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Higher Education in China at the Beginning
of 21°* Century: Elite and Mass

Mao-yuan Pan

Abstract: For its modernization drive, China is in need of both highly-educated personnel and well-
trained professionals in various industries and services, Thus, higher education (HE) is inevitably head-
ing towards having to provide both elite and mass education. Developing Mass HE in China is a difficult
cause, and the main difficulties are more political rather than operational. The biggest challenge lies with
the change in the traditional attitude to education, Elite HE mainly aims at improving and maintaining
quality, though quantity can be increased to an appropriate number.

Key words: China; higher education;elite and mass
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Higher Education: Do We Know What We are Doing?

Kai-ming Cheng

Abstract; This paper purports to apply a critical review of the challenges to higher education vis-a-
vis emergence of the knowledge society. It will focus on four dimensions: the notion of specialization a-
midst the call for generic capacities, the mode of teaching when compared with the notion of constructive
learning, examination and assessments with reference to creativity and the creation of knowledge prod-
uct, and the structure and management of institutions in view of the collapse of industrial organizations.
Examples and emerging alternatives are also presented where appropriate.

Keywords: higher education; challenge; elite

Preamble

Do we know what we are doing in higher education? In particular, in China, when we talk a-
bout higher education, we often assume that it is for the training of personnel, or rencai (often
mis-translated as “talents”). The notion of rencai carries with it a utilitarian connotation: people
who are useful. Of course higher education produces people who are useful. It would be ridiculous
if it is otherwise. However, the notion of rencai is far more than useful people. There is a tacit as-
sumption that these are people who are fit for the needs of the society, in terms of knowledge,
skills, attitude, and so forth. One may easily argue that education is not only preparing people for
societal needs, but is also preparing individuals for their future lives. However, let us. stay with

this notion of needs of the society and look closely at the society.

The Pyramid

When young people graduating from higher education are asked what they aspire for, many
of them would aspire to work in a large organization. They would be placed in a particular posi-
tion, with specific job descriptions matching what they have learnt in the university. They would
be given clear-cut benchmarks of performance, bound by rules and regulations. There, they
would be able to be a specialist and would become even more specialised over time. They would
start from a rather junior position in the organization, and would, over time, move up the ladder
and assume positions in the apex of the hierarchy. Their incomes will also escalate over time. Un-
less they commit serious mistakes, they would have a secure and lifelong career with full certain-
ty, most likely with loyalty to a particular enterprise or organisation. Indeed, they could envision
their lives after retirement the first day they enter the profession.

In a way, people see organisations as pyramids. There are a few rich and knowledgeable elite

at the top, and there are a massive number of routine and operative workers at the bottom. There



