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Abstract

This paper reviews and analyzes the state of higher vocational education in China. It is found out that China has
a vague concept of higher vocational education; the quality of education at schools as well as the efficiency of
educational management are low; the results shown by vocational college students are relatively poor. These
downsides have made the Chinese state take a series of remedial steps to give up the traditional principles of
education in favour of the modern ones, deepen the understanding of the basic educational concepts; broaden
the role of research in education, develop different modes of training for different specialties, improve the level
of vocational training, and make up for a lack of knowledge in certain aspects of research. The accumulated
experience provide vocational educators with a deeper understanding of the condition and prospects of the
education system.
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1. INTRODUCTION

China is aiming to make an in-depth reform of the national education system, which attracts an
increasing attention of the country’s teaching community. Intensive reforms of vocational education make it
more efficient and attractive. As clearly stated in 2005 by the State Council of China in its "Decision on
Intensively Developing Professional Education in the Country", "a plan to build professional education
colleges must be implemented" (Chen Youli, 2018). In 2015, the Government proposed an Action Plan for the
Innovation and Development of Higher Professional Education (2015-2018), and the construction and
establishment of high-quality junior colleges was seen as a reasonable step on the way to improving the quality
of higher vocational education (Hao Tiancong, Shi Weiping, 2017). In 2019, the State Council issued a National
Plan for the Implementation of the Vocational Education Reform, where the proposal to promote essential
improvements in the quality of higher vocational education is exposed in detail as well as a series of specific
measures to boost the decision-making process and the efforts to provide vocational education in the new era. In
the context of this plan, the country’s system of vocational education is facing a growing number of challenges.
To address the related issues at a later stage, it is necessary to improve the formulation and implementation of
the educational environment policy(The State Council issued the Implementation Plan of the National
Vocational Education Reform, 2019).

Higher vocational education is the key part of developing competences and an important guarantee of
continuous improvements in the level of expertise among the graduates and in the quality of teaching. In
retrospect, it appears that the higher vocational education in China already has a long history of development,
and, as noticed by the academic community, this development has already sown the seeds of progress in the
country’s system of higher vocational education.

The analysis of the global changes that have taken place in the field of pedagogical sciences will allow
us taking a more accurate look at the future trends in the development of education, which makes this study
necessary and relevant.

2. RESEARCH OBJECTS AND METHODS
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2.1 Collection of documentation.

The content for this article has been collected mainly through consulting the Xichang University Library,
Chengdu Library, other countless domestic and foreign network resources, and searching for relevant materials
and related documents. A review of the relevant documents from various periods of China’s history in relation
to vocational education is presented and the historical background of vocational education in China described.
Other key topics covered in the study the current state of things in China’s education system, educational trends
in general, state of things and prospects of China’s vocational education, and others.

2.2 Research.

The data from the collected documents is used to make a comprehensive analysis of the evolution of vocational
education in China from the times of Antiquity through the present, explore and analyze the current state of the
Chinese system of vocational education, and the work done by vocational college teachers and education
researchers, and students. Then this article studies the various aspects of training talented graduates and the
influence of the proposal about the development of China's education system on the nation’s economy, culture,
and society.

2.3 Analysis.

This paper presents a logic analysis of the available historical documents on the evolution of education
in China, analyzes and tracks the historical background and evolution of vocational education in China,
generalizes and highlights a profound influence of the national authorities on the country’s education system
and its adaptation to contemporary trends, and explores the way these trends and developments can affect the
evolution of the national system of vocation education, with the main emphasis on higher vocational education.

2. RESULTS

3.10verview of Higher Vocational Education

The notion of "higher vocational education" is a combination of two concepts which are "higher" and
"vocational education". According to the rules established in this country, higher education is roughly divided in
three categories: the first category is "higher education" defined as a type of education with a strong focus on
teaching professional and applied expertise; secondly, it is believed that the high-level part of vocational
education does not apply to higher education, therefore “higher education” and “vocational education” are
considered parallel and non-overlapping categories; thirdly, this notion can be interpreted in a general way as
meaning that all kinds of education provided to develop high-level professional and technical expertise belong
to higher vocational education. Higher technical education provided for training qualified workers is also
considered higher vocational education, thus equating "higher" with "senior". According to the corresponding
explanation in the "Dictionary of Education" edited by Li Xiang, the term "vocational education" is interpreted
as "related to the tertiary level of education", which in turn is usually regarded as a “synonym for achieving
professional skills and competences". Our article focuses on the concept of "higher professional education” in
the framework of academic education.

According to the statistics of the Education Department, as of 2016, China had 1 395 higher vocational colleges
with a total of 10.8289 million students. In 2016, the number of students of higher vocational education
institutions exceeded 3.4321 million, and the number of graduates exceeded 3.2981 million. It can be seen that
China has formed a large-scale system of full-time higher vocational education and has become a major force in
the popularization of higher education(Ping Heguang, Li Xiaogan, 2017). In any case,China's higher vocational
education practices have undergone major changes in the course of history. They have been gradually matured,
improved, become more efficient, and are inseparable from the intensive development of education in China and
abroad in general. But this does not mean that development of higher vocational education can be stopped;
otherwise, it will suffer from stagnation. It is also necessary to analyze and assess future educational tendencies
by reviewing the accumulated experience so as to guarantee the efficient reformation of China’s system of
higher vocational education.

3.2 A Review of Education Research in China from the Perspective of Education System, Policy, Curriculum,
Approach and Method Overview of Higher Vocational Education

3.2.1 The evolution of China’s higher professional education system and policies

The beginnings of higher vocational education in China date back to the end of the Qing Dynasty. In the period
from 1902 to 1904 the Renyin-Kuimao School System was divided in"Higher Industrial School" and "Higher
Normal School". These two kinds of higher education institutions were the earliest vocational colleges in the
sense common in today’s China, that is, they were the predecessors of higher vocational education
establishments. The vocational education in China was further developed with the establishment and activities
of the vocational and higher schools of the "Reenzi Kuichou School System" promoted by the Government of
the Republic of China from 1912 to 1913 and the "Reenxu School System" of 1922; those were the most
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influential institutions in the history of modern Chinese education. After 1949 the people in China had almost no
opportunities to pursue higher vocational education, or those opportunities were only technical and the colleges
had no other option than attemptingto upgrade their educational practices and standards to the level of higher
vocational education. In 1980, a new path in the evolution of higher vocational education in China was paved
by establishing the Tianjin Vocational University as the first ever higher vocational college in mainland China.
That event was a real landmark in the development of China’s vocational education. After the Central
Committee of the Communist Party of China promulgated the "Decision on the Reform of the National
Education System" in 1985, more than 120 colleges have been established across the country to provide higher
vocational education (Zhang Hong, 2020). In 1991, China promulgated the "Decision of the State Council on
Intensively Developing Vocational and Technical Education. The Decision clearly defined the nature, status,
role, direction, tasks, and measures of vocational and technical education, re-emphasised the need for and set
forth the task of encouraging further active development of the national systems of elementary, secondary, and
higher vocational and technical education. In 1996, the National People's Congress passed and promulgated the
Vocational Education Law of the People's Republic of China. In addition, the Professional Education
Conference proposed to intensively develop vocational education across the country under a three-level program
according to the principle “three reforms and one supplement” (reforms of ordinary colleges, vocational
colleges, and colleges for adults; secondary vocational schools provide higher vocational training as a
supplement to their main programs). In 1999, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China and the
State Council issued the "Decision on the Acceleration of the Education Reform and Integrated Promotion of
High-Quality Education”. According to the Decision, “Higher vocational education is an important part of
higher education and must be developed in an enthusiastic and brisk manner. It is also necessary to train a lot of
talented professionals in engineering and industrial sciences with a solid theoretical background and strong
practical skills. In 2006, the Ministry of Education issued a document titled "Several Considerations of the
Ministry of Education on Integrated Improvements in the Quality of Higher Vocational Education and
Teaching" (Jiaogao, issue 16, 2006), which clearly stated: "Higher vocational education is a type of higher
education, the mission of which is to train highly skilled personnel demanded at the frontlines of production,
construction, service, and management, and is irreplaceable in accelerating socialist modernization" (Views of
the Ministry of Education (2006) on the overall improvement of the quality of higher vocational education. EK
(2006). The support from the related branches of the national economy has gradually made China’s higher
vocational education system more profound and integrated. In order to upbring and foster talents who can meet
the needs of this century, China’s higher vocational colleges and education system have been reformed to enter
an unprecedented period of development.

3.2.2 The evolution of higher vocational education courses

The programs of higher vocational education in China have undergone many changes. First of all, in terms of
training goals the focus has been expanded from "present" to "present and future", single-type goals have been
replaced with complex goals, the training of "professional talents" has been gradually made integrated and the
study methods have been made to individual student needs. The individualization of learning consists in
organizing the educational process, in which the choice of methods, techniques, and pace of learning is
determined by personal traits of individual students, and in promoting various educational, methodological,
psychological, pedagogical, organizational, and management activities that encourage using the individual
approach. Secondly, the type of curriculum has been expanded from basic to cluster-like and the training of
professional skills have been expanded from the country’s industry of services in general to the service
industries of China’s specific regions. The teaching content has been expanded to provide the students not only
with the knowledge and skills in a specific profession but also with more comprehensive knowledge aimed at
their general growth as personalities. The main methods of education have been changed from traditional oral
teaching to the application of modern information technologies. The focus of the teaching process has shifted
from the teacher to the student (Zhang Jianguo, 2020). As a type of education closely related to economic and
social development, higher vocational education must conform to modern technological and Internet and be a
major object of educational reforms in the era of the World Wide Web. The general teaching reform and the
development of curricula for microclasses in small groups have had a great impact on the teaching practices in
higher vocational colleges. In order to better meet the needs of students and improve the quality of teaching,
pedagogues need to enhance their expertise in IT tools on their own initiative and use this expertise in their
teaching practice. The ability to efficiently use IT tools in teaching has become an important part of teacher
training and education. These obvious changes clearly indicate that higher vocational education is entering a
new era.

3.2.3 The evolution of higher vocational education: approaches and models
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The research in the approaches to and models of higher vocational education have become a hot topic in recent
years. As stated in the "Outline of Education Reform and Development” released by the State Council of China
in 1993, "vocational education is an important part of modern education and an important pillar of
industrialization, socialization, and modernization.” The Outline also proposes to “actively develop higher
vocational education by reforming existing vocational and adult colleges, and arranging flexible and diverse
higher vocational training courses.” The research and analysis at the beginning of the 21st century allowed to
outline two ways of its development: one is the reformation and reorganization of secondary schools, vocational
and adult colleges and universities; the other is to simply upgrade the education process at secondary schools.
The advantage of the former method is that it makes full use of the resources of higher education available at the
time, while its disadvantage is that the transformation will be a difficult and slow process. The advantage of
adopting the latter is that this type of education does not need profound transformation and the scale of higher
vocational education can be expanded rapidly; the disadvantage is that it affects the stability of secondary
vocational education, and the cost of building new educational institutions is high. The core training model
used n China’s higher vocational education establishment has been changed from discipline-based model to
competency-based, which allows concluding that the national system of professional education has gradually
switched over from traditional to modern teaching methods and practices, constantly adopted new educational
concepts, ranging from single-modal to multimodal learning, and payed more attention to the ability-based
model, focusing on knowledge and skills. The development of schools is focused on improving the general
professional qualities of students, which promotes their growth (Ma Tingqi, 2001). At present, China is
developing its system of higher professional education in the direction of cultivating new talents, and it will
surely continue to take active effort in this direction. The developments will help China form a three-
dimensional structure of higher vocational education. These dimensions are strategic government, competitive
higher vocational schools and educational establishments. The government is responsible for formulating the
strategy of developing higher vocational education to serve and shape the social and economic needs of the
nation. High vocational schools are responsible for providing their students with specific core competences and
comprehensive literacy; educational enterprises are responsible for teaching their students the general skills they
need according to their specialties. Compared with the two-dimensional structure of education in developed
countries, the three-dimensional structure has more than one dimension of strategic management. Its main
function is to develop the macro design of the control over education and ensure that the education system
serves to boost socialist modernization and individual development (DuanCongyu, Yang Chao, 2013).

3.3 Defects of Higher Vocational Education in China and Possible Steps of Eliminating Them
3.3.1 Defects of higher vocational education in China

The concept is fuzzy and similar to the phenomenon of convergent education. Higher vocational
education is an important part of professional education and based on secondary- and junior-level professional
education. Its goal is to train high-level practice-oriented technologists and engineering experts. With this goal
in view, higher vocational education entities must improve the professional skills and comprehensive literacy of
their students in a planned and organized manner. The high vocational education schools that have been
awarded with corresponding qualification certificates must develop high-level skills among their students so that
the former find themselves a job at modern industrial enterprises that are more demanding in terms of skills than
their predecessors. However, some high vocational colleges tend to place more emphasis on training practical
skills, while neglecting the theoretical component, which makes these colleges similar in concept to secondary
vocational education. As a result, students are not qualified for jobs in modern enterprises (Chen Guolin, 2010).
As far as the current situation is concerned, it is obvious that China’s system of higher vocational education is
not as efficient as required, the research work is not being kept up with the pace of contemporary developments,
and the problem of conceptual vagueness still remains. Higher vocational education is not clearly differentiated
from other professional education, and this nondifferentiation is a typical defect of higher professional education
and has also attracted the attention of some scholars.

The ideas and levels of teaching in high vocation education establishments are not sufficiently
advanced. A lot of existing higher vocational colleges have been upgraded from secondary vocational schools or
formed by the merger of several such schools. Rapidly developed educational ideas and concepts are far from
perfect and mature. The inertia of schools makes it difficult to reach the level of higher vocational education. In
addition, in recent years the national government has attached great importance to developing higher vThe
overall quality of teaching still fails to reach a certain level.ocational education, and the number of schools has
expanded rapidly. However, the conditions for running schools and the expertise of teachers do not always meet
the emerging needs, which slows down the course of improvements in the quality of running schools and
inhibits the more complete development of higher vocational education (Decision of the State Council on
Vigorously Promoting the Reform and Development of Vocational Education, 2002).
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The level of teaching and the efficiency of management in higher vocational education establishments
are low because the emphasis in the development of China’s system of higher vocational education has so far
been put on increasing the number of educational establishments and less attention has been given to improving
the quality of teaching; as a result, the level of training talents is downgraded and there are still certain problems
with the quality of teaching (Li Xiang, QiuDayong, Huang Xiaoyan, 2018). Teachers at higher vocational
colleges should have the ability to integrate different courses and efficiently manage the teaching process. The
improvement in the quality and efficiency of teaching at higher vocational education establishments is closely
related to the level of the teachers' personal development as well as their sense of responsibility and
comprehensive development in various professional fields (Wang Peng, 2018). Some of the pedagogues
working at higher vocational colleges continue to use fairly conservative teaching methods. The lack of highly
qualified teachers makes it impossible to meet the needs of large-scale teaching. The need for accelerating the
evolution of higher vocational education still needs further improvements.

3.3.2 Defects in the quality of education at higher vocational colleges.

Vocational and higher vocational colleges are the least popular educational establishments among
Chinese applicants who apply for admission to these institutions only after filing applications for admission to
other types of colleges and universities. This trend reinforces the stereotype that the higher vocational education
is inferior to the ordinary higher education and misleads the Chinese people's understanding of higher vocational
colleges. Most parents believe that "higher professional education is a low-level higher education" (Cao Ye,
2017).

Students who choose higher education are more sure that they will enter the job market immediately
after graduation. Without room for continuing their studies, they will not be able to continue enhancing their life
value. Therefore, the quality of students in higher vocational colleges will be relatively poor, which is an issue
that must be tackled one way or another (Wang Shujun, 2013). In China higher vocational education appeared
fairly late; this is why, there are still many challenges and difficulties to be dealt with and a lot of research
strategies must be tried for improving the national system of higher vocational education. It is also necessary to
learn from the experience in this field acquired by the Western World.

3.3.3 Countermeasures needed and taken by China to remedy the defects of the national system of higher
vocational education

First of all, it is necessary to conduct a systematic and strictly logical study of the interrelated concepts
of China’s higher vocational education and summarize the results in a rational manner so as to ensure that these
concepts have strong scientific grounds. It should be understood that education, higher education, school
education, and higher vocational education are basic concepts dealt with in educational research and cannot be
explained and elaborated separately from each other. It is necessary to explore the ways they are associated with
each other so as to strengthen the relevance of this study. This research is of quintessential importance and
allows deepening the understanding of the discussed concepts and making the study findings clear at first
reading.

Secondly, it is necessary to broaden the research perspective of China’s higher vocational education.
The conventional and conservative research models must be rejected, which is the only way of promoting
innovative research in education. The country’s system of higher vocational education must be considered from
the perspective of development and take into account the latest advances and the demands of the society so as to
make the research work more up-to-date and socially relevant. In addition, it is necessary to actively encourage
the research aimed at integrating vocational and higher vocational education. It is important not to confine the
research work to a certain object or aspect for this is a wrong approach that puts the cart before the horse. The
conservative approaches and methods must be rejected, which is the only way the research in higher vocational
education can be made efficient and plausible.

Thirdly,theory and practice must be combined to construct different higher vocational education
development models for different majors. This country has implemented teaching reforms, built a
comprehensive and improved model of training talented students at vocational education establishments,
promoted the philosophy of people-oriented education, and introduced programs of training for new specialties
on the basis of scientific investigation according to the market demand. China has also optimized the curriculum
system, improved teaching links, and reorganized the general training model. It was necessary to implement
dynamic management practices and strengthen the post-graduation career guidance of the students. It is also
required to elaborate a detailed division and do a research of teaching practices according to unified standards,
and then adapt the elaborated measures to local conditions and teach students according to their aptitudes, which
will encourage the sustainable development of vocational education and promote the popularity of professions
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demanded by China’s economy. The rapid development of colleges and universities can be used as an example
of promoting an efficient model of vocational education (Li Guixia, 2005).

Fourthly, it is necessary to enhance the system of national support and funding, break traditional
concepts. The influence of traditional ideas is deeply rooted and remains the most difficult factor to change and
the biggest obstacle to the development of higher vocational education in this country. If the country cannot
break the shackles of traditional concepts and change the people's understanding of higher vocational
education, the quality of education at higher vocational education establishments will inevitably idegrade,
which will affect the development and improvement of China’s higher vocational education system. Therefore,
the state authorities must take vigorous effort and promulgate efficient educational policies to ensure the long-
term and stable development of higher vocational education. Conventional educational concepts must be
modified, vocational education must be differentiated from purely technical education, and more attention must
be paid to to the quality of teaching and the needs of pedagogues themselves. Additional steps needed to break
the traditional educational concepts and make higher vocational education more socially prestigious are to
provide more support to the training of "dual-qualified" teachers, promote the integration of schools and
enterprises, put into practice employment-oriented, flexibly adoptable professional ideas, and improve and
expand the employment and entrepreneurial opportunities for students (Yu Jingchen, 2012).

3.4 Prospects for the Development of the Research in Vocational Educationin China
3.4.1 Prospects for the education system.

The prospects of China’s system of vocational education look bright, and there are two points that need
discussion.

First of all, it is necessary to define more clearly the internal structure of the reforms of the national system of
vocational education against the background of management goals.

This development means an efficient transformation and switch from traditional to cutting-edge vocational
education methods and practices.

China’s vocational education must include the dissemination of unique national upward-oriented values
in combination with teaching, which will allow providing the students with clearer life orientations and make
the country’s actual vocational education practices meet the goals set by the national government. At present, it
is necessary to establish a win-win benefit system for all of participants in the national system o f vocational
education, efficiently promote social equality and harmonious development, and ensure the free development of
educators as personalities. It is necessary to build the national system of vocational education on the basis of
upward-oriented values; at the same time, we also hope that the national system of vocational education will
have a clear governing framework. In general, system-level educational "regulations, systems, policies and
documents must be elaborated, their adoption ensured, the whole vocational education system developed in a
rational manner, and the involved parties must enter into a new strategic partnership, which will make
vocational education more attractive and promote its essential need” (Song Li-dan, 2019).

3.4.2 Basic guarantees of adopting innovations in China’s vocational education system in the context of
governance construction

As for adopting innovations to and developing the system of modern vocational education in this
country, we hope that these goals are fulfilled and the entire education system is constructed as innovation-
based and multisubject, which must apply to both, formal and informal vocational education. We also hope that
this process is going to be managed by combining political and social supervision to enrich the education system
with ideological content and values for fulfilling the fundamental task of nation building and providing
comprehensive high-quality education to the Chinese people. Generally speaking, it is necessary to ensure that
the national system of vocational education is developed smoothly and gradually like water flowing from a
spring, show more attention to knowledge, technology, and labour, hone one’s proper skills in practice, not
relying solely on academic qualifications and ability, and ensure that the national system of vocational education
is properly optimized and enriched with innovations so as to meet the demands of the new period (Zhu
Zhizhou, Cai Wenlan, Li Jing, 2019). China's higher vocational education system needs further innovation and
improvements so as to provide better educational services. In China the national education system has
historically been one of the foundations of the country’s life and shaped the people’s conduct. The general state
of the national educational system determines the successes and quality of higher vocation education.

This is why, the contemplated reform of the education system is so important and must remain the
focus of research.

3.4.3 Perspectives and methods of higher professional education research.
The research in higher vocational education is a major sphere of activity covering a lot of disciplines,
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such as management, psychology, pedagogy, and sociology. Most of the current research work is done from the
standpoints of pedagogy and management, and the lack of research from the standpoints of psychology and
sociology makes the research results insufficiently objective. The studies are conducted by multiple empirical
methods, and the combinations of theory and experiment is rarely used; therefore, very few results have been
obtained by theoretical investigation. The analysis of the international experience in vocational education
research has allowed finding out that most of the research work is focused on explaining the motivation, goals,
and mindsets of students. In this country, the research in the indicated field is still relatively underdeveloped,
and there are many aspects worth studying. The advanced educational theories and good vocational education
models used in developed economies, such as Great Britain, the United States, Australia, Germany, and France
make them the worldwide leaders by the quality of vocational education. Thus, considering their efficiency,
“many of these models and theories are worth using” (Jiang Wei, 2006).

3.4.4 Prospects for filling blind spots in higher vocational education research.

China’s practice of research in higher vocational education appears to have certain blind spots.

The conditions determining and restricting the development and reforms of China’s vocation education
research have been exposed to longitudinal historical analysis, and the internal development law has been
discovered, which can form a strong foundation for future development. In addition, a deep understanding of the
concept of higher vocational education is equally as important, and the procedure of evaluating the development
of higher vocational education should be discussed in depth. The full comprehension of the blind spots in
previous studies will allow moving the research in the national higher vocational education to new heights and
providing theoretical support for the development of higher vocational education in China.

4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This paper reviews and summarizes the theoretical and practical results of the history and development
of China’s higher vocational education to date and points out the urgent need for developing the theoretical
basics for reforming and shaping the higher vocation education system that will be efficient in the knowledge-
based society of the future.

This work has allowed discovering that China’s concept of higher vocational education is vague. The
level of teaching and the involvement of the national ideological content are low, and the level of knowledge
among the applicants to vocational colleges is relatively low, too.

At the same time, the target values of China’s vocational education system have changed, and the
country is facing the need for transformation and institutional breakthrough.

However, the efforts of several generations have already allowed China to make certain improvements
in itssystem of higher vocational education and moved it to an essentially higher level of development. The
Chinese state has already taken a series of remedial measures to eliminate the defects in the national system of
higher vocational education: traditional principles of education have largely been abandoned in favour of more
innovative and relevant methods; the level of school education has been improved; the understanding of the
basic concepts of higher vocational education has been broadened as well as its research perspectives;
theoretical and practical efforts have been taken to building different development models for different majors
and provide better support to the country’s educational institutions. This is essential to having a solid framework
for the further development of the national system of education. The government has allowed the country’s
vocational colleges to preserve some part of their educational autonomy, helped improve the current model of
training talented specialists, and created the conditions for improving the quality of teaching.

All of these changes have inspired the involved participants to continue doing their job.

China's higher vocational education will definitely keep developing in the right direction and, therefore, allow
training a lot of outstanding talents.
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