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ABSTRACT The two-year community college model has historically been a uniquely US 
phenomenon. Increasingly, however, this model and adaptations of it are growing internationally, both 
through partnerships with community colleges in the United States and as adaptations to existing 
postsecondary vocational-education systems in developing countries. In this study, the authors look at 
higher education in China, and more specifically at ‘higher professional and technical colleges’ or 
HPTCs (gaodeng zhiye jishu xueyuan or gaozhi). HPTCs are the sector of Chinese higher education most 
closely resembling the traditional community college model. The late 1990s and early 2000s marked a 
change in thinking about HPTCs, from terminal institutions aimed at imparting high-level specialized 
technical and management skills to institutions incorporating both academic and vocational purposes, 
and serving as a pathway to the country’s more elite senior colleges and universities. More recently, 
however, contractions in China’s top-up policy (i.e. a policy aimed at using the HPTC sector as a 
bridge to the university sector) reflect a return to more bifurcated thinking about the relationship 
between the non-university and university sectors. The authors explore these policy shifts and find 
(unsurprisingly) that the HPTC sector is highly sensitive to top-up policy changes. Surprisingly, 
however, the authors find that the university sector is also impacted, though in less expected ways. 

I. Introduction 

The expansion of education around the world has been one of the most notable sociological stories 
of the twentieth century (Baker, forthcoming). This trend has been particularly amplified within 
the tertiary sector (referred to as ‘higher education’ hereafter) over the past half century (Schofer & 
Meyer, 2005). Whereas half a million students were enrolled in higher-education institutions 
worldwide at the beginning of the twentieth century (Banks, 2010), by the beginning of the twenty-
first century this number had increased to nearly 100 million and has continued its exponential 
climb since, reaching over 150 million by 2008 (UNESCO, 2012, Tables 3B & 14).[1] This translates 
to a growth in the proportion of the college-age cohort worldwide participating in some form of 
higher education from a tiny fraction of 1% in 1900 to roughly a quarter of the relevant age cohort 
today.[2] 

Though characterized by its own unique history, the People’s Republic of China (hereafter, 
China) is no exception to the shift from elite to mass higher education worldwide. The most recent 
counts from China’s Ministry of Education show that nearly 23 million students are now enrolled 
in China’s regular higher-education institutions, growing four-fold in the last decade alone. This 
number is even higher – around 30 million – when adult, non-state/other private higher-education 
institutions, and students in web-based programs, among other categories, are included. While 
these numbers make China the largest higher-education system in the world (UNESCO, 2012), 
looking at China’s enrollment numbers solely relative to other nations obscures the fact that China 
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had a gross enrollment rate (GER) of only 22% in 2008. While a GER of 22% puts China just over 
the commonly understood 15% cut-off for the transition from elite to mass higher-education 
systems (Trow, 1973, 2006), it still lags behind the current world average of 26% and fails to come 
close to the higher averages in industrialized, modern economies, which generally fall in the 60–
80% range and reach even higher in some cases (for example, the United States had a GER of 85% 
in 2008). While large populations of adult and international students tend to inflate the GER (see 
footnote 2), it serves as a useful calculation for making international comparisons. Importantly, 
from an economic perspective, China’s low gross enrollment ratio indicates pent-up supply. When 
we consider this alongside individual-level, public-, and private-sector calls for more education for 
both economic and social purposes, it suggests that a continued expansion of higher education is 
likely. 

In fact, this has played out most clearly in the massive growth of private education and 
private support for education in China. Although the first Minban (people-run) college was 
established in 1982, private higher education has only begun to flourish within the context of 
China’s policy commitment to rapid educational expansion in the transition from a planned to a 
market economy. In 1997, there were 20 private higher-education institutions providing formal 
programs with an enrollment of 14,000 students, only 0.2% of total enrollments (Wang & Liu, 
2011). After the Law for Promoting Minban Education was passed in 2003, the number of private 
higher-education institutions increased to 640 (including independent institutions) by 2008. Private 
institutions and independent colleges together enrolled 4.01 million students (19.9% of total 
enrollments) in 2008 (Ministry of Education, 2008). 

In China, just as is happening around the world (see Elsner et al, 2008; Raby & Valeau, 2009), 
community-college-like institutions, public and private alike, have also grown exponentially and 
account for a non-trivial proportion of higher-education expansion. These institutions go by a 
variety of names which has diminished their voice and, thereby, the attention paid to their 
important role in educational expansion in the literature.[3] Increasingly, however, the distinctions 
between institutions carrying a variety of names – from technical colleges and polytechnics to 
regional and community colleges – are becoming blurred (Raby & Valeau, 2009). In their study of 
the traits that define community-college-like institutions in more than 20 countries, Elsner et al 
(2008) find four common traits of these institutions across countries: (1) open access (for the most 
part); (2) a non-elitist orientation; (3) a focus on student learning; and (4) more flexibility in 
response to the local environment. Raby and Valeau (2009) add: (5) short-term, semi-, and 
professional terminal courses; (6) an academic curriculum resulting in an associate in arts or 
sciences; and (7) (in some cases) the means to transfer to four-year colleges and universities to the 
characteristics emblematic of this form of postsecondary education. 

The institutions most resembling these traits in China are the ‘higher professional and 
technical colleges’ or HPTCs (gaodeng zhiye jishu xueyuan or gaozhi) (Postiglione, 2009). The late 
1990s and early 2000s marked an expansion in the size of the HPTC sector in China, as well as an 
evolution in thinking about HPTCs as a pathway to the country’s senior colleges and universities. 
In addition to the traditional view of the sector as imparting high-level specialized technical and 
management skills, policy changes in 1999 and 2001 – referred to here as the ‘top-up policy’ – 
reflected a growing understanding of HPTCs as a possible means of entry into the highly coveted 
university sector. However, more recent shifts in China’s top-up policy in 2006 have contracted 
(but not stopped) the rapidly growing HPTC sector. At the same time, China has responded to 
continued pressure for human-capital development, new scientific discovery, knowledge 
production, technical innovation, and the transformation of new knowledge into productivity with 
an emphasis on creating ‘world-class’ research universities, specifically through the 211 and 985 
Projects, which financially favor the elite sector. 

With few exceptions (Baker, 2008; Mohrman, 2008), research on the implications of trends in 
both the non-elite and elite sectors has failed to take trends at the other end of the educational 
spectrum into account. This reflects a traditional notion that the continued growth and expansion 
of higher education and a commitment to high-quality educational outputs must be a zero-sum 
game (Trow, 1973, 2006). Baker (2008) introduces another idea: what if these trends are actually 
symbiotic in nature? Here, we exploit a unique set of policy changes in China (namely, the top-up 
policy changes) to test competing ideas about the relationship between mass education on the one 
hand and privatization and educational quality on the other. We explore whether the often-
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assumed inverse relationship between access to higher education and the strength and quality of 
the more elite sectors represent zero-sum or symbiotic trends. 

Although our focus here is on the expansion of China’s non-elite sector, we also include 
details on changes in the elite sector in order to better understand the complex relationship 
between educational expansion, privatization, and educational quality. First, we provide a historical 
overview of the development of these community-college-like institutions in China and specifics of 
the top-up policy changes in the context of individual-level investments in and attitudes toward 
education in China in the midst of the transition from a planned to a market economy. Next, we 
evaluate these and other policy changes to better understand how underlying policy commitments 
to elitism and mass education have interacted with changes in the HPTC sector. What proportion 
of the regular higher-education system do HPTCs represent, both in terms of institutional number 
and enrollment? How has the size of the HPTC sector changed in light of policy shifts? Finally, we 
compare HPTCs in China to the community-college sector in the United States and discuss the role 
of this form of education in mediating the difficult tension between demand for higher-education 
expansion on the one hand and concerns about educational-economic mismatch and quality on the 
other as national education systems transform from elite to mass – and eventually universal – 
access (Trow, 1973, 2006). 

II. HPTCs, Top-up Policy Changes, and the Transition  
from a Planned to a Market Economy in China 

In the United States, postsecondary vocational education emerged after World War II … The 
results were very good, so the centers became permanent establishments. Some evolved over 
time into a type of ‘community college’ providing three interconnected types of education: 
vocational education, general freshman and sophomore courses, and short-term training 
programs … Our vocational and technical colleges should also build such a linkage and 
articulation arrangements so that postsecondary vocational graduates can transfer their credits 
and enroll for further study at a regular university. (Vice Premier Li, quoted in Postiglione et al, 
2008) 

The community college movement in Mainland China has played a pivotal role in refining 
postsecondary vocational–technical education in the transition from a planned to a market 
economy (Postiglione, 2009). In pre-reform China, meritocratic standards were suppressed by 
strong political favoritism and distributive egalitarianism, and earning differentials were kept small, 
even in comparison to the already low income level. Since the Reform and Opening Policy in the 
1970s, the need for more and varied educational opportunities has increased, as have commitments 
to meritocratic ideals (Cao, 2004). 

This movement has happened largely within the HPTC sector. This is the sector of the 
Chinese education system most often referred to as being like the US community college system 
because of the many characteristics these systems share: most HTPCs have two- and three-year 
programs leading to a dazhuan credential (higher-level specialized diploma); the majority are public 
institutions, but HPTCs with public and private stakeholders also exist as do many private 
institutions; they provide education to adult students as well as secondary-school leavers; they 
accept students who have sat for the national college and university entrance examinations; they 
offer multiple technical specializations as well as some general education (wenhua jiaoyu), although 
vocational–technical education in service to the local economy remains their dominant purpose; 
and they embody an overall multi-functionality reflective of the US community college model 
(Postiglione et al 2008; Postiglione, 2009). While there are a few HPTCs in mainland China that 
actually hold the name ‘community college,’ this is still the exception rather than the rule. 

One area of divergence between the community college sector in the United States and 
China’s HPTCs is the degree to which the sectors serve as a conduit into university-level education. 
This is where the top-up policy changes have played a significant role. Just as has happened in the 
US system over time, top-up policy changes made in 1999 and expanded in 2001 served to build a 
pathway from China’s non-university to university sector for select students. While distinguishable 
from the US case in terms of who all is allowed (the US system is marked by a commitment to 
open access), China’s top-up policy makes for an interesting case study in understanding the role 
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community-college-like institutions play in educational expansion generally and in ameliorating the 
often difficult tensions in the shift from elite to mass education. Just as the growth of articulation 
agreements in the United States has served to smooth the transition from non-university to 
university-level education and facilitate the continued expansion of access to postsecondary 
education (Anderson et al, 2006; Cohen & Brawer, 2008), so too did changes in China’s 1999 
education policy which committed to the ‘decision of deepening educational reform and 
accelerating the quality of education’ and, in particular, to produce expertise for industry in the 
rural area by improving HPTC education (The State Council, 1999). 

The initial policy shift called for three measures: (1) allowing bachelor’s degree programs to 
be established at HPTCs; (2) allowing the provincial and municipal governments to establish 
HPTCs (i.e. a continued shift from the central-planning model to one of more local control); and 
(3) following a particular screening procedure, graduates of HPTCs could enter bachelor’s degree 
programs in the four-year sector. While all components of this policy change have implications for 
the inherent tension among the forces of expansion, equality, and quality, our focus here is on this 
last change – that is, building bridges between China’s non-elite and elite higher-education sectors – 
which is, in some ways, reflective of the aforementioned articulation agreements in the United 
States. 

In 2001, the Ministry of Education set up specific criteria for implementing the matriculation 
of select students from HPTCs to the university sector, which make up the top-up policy: 

After finishing their second year at an HPTC, students can take the ‘top-up’ test, held by the 
provincial or municipal bureau of education. A proportion of those passing can then enter the 
third year of a related major in a Bachelor Degree Program in their own province or city. The 
proportion of students promoted is suggested to be no more than 10 percent of any given HPTC 
that year. (Translated from Ministry of Education, National Development and Reform 
Commission, 2001) 

Given policies related to HPTCs are primarily carried out by local governments, some provinces 
and cities have adjusted the proportion of students permitted to move from the HPTC into the 
third year of a bachelor’s degree program in the university sector (Jin, 2010). For example, Henan 
Province, which has a larger population and fewer bachelor-level degree programs, increased its 
proportion to 15% in 2001, 25% in 2003, 30% in 2003, and 35% in 2005. Other provinces with large 
populations, such as Shandong and Anhui, also adjusted their proportions to 20% in 2003. 

As foreshadowed above and shown in more detail below, these policy shifts were well 
received by the populace and combined with other forces, resulted in strong growth of the non-
university sector in China over the early 2000s. In 2006, however, the pendulum swung back and 
the Ministry of Education attempted to control the rapid expansion amidst increasing concerns 
about the quality of higher education and related financial pressures. Specifically, it excluded the 
‘211 project’ and ‘985 project’ institutions from the top-up policy (Li, 2010). Importantly, the 211 
and 985 institutions represent about 100 universities classified as the nation’s ‘best’ or ‘world-class’ 
research universities. And further, the 2006 policy capped the proportion of students allowed to 
take advantage of the top-up provision to 5% of HPTC graduates within local-level provinces or 
cities (Ministry of Education, 2006). 

Private Investments in and Attitudes toward Education in China 

Questions about the ‘true’ aim of education abound within and across societies. Indeed, the myriad 
forms of community-college-like institutions in countries around the world reflect the varied 
economic, political, and cultural realities of individual countries. Sitting at the intersection of 
secondary and higher education with historical ties to serving the local economy and allowing the 
preservation of elite higher education (Cohen & Brawer, 2008), this sector serves as a particularly 
useful window into how a nation views the often divisively discussed ‘appropriate’ balance 
between the vocational and academic aims of education, as well as the appropriate balance and 
connection between elite and non-elite forms of postsecondary education. However, despite 
differences in the form and function of the community college sector across countries, some 
overarching similarities in attitudes toward vocational and academic education – and the 
appropriate balance therein – remain. 
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Like many other countries, China has a long tension surrounding the appropriate vocational–
academic balance (Postiglione et al, 2008). This tension began to emerge following the Opium 
Wars just before the mid-nineteenth century, which led many scholars to advocate for Western 
technology and brought an infusion of vocational purposes into what had historically been a 
commitment to the general purposes of education and Confucian ideals, as exemplified in Weber’s 
classic study of the Chinese literati. Postiglione et al (2008) also identify two additional key points in 
this relationship. The first was during Mao Zedong’s nationalization of China’s universities, during 
which the universities were separated from research institutes, teaching emphasized a close link 
between education and labor, and student fees were abolished. Second, there was an overall 
crippling of the Chinese higher-education system for a generation following the Cultural 
Revolution, which was launched in May 1966. While the latter stymied the sector generally, the 
early shifts favoring the vocational purposes of education have been met by increased interest in 
bringing research back into the academy and infusing general education into the curriculum. 

China has taken the middle road between the ‘academic drift’ inherent in the US higher-
education model and more traditional notions of vocational education, such as in Germany and 
Japan. Interestingly, the opening up that has occurred has been due to the interest of the populace 
in education. Postiglione (2009) reports that although the structure of China’s postsecondary 
education system has historically reflected that of postsecondary education in Japan and Germany, 
attitudes toward vocational–technical education among Chinese households more closely resemble 
that of US households. This commitment to education is seen clearly in Li and Levin’s 2009 study 
of the educational expectations of migrant workers in rural China. 

Li and Levin show that as China has improved the provision of basic education in rural areas, 
more and more young workers see education as a means to good employment, human-
development opportunities, social acceptance, and civic participation. While most people assume 
migrant workers only seek short-term training programs to get a job, their findings suggest 
otherwise. In fact, these new migrant workers want both general and specific education programs, 
short- and long-term technical certificate programs, casual and more formal programs, and 
certificate and degree programs as well. For example, over a third of migrants interviewed (37%) 
selected ‘degree programs such as associate and bachelors’ and a quarter (25%) selected ‘1–2 years 
of high-level technical training’ as part of their educational plans. Further, when asked to identify 
the statement that most closely matched their education plans for the next 10 years, nearly half 
(47%) wanted ‘technology + associates degree.’ And perhaps more surprising still: more than 70% 
of the migrant respondents stated they wanted higher education of some sort. Taken together, 
these findings suggest a great deal of interest in education within Chinese society. 

Given this strong commitment to higher education as a means to the good life in China, it is 
perhaps unsurprising that China has experienced rapid growth of its non-public degree-granting 
institutions, including the private (minban) and the so-called independent (duli) institutions, which 
are colleges set up by public universities or colleges with the contribution of a private investor (Yu 
& Ertl, 2010). Differentiated demand, arising as a result of rapid growth in any market economy, 
inevitably triggers the growth of private higher education, with entrepreneurs identifying 
opportunities for private action where governmental production does not cater to such 
differentiation. The demand for additional private higher-education institutions (HEIs) in China is 
also driven by a kind of ‘educational optimism’ to ensure that children are provided with the best 
possible opportunities for education; since higher education is perceived as a vehicle of upward 
mobility for those from the lower strata, this is an issue that is deeply rooted in the minds of 
Chinese parents (Su, 2012). Although we cannot distinguish between public and non-public HPTCs 
with our data, the literature reviewed suggests that individual-level attitudes toward higher 
education in China are driving the growth of many non-traditional forms of education and private 
support for education in a way that provides support for the dynamics of educational expansion. 

III. Methods 

In this section, we review the data used, as well as share our analytic strategy and operating 
hypotheses about the relationship between policy commitments to elitism and to mass education, 
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as evidenced by the top-up policy changes, and how these interact with changes in the non-
university (e.g. HPTCs) and university sectors. 

Data 

Given our need for national-level data of the total number of institutions and enrollment in China, 
we use national census data from the Chinese Ministry of Education. Additionally, we use data 
from the Department of Vocational and Adult Education to capture the proportion of HPTC 
students that are promoted to BA degree programs. 

A summary of the key data elements used is available in the Appendix, however some key 
exclusions are worth mentioning here. Compared to Mainland China, Hong Kong has more closely 
mimicked not only the ‘community college’ name but also the form and function of this institution 
in the United States (Postiglione, 2009). Given the distinctions between these two systems, our 
focus in this paper is on the community-college-like sector or HPTCs in Mainland China only. As 
such, statistics on community colleges in Hong Kong are excluded from this analysis. Additionally, 
due to data irregularities across time we have excluded data on research institutes and adult HEIs 
from this analysis. 

Analytic Strategy 

We employ graphic and descriptive analysis to answer the overarching question posed in this 
study: how have underlying policy commitments to elitism and to mass education, as evidenced by 
the top-up policy changes, interacted with changes in the non-university (e.g. HPTCs) and 
university sectors? This question assumes that HPTCs, both in terms of the number of such 
institutions and enrollments, are a non-trivial proportion of the higher-education pie in China. 
Given what we know about attitudes toward higher education in China and the role of 
community-college-like institutions in the shift from a planned to market economy, we suspect that 
we will find strong growth in the size of the HPTC (or non-university) sector over the period of 
time studied. 

Secondly, we want to better understand how changes in the top-up policy over time have 
intersected with the growth of the HPTC sector. Contrary to dominant views of zero-sum 
relationship between mass education on the one hand and privatization and educational quality on 
the other, we hypothesize a more symbiotic relationship, wherein the 1999/2001 commitments to 
expansion positively influence both sectors. By extension, it would follow that the 2006 policy 
contraction would result in slower growth in both the HPTC and elite sectors of China’s higher-
education pipeline. 

IV. Results 

The stronger policy commitments to expansion in the late 1990s and early 2000s were followed by 
significant growth in the size of the HPTC sector. Figure 1 shows the growth of HPTCs relative to 
university-level, bachelor-degree granting institutions from 1997 through 2010 (See also Tables I 
and II in Appendix A. Figures 1 through 5 are based on these data). The number of HPTCs 
remained almost level, increasing from 417 in 1997 to only 474 in 1999. Then, after a slight dip 
following the initial top-up policy specifications in 1999 to 442 HPTCs in 2000, the sector 
experienced rapid growth over the next decade, nearly tripling its size by 2010. Interestingly, 
although the rate of growth slowed following the 2006 policy contraction, it did not stop the 
expansion of the HPTC sector, which grew by 8.6% from 2006 to 2010. Meanwhile, growth in the 
size of the university sector was mostly flat from 1997 through 2006, growing by only 19.4% during 
this time. The HPTC sector, by comparison, grew by 175.1% over this time. 

Although the balance has evened out in recent years, Figure 2 shows that HPTCs now 
represent a significant proportion of regular higher-education institutions in China (53%). 
Importantly, this is down from their high of around 61% of Chinese higher-education institutions 
over the 2004 to 2007 time period. Perhaps more telling, however, is the fact that 62% of the 
growth in regular HEIs over this period came vis-à-vis expansion in the HPTC sector. However, 
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even the marked growth of the absolute and relative size of the HPTC sector shown in Figures 1 
and 2 is obscured by the fact that a non-trivial amount of the growth in the university sector came 
at the hands of HPTCs. From 2000 to 2010, 291 HPTCs were promoted into bachelor-degree-
granting institutions (Li, 2010). This represents over half (57%) of the growth in the university 
sector over this period of time. This context suggests both the ‘academic drift’ predicted by 
Adelman (2005) and even faster growth of the HPTC sector than the figures here suggest. 
 

 

Notes: (1) Data are from the Ministry of Education (1997-2010). (2) Data on HEIs in  
Hong Kong, as well as data on Research Institutes and Adult HEIs in China are excluded. 
 

Figure 1. Growth of HPTCs relative to university-level institutions within China’s regular HEIs, 1997–2010.  
 

 

Notes: (1) Data are from the Ministry of Education (1997-2010). (2) Data on HEIs in Hong Kong, as well as data on 
Research Institutes and Adult HEIs in China, are excluded. 
 

Figure 2. Percentage of China’s regular HEIs accounted for by HPTCs, 1997–2010. 
 
Because the institutional size of any given sector within higher education does not necessarily 
correlate directly to the size of the student population, Figure 3 shows the growth of enrollments in 
regular higher education over the time studied, followed by the percentage of China’s regular 
higher-education system accounted for by university-level and HPTC enrollments (respectively) in 
Figure 4. Here again, we see a similar pattern of rapid growth in HPTC enrollments over the 
period studied, especially in the early- to mid- 2000s. In fact, both the HTPC sector and the 
university sector experienced year-to-year, double-digit growth from 1999 through 2006, going 
from a total of roughly 4.1 students in regular higher-educational institutions to almost 17.4 
students by 2006. 

Perhaps more interesting, however, is what happens after 2006 during the period of national-
level policy contractions as exemplified in the top-up policy change. Growth in HPTC enrollments 
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slow down considerably after 2006, increasing by about 5–8% annually through 2009 before 
leveling off in 2010. This is not so surprising given the top-up policy changes, however, what is 
surprising is that although they do not level off to the same degree, university-level enrollments 
also slow down after 2006, increasing by about 7–8% annually through 2010. 
 

 

Notes: (1) Data are from the Ministry of Education (1997-2010). (2) Data on HEIs in Hong Kong, as well as data on 
Research Institutes and Adult HEIs in China, are excluded. 
 
Figure 3. Growth of HPTC enrollments relative to university-level institutions within China’s regular HEIs, 1997–2010. 
 

 

Notes: (1) Data are from the Ministry of Education (1997-2010). (2) Data on HEIs in Hong Kong, as well as data on 
Research Institutes and Adult HEIs in China, are excluded. 
 

Figure 4. Percentage of China’s regular HEI enrollments accounted for by HPTCs, 1997–2010 
 

Looking at enrollments as a share of all of China’s regular higher-education system reveals another 
interesting story: that is, after years of convergence in the size of the HPTC sector relative to the 
university sector over the period of policy commitments to expansion, this balance begins to 
diverge after the 2006 policy contractions (see Figure 4). Whereas the HPTC sector represented 
roughly a third of China’s regular higher-education sector in 1999 by 2006 this had increased to 
45.7%, before falling several percentage points to 43.3% by 2010. 

Finally, Figure 5 shows the direct relationship between national-level policy commitments to 
expansion and building bridges between the HPTC and university-level sector, as well as to slowly 
dismantling those bridges during periods of contraction. The number of students promoted from 
HPTCs to university-level institutions dropped sharply from 382,983 in 2006 to 245,138 in 2008, a 
decrease of 36% in only two years. Although the overall proportion of students promoted from 
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HPTCs has remained level since 2008, the actual number increased by 38,515 from 2008 to 2010, 
reaching a total of 283,653 promotions at the most recent count. 
 

 

Notes: (1) Based on data collected from the Department of Vocational and Adult Education, Ministry of Education, 
People’s Republic of China. (2) Data on HEIs in Hong Kong, as well as data on Research Institutes and Adult HEIs in 
China, are excluded. (3) Percentages are based on the following calculation: the number of students promoted to 
bachelor degree programs from HPTCs divided by the number of HPTC graduates that year. 
 

Figure 5. Proportion of HPTC students promoted to BA degree programs each year in China, 2002–10. 
 
As hypothesized, we find the 2006 policy shift slowed the growth of HPTC institutions, their 
students, and the proportion of ‘transfer’ students represented in the university sector. Less 
expected, however, we also find that while this contraction slowed overall growth of higher 
education via the HPTC sector, the sector has continued to expand nonetheless, just at a slower 
rate. Furthermore, the policy has had a range of unintended consequences that merit further 
exploration and consideration in future work, particularly in terms of how such policy shifts impact 
both educational equity and human-resources development through societal support for education. 
Some of these consequences are obvious and well explored in the literature: increases in the repeat 
rate of students in their final year of high school, as well as increases in the number of repeat 
attempts at the national college entrance exam (Zhou, 2007). Other consequences, however, such 
as how national-level policy commitments to the massification of higher education (compared to 
more traditional ‘elite’ notions of higher education) contribute to human-resource development 
through robust non-public financial support for higher education have been less explored in the 
literature. 

V. Policy Implications and Conclusions 

In this study, we described the HPTC sector relative to the more elite university-level sector within 
China’s regular higher-education sector and evaluated the relationship between top-up policy 
changes and the growth of elite and non-elite sectors alike. We also reviewed literature showing 
sustained individual-level interest in more education across socioeconomic lines. If we start from 
Bentham’s dictum that society should be organized so as to provide the greatest good for the 
greatest number, the disconnect between China’s state-level contraction policies within the 
educational realm and sustained individual-level demand for education become problematic. 
Indeed, we have shown that the contraction of China’s top-up policy has had a powerful and direct 
influence on the structure of the nation’s postsecondary education system, even if not on 
individual-level attitudes toward education. 

What might be some of the unintended consequences of closing pathways from the non-elite 
to the elite education sector in China? One commonly held assumption is that by closing off such 
pathways, the quality of educational outputs will increase (i.e. educational expansion and quality as 
a zero-sum game). As educational systems expand worldwide, however, there are more and more 
exceptions to this generally accepted idea that with expansion comes a downward leveling of 
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educational quality. Trow (2006) points to the most notable case of this in the United States, where 
‘universal’ access and educational quality have grown in tandem rather than in opposite directions, 
a phenomenon Trow attributes to the presence of alternative sources of support (i.e. non-public 
financing for higher education). This line of thinking raises important questions as to the impact 
that national-level commitments to equality of educational opportunity and access have on the 
provision of alternative sources of support other than the state. Future research should further 
explore whether and to what extent upticks in non-public donations (especially in the form of 
alumni giving, philanthropy, and the like) during periods of expansion of non-elite education and a 
decrease during the periods of contraction, help to fill the gap left by persistently decreasing levels 
of state funding for education worldwide. Looking at the data in this way will also help us to better 
understand the role of alternative sources of funding for higher education in mediating the oft-
bemoaned but little-understood relationship between educational expansion and quality. 

Taken together, the results shared here suggest that education is increasingly important along 
both economic and social lines. That is, not only does it matter for increasing economic 
productivity as a strict human-capitalist model would have it, but it also acts as a change agent in 
societies, increasingly seen as both a basic human right for all classes and a means to upward 
mobility. Further, we suspect that the relationship of this modern view of education as the antidote 
to social ills and poverty (whatever its limitations in practice) continues to grow irrespective of any 
national-level policy commitments to expansion or contraction. Indeed, policy commitments to 
contraction with the aim of enhancing educational quality fall into the trap of assuming access and 
quality are a zero-sum game when in fact these goals are symbiotic. 

Notes 

[1] Although more recent counts are available for some countries, 2008 represents the most recent year 
these data are available and not based on estimations by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics. 

[2] UNESCO uses the gross enrollment ratio (or GER) to show the general level of participation in a 
given level of education. For the tertiary level, this constitutes the five-year age group following on 
from the age of secondary-school leaving. Importantly, GER is based on the total number of students 
enrolled in a given level of education (regardless of age) divided by the population of the age group 
which officially corresponds to the given level of education. While this formula upwardly biases the 
tertiary-level GER for countries with high levels of participation by non-college age and/or 
international students, it is a useful calculation for international comparisons and to gauge the level 
of educational expansion over historical time. 

[3] Elsner et al (2008) list the following potential names: community colleges, technical colleges, 
technical universities, polytechnics, further-education institutions, technical and further-education 
institutions, institutions of technology, colleges of technology, and junior colleges. See also Raby and 
Valeau (2009, Table 1.1) for a list of specific names of community college models worldwide. 
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APPENDIX A 

 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 

Regular HEIs (public and private)        

   University-level 603 590 597 599 597 629 644 

   Non-university tertiary (HPTCs) 417 432 474 442 628 767 908 

   Vocational–technical colleges   80 101 161 184 386 548 711 

   Other 337 331 313 258 242 219 197 

Regular HEI total 1020   1022   1071   1041   1225   1396   1552   

 
 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Regular HEIs (public and private)        

   University-level 684 701 720 740 1079   1090   1112   

   Non-university tertiary (HPTCs) 1047   1091   1147   1168   1184   1215   1246   

   Vocational–technical colleges 872 921 981 1015   1036   1071   1113   

   Other 175 170 166 153 148 144 133 

Regular HEI total 1731    1792   1867   1908   2263   2305   2358   
 

Notes: (1) Data are from the Ministry of Education (1997-2010). (2) Data on HEIs in Hong Kong, as well as data on 
research institutes and adult HEIs in China, are excluded. (3)‘Other’ means those institutions such as independent 
colleges, branches of higher institutions, and HPTC classes that are not counted in the regular HEI total. 
 
Table I. China's higher education institutions (HEIs) by type of institution, 1997–2010. 
 
 

 University-level Non-university 
tertiary (HPTCs)

Regular HEIs 
(public and private 

total)
1997   1,986,125 1,188,237  3,174,362
1998   2,234,647 1,174,117  3,408,764
1999   2,724,421 1,361,453  4,085,874
2000   3,400,181 2,160,719  5,560,900
2001   4,243,744 2,946,914  7,190,658
2002   5,261,724 3,359,265  8,620,989
2003   6,292,089 4,793,553 11,085,642
2004   7,378,436 5,956,533 13,334,969
2005   8,488,188 7,129,579 15,617,767
2006   9,433,395 7,955,046 17,388,441
2007 10,243,030 8,605,924 18,848,954
2008 11,042,207 9,168,042 20,210,249
2009 11,798,511 9,648,059 21,446,570
2010 12,656,132 9,661,797 22,317,929

 
Notes: (1) Data are from the Ministry of Education (1997-2010). (2) Data on HEIs in Hong Kong, as well as data on 
research institutes and adult HEIs in China, are excluded. 
 

Table II. China’s higher-education enrollments by type of institution, 1997–2010. 
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