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Abstract Part-time faculty has become an important labor force in Chinese 
colleges and universities. The number of them has risen rapidly and its structure 
varies in different types of higher education institutes (HEIs), which results from 
integration of the social motivation and the inner motivation of schools’ reform. 
From the institutional point of view, some problems related to the management of 
part-time faculty members are as follows: defects of institution design, deficiency 
of appointment institution mechanism, unreasonable wage treatment institution 
and unscientific evaluation institution. The institution construction of pat-time 
staff includes aspects such as qualification examination, appointment, wage, 
reward and punishment, evaluation, professional development and so on.

Keywords higher education institutes’ faculty, part-time faculty, faculty 
management, institutional view 

1 Introduction

With the popularization of higher education and the expansion of autonomy in 
school-running, part-time faculty has become an important labor force in HEIs, 
which influences the quality of talents’ cultivation. However, because of the lack 
of special study on part-time faculty of the HEIs in China or without specialized 
management institution in management practice, many problems occur, among 
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which the institutional problem is the most serious one in the process of managing 
part-timers. Inquiring into the management of them from the institutional view 
can contribute to the health development of part-time faculty members as well as 
the deep reform of personnel institution in the HEIs in China. 

2 The rapid development and background of part-time faculty 
in Chinese HEIs

2.1 The development condition of part-time faculty in colleges and universities

At the beginning of the 1980s, there was part-time faculty appointment in Chinese 
HEIs with the trend of rapid growth in 1990. And it has become an important 
labor force in China so far.

Table 1 shows the change of full-time faculty and part-time faculty after the 
1990s.

Table 1 The condition of full-time and part-time faculty working in Chinese colleges and 
universities

Year 1991 1996 2001 2005

Total number of faculty (ten thousand people) 51.48 54.76 77.64 137.91
Full-time faculty (%) 93 91.5 84.3 77.8
Part-time faculty (%) 7 8.5 15.7 22.2

Sources: Calculations based on Statistics Yearbook of Chinese Education 1991–1992, 1996, 
2001
Data on academic qualifications of full-time and part-time teachers 2005. Retrieved on Jan. 18, 
2007, from http://www.stats.edu.cn/sjcx.aspx#

From Table 1, it can be seen that the use of part-time employees has been 
increased annually since 1991. On the contrary, the number of full-time faculty 
shows the decreasing trend year by year. Especially since the sweeping college 
enrollment expansion in 1999, the proportion of part-time faculty in the total 
number of faculty in HEIs has rapidly developed, reaching 22.2% till the end of 
2005; while the proportion of full-time faculty yet falls, from 93% in 1991 to 
77.8% in 2005. In various types of HEIs, full-time and part-time faculty show 
different structures of proportion. 

From Table 2, it can be found that the ratios of part-time faculty appointments 
in different types of HEIs vary. The proportion of part-time faculty in private 
colleges ranks first, which almost doubles that of full-time faculty. The proportion 
of general colleges is the smallest, only about a quarter of that of private colleges. 
All this indicates importance is attached to the education cost reduction and the 
improvement of school-running efficiency in private colleges.
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Table 2 Proportions of full-time and part-time faculty in China’s HEIs in 2005

The type of school The proportion of full-time  The proportion of part-time
 faculty (%) faculty (%)

General college 81.4 18.6
Adult college 64.8 35.2
Private college 36.3 63.7

Source: Data on academic qualifications of full-time and part-time teachers (General College, 
Adult College, Private College) 2005. Retrieved on Jan. 18, 2007, from http://www.stats.edu.
cn/sjcx.aspx# 

Table 3 Distribution of full-time faculty and part-time faculty with different qualifications in 
China’s HEIs in 2005

 Total number Doctorate  Master Bachelor Associate degree
 (10000 people) (%) (%) (%) and under (%)

Full-time faculty 107.27 8.4 26.1 61.7 3.8
Part-time faculty  30.64 8.6 26.6 60.7 4.1

Source: Data on academic qualifications of full-time and part-time teachers 2005. Retrieved on 
Jan. 18, 2007, from http://www.stats.edu.cn/sjcx.aspx# 

As shown in Table 3, degree of full-time faculty and part-time faculty are much 
the same and the educational levels of part-time teachers in different types of 
colleges and universities have no distinct difference.

Table 4 Classification of full-time and part-time faculty’s posts in China’s HEIs in 2005

 Total number Public course and  Specialized 
 (10000 people)     basic course (%)     course (%)

Full-time faculty 103.69a 29.1 70.9
Part-time faculty 30.64 26 74

Source: The Post Classification of Full-time and Part-time Faculties 2005. Retrieved on Jan. 18, 
2007, from http://www.stats.edu.cn/sjcx.aspx#
a. This statistic does not include the 35800 full-time faculties who do not give lectures out of 
further education, scientific research, illness and other reasons.

Table 4 indicates that the rate of part-time faculty teaching public courses and 
basic courses is around 3 percent lower than that of full-time faculty; and the rate 
of part-time faculty teaching specialized course is around 3 percent higher than 
that of full-time faculty. Two reasons are given for hiring part-time teachers: the 
economic consideration and the teaching need of specialized course.



Institutional view of part-time faculty management in higher education institutes 289

2.2 The background of part-time faculty contingent faculty

2.2.1 Social motivation—the external background

(1) Popularization of higher education

According to an American professor Martin Trow, who is well known among 
university analysts, if the gross school enrollment ratio reaches 15 percent, it 
marks the stage of higher education popularization, which many nations strive 
to achieve. Against this background, in 1999, China published “Decisions of the 
Central Committee and the State Council on deepening educational reform and 
completely introducing quality education”, in which it pointed out: “we should 
actively develop higher education through various ways in order to make the 
school enrollment rate among people who are of the same age in China can rise 
from 9 percent to 15 percent or so” (He, 2003). Actually, up to 2005, the gross 
school enrollment rate had already achieved 21 percent,1 which entered the 
popularization stage of higher education in advance. The rapid college expansion 
directly causes the serious shortage of faculty resources in HEIs. So appointing 
part-time faculty can effectively help relieve the shortage. 

(2) Marketization of higher education

The economic globalization and the marketization have a huge influence on 
higher education, which facilitates the shift to the marketization of higher 
education. As a result, HEIs in China change the unique traditional qualification 
education into the balance of qualification education, education training, and 
research development and service. This transition will force colleges and 
universities to carry out revolutionary changes in faculty appointments, 
professional setting, curriculum development, teaching methods, teaching 
institutions and models, etc., which makes HEIs come closer to the society and 
the reality (Dai et al., 2004). Influenced by the marketization of higher education, 
colleges and universities have to adapt to the demand of the market actively, 
enhance its competitiveness and improve teaching performance and efficiency of 
school-running continuously. But it is impossible if reliance is only on full-timers. 
Therefore, it is necessary to employ experts, scholars and senior technicians in 
correlative fields from other HEIs, enterprises, and the society as part-time faculty 
to adapt to the demand of the market.

1 The Statistics Proclamation of the Development of National Education 2005. Retrieved on 
Jan. 18, 2007, from http://www.moe.edu.cn/
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(3) Diversifi cation of higher education

The marketization of higher education inevitably results in its diversification, for 
the market is open and the open market will make various requests to colleges 
and universities. The diversification of Chinese higher education mainly manifests 
educational institution and the diversity offered by education services, which 
requires more qualified faculty with knowledge diversification and adaptation to 
the social demands, which leaves the developing space to part-time faculty.

2.2.2 School reform—the internal factor

(1) The fi nancial pressure of universities

China, a developing country, faces the problem of making a large population get 
access to education. The phenomenon of fund shortage universally exists in 
colleges and universities. The Outline of Chinese Education Reform and 
Development issued by the Central Committee and the State Council on February 
13, 1993 points out that “the proportion of state fiscal educational allocation to 
the GNP should be gradually raised, so that it will reach 4% of the GNP in our 
century” (He, 1998), but it was only 2.82% in China up to 2005. Severe shortage 
of public educational financial resources is one the main problems leading to 
financial crisis in China’s HEIs. Although the government have came out some 
policies to allow universities to raise funds for higher education through various 
channels such as the tuition fee collected by institution of higher learning and 
socialization of university logistic services, it is still not commensurate with the 
demands for funds. Therefore, appointing cheap part-time faculty also becomes a 
means to alleviate the finance pressure of colleges and universities.

(2) The personnel institution reforms

Since the marketization of higher education, the nation has practiced a series of 
reforms including personnel institution reform which requests universities to 
break “lifetime appointments”, “iron rice bowl (job security)” and introduces 
competition mechanism. On June 2, 2000, “Implemental opinions on concerning 
deepening the personnel institution reform of universities”, issued by Ministry of 
Education, Personnel Department, and the Central Organization Department 
pointed out: “we should enhance competition mechanism further, reform fixed 
personnel institution, break life-long post institution & talents’’ unit ownership, 
and fully implement appointment institution in university staffs according to the 
principle of “setting post in accordance with school needs, public recruitment, 
fair competition, preferred recruitment, strict examination and contract 
management”. On the basis of discipline construction, teaching and research task, 
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schools set various posts of teaching, scientific research and management 
scientifically and reasonably, and define duties of posts, post qualification, right 
and obligation and appointing term, as well as according to the ruled procedure 
practice recruitment in public, fair competition and preferred appointment” (He, 
2003). Opinions provide a passage for part-time faculty to enter higher education 
institutes and a terrace of fair competition.

Owing to the double motivation of the society and school development, the use 
of part-time faculty is no longer the instant policy, it is now a long-term strategy 
for the development of higher education.

3 The institutional problem of part-time faculty 
management in HEIs

Although more and more part-time faculty has appeared, its status and role are 
ignored. The government fails to form professional part-time faculty management 
institution, and then HEIs do not have institution arrangement in the process of 
part-time faculty management, which are mainly reflected by the following 
aspects.

3.1 Part-time faculty institution lacking in design

There are many legislation and regulations on full-time faculty management. 
However, faced with more and more part-timers, colleges and universities do not 
have professional institution design about part-time faculty management, which 
leads to many problems. On the assumption that there is no correlative institution 
design on some basic institutions of part-time faculty, such as appointment 
institution, salary institution, investigation and evaluation institution, professional 
development institution, etc., part-time faculty have no laws to follow in the 
process of being engaged in an academic job, and their right, responsibility and 
obligation cannot be guaranteed, let alone their academic work of high quality. 
This is the basic barrier of the healthy development of part-time faculty.

3.2 The part-time faculty appointment institution lacking regulating 
mechanism

As the government does not establish specialized appointment institution for 
part-time faculty, all colleges and universities have the autonomy to employ 
part-time faculty with their own corresponding appointment institution according 
to their real circumstances. After all, there are some disadvantages in appointing 
part-time faculty. For example, part-time faculty is hired only through the 
introduction of acquaintances rather than public recruitment. What is worse, there 
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is only oral agreement without any appointment contract between school and 
part-time faculty, which does not have valid double regulating mechanisms.

3.3 The salary treatment of part-time faculty is unreasonable and their working 
conditions are poor

Under the current salary system, part-time faculty members are typically paid a 
salary on a per-lecture basis. Rates are comparatively low for them. They do not 
have the privilege of all kinds of welfare treatments such as medical insurance, 
endowment insurance, unemployment insurance, housing allowance. Most 
schools cannot provide part-time faculty with basic working conditions such as 
offices and computers, so part-time faculty’s centripetal force toward organization 
is weak.

3.4 Examination and evaluation institution of part-time faculty is unscientifi c

Examination and evaluation of part-time faculty mainly depends on the 
quantitative projects—whether they fulfill tasks or what students’ examination 
results are. But it is hard to evaluate some projects that cannot be quantitative, for 
instance, cultivation of students. As we know, in addition to imparting knowledge 
to students, teachers should also communicate with them, cultivate them and 
instruct them on how to get along with each another. As an excellent teacher, one 
is not only students’ good teacher but also their good friend. Although the 
advanced technicians and experts appointed from enterprises and society have 
abundant practical experience and very strong actual operation ability, without 
any normal and institutional training in education or the knowledge of pedagogy 
and psychology, they are not as good at teaching methods or teaching experience 
as full-time faculty, which somehow affects teaching quality. Lack of scientific 
and valid reward and punishment system, part-time faculty are not rewarded even 
if the evaluation of their work is very good. In this case, how can they improve 
their teaching quality?

4 The thought on part-time faculty institution construction in 
universities

At present, server shortages of faculty and inadequacies of educational funding 
widely exist in many HEIs in China. Appointing part-time faculty, colleges and 
universities take advantage of human resources, reduce education cost, raise 
efficiency of school-running and promote the rapid development of higher 
education. It has realistic meaning for the health development of part-time faculty 
to establish the management institution which regulates their behaviors and 
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defines their responsibilities, obligations and rights. It also involves qualification 
appraisal, appointment, salary, evaluation and check-up, reward and punishment, 
professional development, etc.

4.1 The review institution of part-time faculty’s qualifi cation

According to Article 10 of Teachers Law of the People’s Republic of China issued 
on October 31, 1993, the State shall institute a system of qualifications for 
teachers. And Regulations on Teacher Qualification promulgated on December 
12, 1995 further makes supplementary statements to teacher qualification 
requirements, the examination as well as accreditation of teacher qualification. 
Teacher qualification certificate, an assessment of a qualified teacher, proves that 
those with educational and teaching ability who have corresponding records of 
formal schooling as stipulated in Teachers Law and have passed a series of 
national teachers’ qualification examinations can obtain qualifications for 
teachers. For part-timers, they should meet the same quality requirements as 
full-timers do. Meanwhile, part-time faculty without the records of formal 
schooling for teachers’ qualifications must pass the national teachers’ qualification 
examinations to get the certificate to work as a teacher (Wang, 2005). In the 
process of appointment, the qualification system of part-time faculty should be 
strictly fulfilled and the contracts of appointment can be given to those who have 
effective pre-teaching experience, so that teaching quality can be guaranteed. But 
for well-known persons such as scholars, experts and advanced technicians who 
are employed from the enterprises or the society, it is difficult to require them to 
get teacher qualification certificates. It is allowable that they do not have relative 
certificate if their special talents are needed urgently. But before they start to give 
lectures, they should receive the basic training of educational theories on 
pedagogy, educational psychology, teaching method and so on, and they should 
also master some basic knowledge of education.

4.2 The employment system of part-time faculty

Formed at the beginning of the foundation of the people’s republic of China, 
the employment system of teachers has been influenced by the Soviet model. For 
a long time, faculty nomination was adopted in colleges and universities. Since 
1986, faculty appointment system has been gradually adopted. “Opinions of 
Ministry of Education concerning deepening the reform of the personnel system 
and the allotment system in higher education institutes” enacted on September 
15, 1999 pointed out, “we should execute faculty employment system in HEIs, 
strengthen post employment, end the “iron rice bowl” (job security), break up 
“big pot rice” (equalitarianism) system, break away from life-long system of post 
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and talents’ ownership system of units, and form the incentive & competitive 
system in which people can be promoted by their own achievements” (He, 2003). 
By 1999, faculty employment system had just taken effect but had not worked 
effectively. On June 2, 2000, Ministry of Education, Personnel Department and 
the Central Organization Department jointly issued “The implemental opinions 
concerning about deepening the personnel system reform in higher education 
institutes” again pointed out that that employment system should be completely 
promoted in higher education institutes (He, 2003).

The employment system, a kind of professional one is the requirement of 
the market economy. Only when it is implemented can competitive mechanism 
be introduced into higher education to create better conditions for talent search 
and talent emergence. Therefore, HEIs must make scientific and reasonable 
appointment system before employing part-time faculty, and must follow up the 
procedure of employment. The ways of part-time faculty appointment are not 
completely the same, but mostly they experience the following steps.

Firstly, confirm the number of people to be employed. According to the actual 
needs of teaching and scientific research, HEIs can put out the number of 
part-timers to be hired, job vacancies for part-timers, the qualification, the 
working task during the employment term, the salary, and other correlative 
conditions in accordance with the principle of “setting posts according to needs, 
designating post capacity, designating staff capacity”.

Secondly, establish Interim Search Committee, which consists of 3 to 5 
specialists. 

Thirdly, announce employment information. HEIs can let employment 
information known through web pages of schools, newspapers and TV, 
advertisements in magazines or other ways in order to employ part-time faculty 
by public recruitment.

Fourthly, select, interview and confer. The employment committee will first go 
through what candidates offer and eliminate those who are not qualified for the 
job. Next, selected interviewees have to pass the qualification examination 
including their basic teaching theory. Then, their knowledge, teaching ability, 
attitudes towards work and students, achievements and experience should be 
completely evaluated. Last, the most suitable employees are hired.

Fifthly, sign employment contracts and grant employment certificates. The 
employment contract makes definite and concrete definitions of employees’ post, 
employment term, working task, requirement of working quality, standard of 
salary, consequence of defaults and so on.

Part-time faculty appointment in HEIs in China basically adopts the contract 
system the term of which is often one semester or one year. In fact, part-time 
faculty with special contribution to a university can have life-long appointment 
in order to mobilize their enthusiasm, initiative and creativity so that they can 
better serve for the development of schools.
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4.3 The salary system

American psychologist Braham Maslow put forward the Hierarchy of Human 
Needs in 1943 and made further elaboration in his famous work The Humanistic 
Philosophy of Maslow. In Maslow’s opinion, people’s basic needs can be inducted 
into five layers from low to high. They are physiological needs, security needs, 
love/belonging needs, esteem needs and self-actualization needs. The lowest 
layer is one’s need for the basic living conditions of maintaining survival such as 
food, clothing, shelter, and transport, namely the physiologic need (Maslow, 
2003). For most of the part-time faculty, salary is their basic motivation to engage 
in part-time jobs and the reflection of their personal value. No matter how much 
part-timers expect from the organization, salary is always the basic need especially 
for postgraduate students, foreigners and liberal professionals in part-time 
faculties who totally depend on part-time jobs to make a living. People come first 
in management activities. In order to deal with part-timers well, HEIs should 
respect them, care for them, understand them and employ them on the basis of 
the guiding “human-oriented” principle. In addition, improving their wage 
welfare treatment serves as an important content of school cultural construction. 
Therefore, HEIs must start with a better wage and welfare treatment of part-time 
faculty to encourage them to work efficiently via designing a better scientific and 
reasonable salary system. There are two suggestions.

One is to establish the new wage system according to the characteristics of 
part-time jobs and make reasonable arrangement of part-timers’ initial wage, 
standard of wage, design of differentials and enhancement quota. The other is 
to directly integrate salary with working efficiency and reasonable disparity 
widening. More work, more pay. If one does work well, he/she can get extra pay. 
For instance, significant rewards can be given to those who contribute greatly.

4.4 Reward and punishment system

Few steps are taken in China’s HEIs to stimulate the motivation of part-time 
faculty, so they are not devoted to teaching and naturally the quality is hard to 
enhance. As one means of encouragement, reward and punishment can contribute 
to part-timers’ enthusiasm for work to a certain extent. For those who are popular 
among students and have effective teaching or accomplish excellent achievements, 
in addition to wage raise and bonus, the honored title of “teaching expert” or 
“excellent faculty” can be granted to them and priority is given to their renewal 
employment. Besides, part-timers with advanced academic level and strong 
scientific research ability who are from scientific research institutes or other 
colleges and universities are allowed to be involved in scientific research 
programs and have a certain academic power. On the other hand, some measures 
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such as deduction of salary and dismissal is the effective way to punish those 
who fail to fulfill their professional activity or whose teaching make students 
dissatisfied.

4.5 The evaluation and check-up system

Sound and effective evaluation and check-up system can play a major role in 
reinforcing part-timers’ management and encouraging them to work harder. 
Evaluating faculty mainly relies on candidates’ professional activity and their 
teaching achievements. During the process, schools must have a certain number 
of full-time staff, stress the professional check and supervision of part-time 
faculty and regularly inspect professional ethics, a sense of responsibility, 
teaching ability, teaching effects and so on. Evaluation and check-up can include 
going through teaching plans, assignments and the implementation of teaching 
plan and teaching schedule, observing classroom at random, quote evaluation of 
colleagues, talking with students, and democratic comments on teaching in order 
to learn about teaching performance and feedback on teaching. In order to 
evaluate part-timers’ work for purposes of reappointment, promotion, tenure or 
dismissal, schools can put their teaching results and personal information into 
files.

4.6 The professional development institution

In order to be a qualified teacher, a part-timer must learn about the latest 
knowledge in his/her field and master the latest information technology due to 
his/her professional requirement. Thus, HEIs should organize part-time faculty 
to participate in schools’ teaching and research activities, correlative scientific 
research programs and project development in a planned way, hold part-time 
faculty’s working meeting, symposium and meeting on experience exchange and 
send part-time faculty to get various kinds of professional trainings according to 
the actual need to continuously improve their educational theory and teaching 
and research ability, then further improving teaching quality.

5 Conclusion

The management system of higher education governed by the government in 
the past made HEIs mainly have life-long full-time faculty in China. The size of 
part-time faculty was small and has a little influence on higher education. Since 
1990 there has been more and more part-time faculty, which cannot be neglected. 
However, Chinese scholars pay little attention to part-time contingent faculty in 
HEIs, not to mention systematical studies on it. And the institutional design and 
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construction of part-time faculty also fail to call the attention of the government, 
which does harm to part-timers.

The western countries that started to study higher education long ago, especially 
America with valuable research productivities due to the study on part-time 
faculty earlier, have formed a better and more scientific employment system and 
management system of part-time faculty. With the development of Chinese higher 
education, part-time contingent faculty will grow steadily. Therefore, research 
into part-time faculty and quoting American institutional design and management 
are significant to the health development of part-time contingent faculty, which 
contributes a lot to Chinese higher education.
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