First,
many of the scholars who returned from the U.S. took up
leading positions, and they exerted a great influence on the
governance of individual colleges or universities.

Secondly, in the political anarchy of the early part of this
century, there was a lack of a central force to develop a
centralized educational policy allowing educators to create
institutions that would contribute to economic and social
development. The diversity, practicability, and flexibility
of the American higher education system appeared most
conducive to the ends of the Chinese intellectuals.

From the 1920s to the 1940s, the ten successive years
of war among warlords, eight years of the anti-Japanese war,
and four years of civil war prevented any significant devel-
opment in China's higher education system. That was why,
when the People's Republic of China was founded in 1949,
there were only 205 higher education institutions and

117,000 undergraduates in the whole country (SEDC, 1988).
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Higher Education in the People's Republic of China
The founding of the People's Republic of China in 1949

started a new historic era for the country. The new gov-
ernment attached great importance to the development of
education, because the educational philosophy in New China
is "education must serve socialist construction and social-
ist construction must rely on education development" (SEDC,
1988, p.72). Soon after the founding of the People's Repub-
lic, the new government immediately engaged in a complete
higher education reform in 1952. All the private
universities were transformed into public ones, and most of
the universities and departments were rearranged or reorga-
nized. The former diversified, Western-inspired higher
education pattern was transformed into a centralized, Soviet
model (e.g. emphasis on science and technology, early and
narrow specialization, and establishing Party committees in
all higher education institutions to secure leadership of
the Communist Party over educational matters). The whole
higher education system became a very centralized one,
headed by the Ministry of Education (which was changed to
the State Education Commission in 1986) and supervised by
the central government (Reed, 1988; Pepper, 1990).

The higher education institutions in the People's
Republic of China today may be divided into three broad
categories: key universities under the State Education
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