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Abstract According to policy objective of Chinese-foreign cooperation in 
operating schools (CFCIRS), the statistical analysis indicates that many problems 
exist, such as delayed policy-making, inconsistent objectives between the two 
parties, unbalanced area distribution, improperly designed programs, low quality 
teaching and so on. Accordingly, the corresponding policies should be established 
to make CFCIRS a healthy and sustainable development. 
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摘要 根据我国中外合作办学的政策目标，统计分析表明：目前中外合作办学中

存在着国家政策滞后，中外双方办学目标脱节，办学地域分布失衡，学科专业领

域错位和办学层次总体偏低等问题。应制定相关政策，积极引导中外合作办学持

续健康发展。
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Chinese-foreign joint school operation plays a positive role in introducing 
high-quality educational resources, learning the advanced syllabus design, 
educational content and teaching methods from other countries and promoting the 
modernization of Chinese education. In recent decades, while China has made 
great progress in it, some problems are still needed to be discovered and solved. 
Based on a statistical analysis of current status of CFCIRS, this paper proposes 
some countermeasures.
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34–39
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1 Chinese policy objective on CFCIRS

In order to standardize educational communication and cooperation with other 
countries, on January 26, 1995, the former Ministry of Education promulgated 
Interim Provisions for Chinese-Foreign Cooperation, in which (Article 2) the 
term “CFCIRS” was first defined, that is, educational undertakings enrolling 
Chinese citizens as its main objectives. Run by educational institutions established 
in cooperation by foreign bodies corporate, individuals and relevant international 
organizations and Chinese educational institutions and other social organizations 
with the status of legal person. On December 11, 2001, China officially entered 
WTO. According to the WTO “General Agreement on Trade in Services”, any 
forms of educational activities that charge tuition fees and have commercial 
purposes should fall under the educational service trade, except for those activities 
completely subsidized by the government. Since WTO members have to turn the 
regulations and agreements of WTO Protocol into its domestic law, on March 1, 
2003, the State Council issued Regulations of the People’s Republic of China on 
Chinese-foreign Cooperation in Running Schools, in which the term “CFCIRS” 
was explicitly defined as: “the activities of the cooperation between foreign 
educational institutions and Chinese educational institutions in establishing 
educational institutions within the territory of China to provide education service 
mainly to Chinese citizens” (Legislative Affairs Office of the Ministry of Education, 
2004, p. 180).

China general policy objective on CFCIRS was written in Article 1 of the 
Regulations as “promoting the development of the educational cause”, and was 
further explained in Article 3 as “a beneficial undertaking to public interests and 
forms a component of China’s educational cause.” The specific policy objective 
is concluded in Implementation Measures for the Regulation of the People’s 
Republic of China on Chinese-Foreign Cooperative Education as “six 
encouragements”: The State encourages CFCIRS to which high-quality foreign 
educational resources are introduced; the State encourages CFCIRS in the field of 
higher education and vocational education, and encourages Chinese institutions of 
higher learning to cooperate with renowned foreign institutions of higher learning 
in running schools; the State encourages educational institutions to cooperate with 
the foreign educational institutions with commonly-accepted academic level and 
educational quality; the State encourages educational institutions to cooperate 
with the foreign educational institutions in the newly-emerged and urgently-
needed field; the State encourages CFCIRS in western, far-off and undeveloped 
area of China; the first three “encouragements” are listed in Article 3 of the 
Regulations (Legislative Affairs Office of the Ministry of Education, 2004), and 
the last three are listed in Article 3 of the Implementation Measures (Legislative 
Affairs Office of the Ministry of Education, 2004, p. 643). 
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In conclusion, China policy objectives on Chinese-foreign joint school operation 
lays emphasis on three aspects: (1) the cooperative partner: foreign higher 
institutions with high quality educational resources and advanced school 
operation; (2) the cooperative field: the newly-emerged and urgently needed 
disciplines in the higher education field; and (3) the beneficial area: the whole 
country with the emphasis on the western, remote and poverty stricken areas.

2 A statistical analysis on the current situations of CFCIRS

Since the policy objective of Chinese-foreign joint school operation is mainly 
based on higher education, priority is given to regular higher education in this 
paper. CFCIRS in higher education can be divided into three levels: graduate 
education, undergraduate education and higher technical and vocational education 
as well as professional training. Graduate education, dominated by management 
and economics, being relatively rare in CFCIRS, the paper focuses on the statistical 
analysis of undergraduate and higher technical and vocational programs. The 
original statistics are from the student’s enrollment data of 2004 provided by the 
2005 Instruction for Chinese Higher Institutions (Zhang, 2005a; Zhang, 2005b; 
Zhang, 2005c; Zhang, 2005d; Zhang, 2005e).

Statistics shows that CFCIRS in undergraduate, higher technical and vocational 
education fields has four features.

2.1 The Chinese cooperators in running schools are mainly located in the 
eastern of China’s mainland

As shown in Table 1, in 2004, there were 47 higher institutions in China offering 
Chinese-foreign cooperative undergraduate programs, of which 32 are in the 
eastern area (68.1 percent), while only two are located in the western area 
(4.3 percent). At the same time, 47 higher institutions nationwide offer Chinese-
foreign cooperative higher technical and vocational programs, of which 35 
are in the eastern area (74.5 percent), and only four are in the western area 
(8.5 percent). As for the number of undergraduate programs in Chinese-foreign 
joint higher institutions, there were 136, among which 76 are given in the eastern 
area, accounting for 55.9 percent, and five are given in the western area, making 
up 3.7 percent. The number of Chinese-foreign cooperatively-run higher technical 
and vocational programs was 104, constituting 78.8 percent. 82 are from the 
eastern area, constituting only 6.7 percent, namely, seven from the western area. 
Given the enrollment number, 7  549 students are admitted to undergraduate 
programs in the same year, among which 4  152 attended schools in the eastern 
area, taking 55.0 percent, and there were 479 students in the western area, only 6.3 
percent of the total number. The number of students enrolled by Chinese-foreign 
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cooperative higher technical and vocational programs was 4  967 with 78.7 percent 
(3911 students) of them enrolled by schools in eastern area, and 5.6 percent (279 
students) of them from the western area.

Table 1 2004 Chinese-foreign cooperatively-run undergraduate and higher technical and 
vocational schools and programs 

Region Undergraduate program Higher technical and vocational program

 Number of Number of Enrollment Number of Number of Enrollment
 schools programs number schools programs number

Beijing 4 8 186 5 9 336
Tianjin 1 3 240 1 1 50
Shanghai 12 34 1 636 13 32 1 881
Hebei 1 5 660 2 3 280
Liaoning 3 6 282 — — —
Heilongjiang 6 32 1 420 2 2 127
Henan 5 18 1 310 2 6 160
Hubei 2 5 188 1 1 170
Jiangsu 2 4 240 12 31 1 064
Zhejiang 4 4 310 — — —
Fujian 3 5 482 — — —
Anhui — — — 2 4 320
Jiangxi — — — 1 2 —
Shandong 1 6 — 2 6 300
Guangdong 1 1 116 — — —
Guangxi 1 1 179 — — —
Sichuan — — — 3 5 279
Yunnan 1 4 300 — — —
Guizhou — — — 1 2 —
Total 47 136 7 549 47 104 4 967

Source: 2005 Instruction for Chinese Higher Institutions. As only a few schools did not publish 
enrollment numbers, the actual numbers should be slightly larger than that listed in the table.

2.2 The foreign partners mainly from the Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) member countries, especially from 
English speaking countries

About half of the OECD members have established partnership with China in 
running schools. Of these countries, the four English speaking countries, the U.S., 
UK, Australia and Canada rank the first four places in terms of cooperative 
programs. Then come Germany and France, the only two countries from European 
continent. And the next are two Asian countries, Japan and South Korea. According 
to the statistics on the enrollment in 2004 provided by 2005 Instruction for 
Chinese Higher Institutions, there were 136 Chinese-foreign cooperatively-run 
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Table 2 The distribution of Chinese-foreign cooperatively-run undergraduate programs 

Disciplines Programs

 Name of programs Number of Enrollment
  programs Number

Economics Economics 2 20
 Finance 5 160
 International economy and trade 14 1 104
 International business (X) 4 160
Management Information management and 6 424
  information system
 Business administration 7 383
 Marketing 11 749
 Accounting 10 631
 Tourism management 3 166
 Others 5 278
Engineering Mechanical design and automation 5 162
 Computer science and technology 14 773
 Others 16 745
Agriculture Horticulture 1 50
 Agricultural resources and environment 1 30
Medical Science Clinical medicine 4 400
 Nursing 1 118
 English 7 689
Others  20 507
Total  136 7 549

Source: 2005 Instruction for Chinese Higher Institutions.
Note: As only a few schools did not publish enrollment number, the actual number should be 
slightly larger than that listed in the table. (X) stands for the programs out of the catalogue.

under graduate programs in China, among which 97 are noted by the cooperative 
country. Among them, 76 run cooperatively with the institutions from the U.S, 
UK, Australia and Canada, accounting for 78.4 percent. Ninety-seven of the 104 
Chinese-foreign cooperatively-run higher technical and vocational programs are 
noted by the cooperative country, 70.1 percent (68 programs) of them with the 
cooperator from the U.S, UK, Australia and Canada. The Chinese-Australia 
cooperatively-run undergraduate and higher technical and vocational programs 
rank first.

2.3 Undergraduate programs, dominated by economics and management, with 
little variety

As shown in Table 2, there were 136 Chinese-foreign cooperatively-run 
undergraduate programs for students in 2004, of which 67 majoring in economics 
or management accounted for 49.3 percent, and only seven were in the field of 
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agriculture and medical science, taking 5.1 percent. There were 7  549 entrants’ 
admission to undergraduate programs, with 54.0 percent (4  075 students) majoring 
in economics and management, taking only 7.9 percent (598 students) in agriculture 
and medical science. Finance, international trade and economy (including 
international business), information management and information system, 
accounting, business administration, marketing, tourism administration and 
computer science and technology, took only 3.2 percent of the 249 undergraduate 
programs issued by the Ministry of Education, but the number of students enrolled 
by the 8 programs was 4  550, which made up 60.3 undergraduate programs, 
showing that there was little diversity in program design.

2.4 Higher technical and vocational programs, dominated by economics and 
electronic information, with little variety

In 2004, the Ministry of Education issued the Instructive Catalogue on Higher 
Technical and Vocational Programs Offered in Higher Institutions, in which 
higher technical and vocational programs were divided into 19 disciplines, 
including 531 majors in 78 categories. As shown in Table 3, there were 104 
programs in 2004, of which 48 were in economics and tourism, accounting for 
46.2 percent, while only three were in agriculture and medical science, taking 2.9 
percent. The total number of students was 4  967, with 41.9 percent, (2  082 
students) in economics and tourism, and 4.3 percent, (215 students) in agriculture 
and medical science. The ten hot programs, including accounting, business 
administration, trade and economics, finance, marketing, tourism management, 
automation, computer science, communication and electronic information, 
covered only 12.8 percentage of 78 categories, yet the number of students was 
3  770, accounting for 75.9 percentage of the total new entrants. This also shows 
that there was little diversity in program design.

3 Analysis of the problems existing in CFCIRS and their 
causes

Great progress has been made in CFCIRS during recent decades, but there are still 
some problems needed to be solved urgently.

3.1 The delayed policy on CFCIRS 

It has been more than 10 years since Interim Provisions for Chinese-Foreign 
Cooperation was promulgated, but owing to the low speed of development, at 
present there are still a small number of Chinese-foreign cooperatively-run schools 
with small scope of enrollment. According to 2005 Instruction for Chinese Higher 
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Institutions, among 1  671 higher institutions that enrolled new students in 2004, 
less than 100 provided Chinese-foreign cooperative undergraduate or higher 
technical and vocational programs. And in 2004 higher institutions in China 
planned to enroll four million students (the actual number was 4.4734 million), 
including undergraduate and higher technical and vocational students. Only over 
10  000 students were admitted to Chinese-foreign cooperatively-run programs, 
which was less than 0.5 percent, though incorporated into the national enrollment 
plan for institutions of higher learning. One reason for this low speed of development 
is due to state policy. For example, Chinese-foreign joint school operation was just 
stated as “a complement to Chinese education” (Article 3), and it was not until 
March 2003 that Regulations of the People’s Republic of China on Chinese-
Foreign Cooperation in Running Schools was officially issued, and not until June 
2004 was the Implementation Measures for the Regulation of the People’s Republic 
of China on Chinese-Foreign Cooperative Education promulgated. And there is 

Table 3 The distribution of Chinese-foreign cooperatively-run higher technical and 
vocational programs

Disciplines Programs

 Categories of programs Number of Enrollment
  programs number

Transportation Road transportation 1 45
 Port transportation 1 60
Manufacturing Mechanical design 1 47
 Automation 8 388
Electronic information Computer science 21 907
 Electronic information 5 225
 Communication 2 168
Economics and finance Accounting 6 299
 Economics and trade 14 642
 Marketing 9 400
 Business administration 8 331
 Finance 3 180
Tourism Tourism management 8 230
Agriculture Forestry technology 2 95
Medical science Nursing 1 120
Culture and education Applied English 7 550
 Applied Japanese 1 80
Other  6 200
Total  104 4 967

Source: 2005 Instruction for Chinese Higher Institutions.
Note: As only a few schools did not publish enrollment number, the actual number should be 
slightly larger than that listed in the table. The 6 programs under the “other” disciplines are: law, 
folk opera, dancing, vocal music, piano and beer brewing.
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still no supportive or favorable policy on operating cooperative schools in the 
undeveloped western and remote areas of China.

3.2 The inconsistent policy objectives between both parties in CFCIRS

In November, 2003, The 2nd OECD Forum on Trade in Educational Services 
was hosted by OECD and the Norwegian Ministry of Education in Norway. 
Chinese delegates also attended this forum. The governments of some OECD 
members (especially Australia, New Zealand and UK) took the leading strategy of 
changing education into an export industry, and regarded education as a form of 
trade to increase national income. Chinese delegation pointed out that if too much 
importance was attached to the trade freedom in educational services, especially 
when the “education support” to the developing country is turned into “education 
trade”, the “education gap” between the developing country and the developed 
country might be further widened, and the benefit of the developing country might 
be harmed. They also pointed out that cross-border education should not be 
seeking profits (National Research Center on Development of Education, 2004). 
The Ministry of Education has also confirmed in Opinions of the Ministry of 
Education on Some Issues concerning Current Chinese-foreign Cooperative 
Education that “the nature of Chinese-foreign school operation as public service 
must be preserved. Education is a form of public service which aims at training 
talents. It’s not a form of trade in commodity, and is also not the same as trade in 
services. The purpose and nature of Chinese-foreign school operation should be 
kept”.1 The service industry in the United States has kept trade surplus every year 
since the 1970s, to which educational export has made great contribution. 
Education ranks the fourth in the top 10 export services, right after tourism, 
transportation and finance. In 1984, the Australia government established the 
standpoint of taking international education as a kind of export product and 
developing all kinds of courses in offshore education just like the UK (Dai, 2004). 
It indicates that China has defined joint school operations as a public service, 
which is inconsistent with the OECD members’ using cross-border education as a 
way of making profit.

3.3 The unbalanced distribution of the cooperatively-run schools between the 
eastern and western area of China

China’s policy objective stresses that the western area and the far-off and poor 
areas should become the beneficial area of CFCIRS, but it can be seen from the 

1 Opinions of the Ministry of Education on Some Issues concerning Current Chinese-foreign 
Cooperative Education. Retrieved on March 19, 2006 from http://www.moe.edu.cn/edoas/
website18/info18341.htm.
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above analysis that the Chinese cooperators in operating schools are mainly 
located in the eastern areas, especially in Shanghai and Jiangsu province, etc. 
While at the same time, little progress has been made in the western area. According 
to 2005 Instruction for Chinese Higher Institutions, among the 12 provinces, 
autonomous regions or municipality directly under the Chinese Central 
Government in the western areas, only Guangxi, Sichuan, Yunnan and Guizhou 
has Chinese-foreign cooperatively-run undergraduate programs, and this field 
remains blank in the other 8. Moreover, there are 12 Chinese-foreign cooperative 
undergraduate and higher technical and vocational programs, which take only 
5 percentage of the total number of 240 nationwide. The major reason is that the 
foreign cooperators, especially some OECD members take the education export 
as an important form of export trade to make profit, so the western area and the 
remote and poor area are not the favorite area for these countries.

3.4 Chinese-foreign cooperative programs not adaptable to the change of 
higher education 

The policy objective of China emphasizes that disciplines and programs which 
are urgently needed and are newly-emerged should become the major field of 
CFCIRS. The Ministry of Education also stressed that CFCIRS are supposed to be 
adapted to the strategic reconstruction of the economy, the demand of talent market 
and the requirement of enhancing the capacity for international competition, so it 
should focus on advanced technology and applied disciplines. However, at present, 
cooperatively-run undergraduate programs concentrate on economics and 
management, which account for 49.3 percentage of the total, while in the discipline 
of agriculture, which is urgently needed by the society, there are only 2 
undergraduate and 2 higher technical and vocational programs respectively, which 
take only 1.7 percentage of 240 programs. Even in engineering, computer science 
covers 40 percent (35 programs), while fewer students major in advanced 
technology such as network engineering and digital control. It should be noticed 
that economics, management and computer science have already been provided in 
many domestic institutions, so these cooperative programs are unnecessary. On 
the contrary, institutions focusing on finance, economics and some comprehensive 
universities cooperated with foreign institutions to run economics and business 
management should be encouraged, but it might not be appropriate for colleges of 
engineering and natural sciences or colleges of agriculture or medical science to 
concentrate too much on running such programs cooperatively. Two reasons 
account for the unbalanced distribution of programs. One is that foreign cooperators 
aim at making profits, so those with low cost and high profit become their major 
interest. The other is that lack of educational resources makes the Chinese 
cooperator fail to afford advanced technology, so they would rather make efforts 
to seek short-term profits.
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3.5 Generally low quality in CFCIRS

The State’s policy objectives in Regulations, Article 3 are as follows: “the State 
encourages Chinese-foreign joint school operation to which high-quality foreign 
educational resources are introduced” and “encourages Chinese institutions of 
higher learning to cooperate with renowned foreign institutions of higher learning 
in running schools”. However, there is still a long way to go. On the one hand, 
most Chinese-foreign cooperative graduate education have achieved the 
cooperation between two renowned higher institutions, for example, Nanjing 
University has established the Center for Chinese and American Studies jointly 
with the John Hopkins University of the United States, and the Institute for 
Economic Law together with the Gottingen University of Germany; Shanghai Jiao 
Tong University has founded the Joint Institute with University of Michigan from 
America; Fudan University operates the Executive Master of Business 
Administration (EMBA) program cooperatively with Washington University; and 
Zhejiang University has appointed Kong Jinou, the renowned professor from 
Massachustts Institute of Technology (MIT) to be the dean of International 
Academy of Electromagnetism Zhejiang University Branch, and appointed Dr. 
Ulrich Steinmueller, the former vise president of Berlin University of Technology 
as the dean for School of International Studies. After all, the number is limited. On 
the other hand, Chinese-foreign cooperatively-run undergraduate and higher 
technical and vocational education is generally inefficient, for those interested in 
them tend to be unknown foreign institutions with low quality education. Professor 
Dai Xiaoxia of Taiwan Jiao Tong University has made comment on this situation: 
some universities in UK, which are newly developed from the technical colleges 
in the early 1990s, are very active in running the courses of “offshore education”; 
some universities in the United States, which are mocked as “diploma factories” 
in their country, also enroll a lot of oversea students; and both UK and Australia 
have sent personnel to the developing countries to enroll students or establish 
oversea branches in order to make profits (Dai, 2004). The low quality in the 
Chinese-foreign joint school operation would be inevitable, if both parties of the 
cooperators aimed at making profits. 

4 Countermeasures

As mentioned above, the following countermeasures are put forward.

4.1 Establishing and complementing specifi c encouraging policy

The Ministry of Education has stated in Opinions of the Ministry of Education on 
Some Issues concerning Current Chinese-foreign Cooperative Education that 
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CFCIRS should be established in accordance with the requirement of national, 
local and regional economic development for all kinds of talents and the requirement 
of schools for the disciplinary construction. The Opinions encourage co-
operation with overseas universities with high standards, qualities and advantages 
in disciplines and fields, which are urgently needed, weak or not available in 
China. The Chinese-foreign cooperative education will be encouraged to gradually 
develop in central-western regions. Thus the State needs to establish more specific 
policy to encourage the foreign higher institutions to operate schools cooperatively 
with institutions in western areas of China. To be exact, foreign cooperators can 
enjoy preferential policy in other economic areas, and western areas schools 
in China can be given financial support for policy consideration. The State 
also needs to encourage the domestic higher institutions to search for foreign 
cooperators with high-quality educational resources to run the newly-emerged and 
urgently-needed disciplines.

4.2 Searching for the cost-benefi t balance point of both parties of the 
cooperation

Chinese-foreign cooperative education is defined by China as providing public 
services, which is inconsistent with profit-oriented policies of some OECD 
members. In order to promote the healthy and sustainable development of 
cooperation in operating schools, both parties should agree on a balance point so 
that foreign cooperators can achieve economic rewards to some extent and 
domestic cooperators can focus more on social benefits than economic benefits.

4.3 Further broaden the opening up to attract renowned foreign institutions 
of higher learning to establish Chinese branches cooperatively with Chinese 
institutions

On March 30, 2003, Zhejiang Wanli Educational Group signed a letter of intent 
with the University of Nottingham, in which it stated that both parties would 
jointly establish the Chinese campus for the University of Nottingham to develop 
higher curricula education including undergraduate and postgraduate. It would 
meet requirements of the University of Nottingham in UK, with all the textbooks 
provided by British and the faculty mainly coming from UK, while the president 
of the Chinese campus is Yang Fujia, an academician of Chinese Academy of 
Science (Zhang et al., 2005). In May, 2005, with the approval by the Ministry of 
Education, the University of Nottingham Ningbo was founded. At present, it is a 
higher institution with the status of a legal person, an independent campus, school-
running autonomy, independent educational system, teaching plan, tuition system 
and its own teaching activities, aiming at offering 21 undergraduate programs and 
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13 graduate programs in 5 years (Wang and Zhang, 2005). In this way more 
educational resources with high quality are attracted from other countries. A case 
in point is the University of Nottingham. 

4.4 Searching for foreign educational institutions with the purpose of 
educational support as cooperators

During the cold war, some developed countries like the United States tried to 
restrain the Soviet Union’s impact on developing countries by providing education 
support for them, but after the 1970s, some countries such as the United States, 
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand greatly cut the education funding for the 
developing countries. Since the 1980s, “education support” has been changed into 
“education trade” so that they can make huge profits by exporting educational 
services. But still some countries are against pushing education into free trade, 
especially some OECD members, treating education as a non-profit public service 
(National Research Center on Development of Education, 2004), which means 
there are still cooperators with the purpose of education support. For example, the 
China Europe International Business School, a postgraduate school cultivating 
internationally qualified talents in management field, which was cooperatively 
founded by Chinese government and the European Union in November 1994, is 
just a cooperatively-run non-profit educational institution (Wang, 2005). The 
University of Nottingham Ningbo also clearly states that it will insist on a public 
service institution, not aiming at making profits. Yang Jiafu, the president said, 
“This school neither participates in the competition of the educational industry nor 
seeks to make profits. The only objective is to fulfill Chinese people’s dream of 
running a school which can rank top 200 world universities.” Professor Kelin, the 
executive president of the university also said that the British party will invest in 
the Chinese campus, rather than taking capital back to the UK (Wang and Zhang, 
2005). 

4.5 Introducing high quality educational resources to raise the level of 
cooperatively-run schools

First, in order to improve cooperatively-run schools, it is necessary to expand the 
cooperation between the top universities of China and those of the world to run 
more graduate programs, making the domestic top-rank universities the “campus 
where students can have access to oversea education without going abroad”; it’s 
also important to expand the cooperation between the undergraduate schools of 
China and the renowned higher institutions of other countries to establish and run 
the urgently-needed and newly-emerged disciplines. At the same time, it’s also 
necessary to expand the cooperation between the higher technical and vocational 
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institutions in China and the foreign higher institutions to establish and run 
vocational education programs that are geared to the needs of agriculture, 
countryside and farmer. And then, the quality control of Chinese-foreign school 
operation needs to be strengthened. A system is needed to ensure and evaluate the 
quality of education and regulate the school operation, so as to raise the quality of 
CFCIRS.
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