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ABSTRACT 

Over the last three decades, the quality and competitiveness of Chinese higher education 

have been strengthened significantly, due to the implementation of three major national 

excellence initiatives: Project 211, Project 985, and the current Double-world Class (DWC) 

Project. The direct manifestation of the success of Chinese higher education is its performance 

in major global rankings, with more and more leading Chinese universities entering the top 

100 and top 200. The building of world-class universities (WCUs) has been accelerated since 

the inception of the DWC Project in 2015. 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine the rationales, implementation and outcomes of the 

DWC Project. Over a decade ago, some academics in international higher education argued 

that there might be a distinctive Chinese model of building WCUs, and their argument is 

further supported by this study. Employing a theoretical framework consisting of political 

economy, ‘new’ institutionalism, and positional goods, this study examines secondary data 

from extensive government policy papers, and annual progress reports from three case study 

universities representing different dimensions of the DWC Project to begin to define the 

characteristics of this Chinese model. 

 

This study confirms that the way in which China is building WCUs is very different from major 

western countries. These distinctions are fully reflected in the core value of the DWC Project, 

which is ‘World-class and with Chinese Characteristics’. My findings provide a full 

exemplification of these Chinese characteristics in different institutional settings. These 

characteristics are embodied in funding and usage, disciplinary development, student 

cultivation, faculty development, inheritance and innovation in fine culture, and institutional 

mechanism development of universities of the DWC Project.  

 

From a political economy perspective, higher education provides resources for economic 

development and global competition. China has long been adopting a national strategy of 

rejuvenating its economy and national culture through science and education. Positions in 

global university rankings can be viewed as positional goods. National systems and individual 

universities are competing for the positional goods of limited supply. During the 

implementation of the DWC Project, political ideology has been further strengthened by 

comparison with the previous Projects 211 and 985. A number of isomorphic changes in 

university practices have been driven by the project, yet there are also indications that the 

DWC Project is moving towards a more diversified and balanced approach. Along with the 

huge success in building WCUs are issues and challenges such as huge imbalance in funding, 

and in geographical distributions of disciplines. This study has also identified trends within the 

DWC project, such as greater focus on basic research, frontier subjects, and future 

technologies; whilst paying more attention to traditional Chinese culture. 
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Research Context 

Higher education has increasingly become a focus of argumentation because of its complexity 

as a phenomenon that fuses political, economic and socio-cultural dimensions and purposes. 

To fulfil these changing roles, higher education has been directed to ‘reshape its priorities, 

and organisational and decision-making structures (Amaral et al., 2019). In China, higher 

education is an important part of a national agenda clearly specified in its various policy 

papers, on a long-term or short-term basis. Universities activities in China have been 

implemented predominantly a top-down approach to meet national strategic needs. Chinese 

higher education institutions operate in a largely pre-arranged manner resulting in much 

isomorphism; meanwhile, they are allowed some flexibility and autonomy, demonstrating 

diversified features of institutional development. 

 

‘Developing the country through science and technology’ has been a keynote of national 

development for a few decades since the reform and opening-up of the Chinese economy in 

the late 1970s. Since the 1990s, China has implemented two major national excellence 

initiatives, namely, Project 211 and Project 985, to promote the competitiveness of its higher 

education institutions. Project 211 was launched in 1995 by the central government with the 

aim to implement the national strategy of ‘rejuvenating the nation through science and 

education’ via significant investment in around 100 universities. Project 985 was an important 

national excellence initiative launched by the central government in 1998 with the purpose to 

select a smaller number of universities and make them world-class. After continuous huge 

investment from the central government and local governments, the competitiveness of 

Chinese higher education has been significantly strengthened, with growing visibility of its 

universities in the major global ranking systems. However, there have emerged some 

drawbacks to these two major national excellence initiatives.  

 

To further strengthen the role of higher education in the overall national development and 

to address the issues in the Projects 211 and 985, China announced a new national excellence 

initiative: the Double World-class (DWC) Project in 2015, three years after Jinping Xi became 

the paramount leader of China. The implementation of the DWC Project is guided by the 

central government’s General Plan (State Council, 2015), as well as a number of other policy 

papers from the central government and governmental ministries. The Projects 211 and 985 

have been ‘incorporated’ in the DWC Project; or, in other words, they have been terminated. 

The central and local governments, and universities had two years to prepare, and in 2017 

the list of DWC members was announced (MOE et al., 2017). Since the implementation of the 

DWC Project, there has been a growing number of Chinese universities appearing in major 

global rankings, with many Chinese universities continuously raising their positions. Along 
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with the huge success achieved in status-raising, there have been some issues and challenges 

in the implementation of DWC, which are worth notice and of research value and academic 

interest. 

 

1.2 Central Research Questions 

Chinese universities are playing an increasingly important role and exerting more influence in 

the global higher education landscape. The above three major national excellence initiatives 

have greatly promoted the competitiveness of Chinese universities. Some academics in the 

higher education field regard such development of Chinese universities as a distinctive 

Confucian Model, and they argue that there might be an emerging Chinese model of building 

world-class universities (WCUs) (Hayhoe et al., 2014, Marginson, 2011, Marginson, 2018, Li, 

2012c). Therefore, it is important to discuss the rationales, implementation and outcomes of 

China’s national excellence initiatives, particularly the ongoing DWC Project. 

 

This study, by focusing on thematic qualitative document analysis of government policy 

papers, institutional reports, as well as some media coverage from reliable sources, aims to 

undertake a comprehensive investigation of the DWC Project. It reflects on how China is 

steering its higher education sector on a transformation from massive growth to quality 

improvements. It also analyses the substantial changes over the last three decades and 

challenges ahead at both national and institutional levels. The study also reflects on the 

contribution that Chinese universities might bring to ‘a reshaping of global intellectual culture’ 

(King et al., 2011).   

 

Following the three themes of the DWC Project, which are rationales, implementation, and 

outcomes, this study poses three central research questions: 

 

Question 1: What are the rationales for the Chinese government to make their selected 

universities world-class through a series of excellence initiatives, particularly the 

Double World-class Project? 

Question 2: How is the Chinese government and individual institutions implementing these 

initiatives, with a focus on the latest excellence initiative, namely Double World-

class Project since 2015? 

Question 3: What has been accomplished by the DWC Project; what are current issues and 

future challenges; and how can such issues be addressed, particularly at 

institutional level? 

 

1.3 Contribution to Knowledge 

Rich literature exists on the phenomenon of China’s WCU building and generally its higher 

education internationalisation on a macro scale, however, in comparison, there is much less 
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literature discussing China’s excellence initiatives such as the previous 211 and 985 Projects, 

at national policy and institutional levels. Currently, there is little comprehensive study in the 

international academic community on China’s latest DWC Project regarding its rationales, 

implementation and outcomes, and this study aims to make a contribution in this respect. 

Professionally, this study is informative for a number of stakeholders, including university 

administrators, academics, domestic and foreign students, and foreign institutions, as it 

furthers knowledge about world-class building and national initiatives to achieve national and 

institutional goals. 

 

This study analyses relevant policy issues spanning both national and institutional contexts. 

Relying mainly on qualitative measures, this study analyses the design and implementation of 

the DWC Project, by comprehensively examining national policy papers and the third-year 

implementation reports of three differently-selected universities in the project. It will fill a gap 

in international literature by providing a systematic examination of this important national 

project, having an effect not only on China’s higher education sector, but far beyond.  

 

1.4 Structure of the Thesis 

Chapter 1 has provided the context for China to implement the three major national 

excellence initiatives. This chapter has identified a potential contribution to the academic 

literature by aiming to provide a whole picture of the DWC Project, and a comprehensive 

understanding of how Chinese excellence initiatives are distinctive from excellence initiatives 

in many countries. It has identified the potential value to many stakeholders to understand 

the rationales, the implementation, and the outcomes of the three major national excellence 

initiatives, particularly the current DWC Project. 

 

In the first part of Chapter 2, a theoretical framework for this study - combining aspects of 

political economy, institutional theory, and positional goods - will be presented. Then it will 

provide an extensive literature review of the design and implementation of excellence 

initiatives from both international and national perspectives. From an international 

perspective, it will review the rationales, implementation and outcomes of excellence 

initiatives in some major countries. From a national Chinese perspective, it will review these 

three aspects of China’s Projects 211 and 985. This chapter will provide a comprehensive 

introduction to the DWC Project to facilitate later discussion. 

 

Chapter 3 will explain how this study will be conducted. The theory-method-methodology 

connections will be justified. The data to be collected are secondary, from two sources: 

governmental policy papers and institutional reports. The data will be analysed using thematic 

qualitative document analysis techniques. Three universities representing different features of 

the DWC rationale and selection criteria will be selected for in-depth case studies.  

Chapter 4, by examining a series of government policy papers on the DWC Project, will 

provide the rationales for the Chinese government to implement the DWC Project, introduce 

the universities and disciplines selected for construction, and discuss the general effect of the 
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DWC Project. 

 

Chapter 5, 6 and 7 will provide the major findings from the three case universities, and also 

some brief discussion specifically regarding the themes emerging from analysis of data from 

individual universities. The findings will derive mainly from the 2018 annual progress reports 

of the DWC Project from the three case universities. They will cover a variety of areas in 

funding and usage, disciplinary development, student cultivation and quality, faculty 

development, inheritance and innovation in traditional culture, institutional mechanism 

development, and existing problems and measures for improvements.  

 

Chapter 8 will provide a comprehensive and in-depth discussion of the rationales, 

implementation, and outcomes for the Chinese government and individual universities to 

implement the DWC Project. The chapter will go on to derive from the thematic analysis key 

dimensions of what is meant by ‘world-class and with Chinese Characteristics’ in the DWC 

Project. The synthesis and comparison of practices in three case universities will be provided, 

and to some degree, they can be generalised to the DWC Project.  

 

Chapter 9 will restate the major findings from this study, explain the research limitations, and 

provide recommendations for future research. The study ends with some professional 

reflections of the researcher. 
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Chinese higher education transformed dramatically after entering the 1990s. Before the 1990s, 

China followed Russia, adopting a dual model of scientific research, with specialist institutions 

affiliated with various ministries on one side, and some comprehensive universities on the 

other side. Research at that time was underdeveloped and negligible (Marginson, 2016). Since 

the 1990s, with the implementation of a series of seriously constructed national higher 

education policies, aiming at building some WCUs, and with the omnipresence of the Internet, 

among other external and internal factors, Chinese universities have taken a very different, 

yet increasing important presence in the global higher education landscape.  

 

In this chapter, firstly, the theoretical framework for this study will be presented, comprising 

political economy, institutional theory and positional goods; secondly, it is necessary to 

understand the international context of excellence initiatives. The rationales, implementation 

and outcomes of the excellence initiatives in major countries such as Germany, France and 

Russia will be provided; lastly, to understand the DWC Project, we need to review how its 

predecessors of Projects 211 and 985 had been implemented.  

 

2.2 Theoretical Framework of This Study 

This section provides a theoretical framework that will be used in this study to analyse the 

WCU phenomenon and excellence initiatives in China. Political economy theory and 

institutional theory of organisations will be employed as two major theories to answer 

research questions. Some key concepts like positional goods and positional competition, will 

also be employed. 

 

Political economy is mainly used to answer the first research question:  

Q1: What are the rationales for the Chinese government to pursue excellence initiatives, 

particularly the Double World-class Project? 

 

Institutional theory largely frames to the second and third research questions of the study: 

Q2: How have the Chinese government and individual institutions implemented the Double 

World-class Project since 2015? 

Q3: What has been accomplished by the DWC Project to date, what are current issues, what 

are future challenges, and how can these be addressed, particularly at institutional level? 

 

2.2.1 Political Economy 

Compared with neo-liberal theory (which can be used to frame excellence initiatives in the 
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West), political economy stresses the role that the national state plays - and the level of 

national embeddedness of systems and institutions - which shapes differing approaches to 

higher education across the world, including the distinctive post-Confucian approach in East 

Asia (Marginson, 2011). In the critical political economy approach, national systems function 

as ‘competition states’, and universities provide resources for competition. WCUs are seen as 

self-determining actors with agency that respond, imitate, and initiate within the global 

setting—rather than being blindly moved around by global forces or scripted by master 

practices—while at the same time being positioned in, and shaped by, nation-state agendas 

and funding (Marginson, 2011). 

 

Global higher education is experiencing the simultaneity of policy divergence and policy 

convergence, but in different ways and at different levels in different national contexts. King 

et al. (2011) argue that on the one hand, isomorphism processes are playing a driving role 

and countries are experiencing common evolutions. Convergences are generally observed 

and stressed at the macro level that is transnational bodies, governmental actors and 

academic elites; on the other hand, higher education in different countries is not structured 

around these common points but is organised around their ‘national chapters’. Different 

countries have their different understandings of master practices, and their universities have 

their own institutional responses and develop in their own ways. At micro-level, concrete 

practices are implemented with a wide variation in universities. Although states in general 

trend are evolving in a more regulative, procedural and framing approach, the way higher 

education systems are steered remains divergent. A further explanation for policy divergence 

will be provided in Section 2.2.2 from a neo-institutionalist perspective.  

 

Policy convergence and policy divergence are not two absolute opposed conceptions. King 

et al. (2011) argue that although higher education sector is operated in a globalised 

convergent environment, the development of local understandings, implementations and 

adaptations cannot be constrained, and variety exists within standardisation. Regarding the 

convergence between higher education systems, King et al. (2011) identify three general 

aspects of convergence between higher education systems. Firstly, higher education, as a 

traditional public sector, undergoes largely the same evolutions as other traditional public 

sectors with the changing role of the state. Secondly, higher education is increasingly affected 

by multi-level governance of regional and supranational actors. Finally, similar policies 

towards similar objectives are produced by different national authorities. In the China context, 

the first aspect is evident, but the second and third aspects are not as evident as in Western 

countries, possibly as a result of the influence of a strong Confucian culture. While sharing 

many similarities in policy design and implementation at both macro level and micro level, 

China is still very different from the West in implementing excellence initiatives. Please see 

Sections 2.3 and 2.4 for more detail. 

 

In East Asian universities, two main drivers of development, which are comprehensive and 

focused states in the Chinese civilisational tradition and Confucian educational cultivation in 

the home, are very different from the West (Marginson, 2011). This cultural and philosophical 

distinction explains that China may take a very different approach to building WCUs. Research 
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from Hayhoe et al. (2012) on Chinese universities support the view that Chinese tradition and 

Confucian cultivation diverge from Western countries. Although different from Western 

models, it may succeed and is worth studying. Rueschemeyer et al. (1985) argue that this 

perspective brings the state back into the picture, and allows better understanding of national 

variations. Yang (2005) states that there is an increasing recognition of holistic, indigenous 

and contextual thinking, contrasting to a largely reductionistic Western neoliberal approach 

to building WCUs.  

 

The rationales for China to build WCUs with Chinese Characteristics, reflects a distinctive 

model, which differs from the Anglo-American norm embodied in global rankings (King et al., 

2011). Hayhoe (2004) also supports the argument that with strong support from the Chinese 

government, top universities in China, are leading towards a distinctive model of university 

termed as ‘chiniversity’. Marginson (2013) also argues that there is a possibility to establish 

an influential model to build WCUs differing from the Anglo-American norm, and there is 

also a potential for hybrid models. The Chinese experience will shed some lights on the global 

movements of building WCUs (Li, 2012b). 

 

Higher education can take the forms of either market production or non-market production. 

Marginson (2004) argues five forms of education production, among which simple 

commodity production and fully capitalist production are two forms of market production, 

whilst common good production, collegial production and education in the home are three 

forms of non-market production. Chinese higher education, taking a socialist approach, 

should be regarded mainly as non-market production, however with its own Chinese 

Characteristics. According to Hirsch (1977), non-market production is limited to ‘public 

goods’, which are unable to be produced on a market basis due to its nature of non-rivalry 

and non-excludability (Samuelson, 1954). In the context of Chinese higher education, this 

study intends to support the dynamics of blurring boundaries between the public and the 

private in higher education, including the public and private steering and funding, public-

private partnerships between universities and firms, and business models in managing 

universities (Enders and Jongbloed, 2015). Higher education may take a mixed form of market 

production of scarce individualised positional goods that are subject to rivalry and 

excludability or non-market production of common ‘public goods’ (Marginson, 2004).  

 

2.2.2 Institutional Theory 

We will draw on theoretical work within the field of organisational studies to critically analyse 

the DWC Project implementation in the case universities. Key theories employed in this study 

draw upon foundational and recent texts in new institutional theory by Meyer and Rowan 

(1977) , DiMaggio and Powell (1983) and Scott (2014), together with the perspectives from 

resource dependence theory by Pfeffer (2003), and ‘old’ institutional theory by Selznick (1996). 

 

Institutions embody taken-for-granted beliefs, rules and norms in organisations, which are 

independent of resource flows and technical requirements. Institutionalism creates and 
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shapes an organisation’s form, design features and practices (Berthod, 2018). Institutions can 

be of different natures: regulative, normative, or cultural-cognitive, which are three pillars of 

institutions (Scott, 2014). 

 

In its early development, institutional theory connects closely with ‘resource dependence’. 

Organisations are viewed as being embedded in networks of interdependencies and social 

relationships (Pfeffer, 2003). Universities need specific resources to survive and need to 

appear ‘legitimate’ in the eyes of the most important resource holders, often the governments 

in many nations. However, this resource-dependence approach was often not sufficient for 

an institutional argument. Suchman (1995) defines legitimacy as ‘a generalised perception or 

assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper or appropriate with some 

socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs and definitions’ (p574). However, 

institutional arguments move beyond resource dependence.  

 

In addition to access to resources, institutions are a means for universities to reduce 

uncertainties, and increase predictability and intelligibility of their actions to the audience 

(Berthod, 2018). Therefore institutions not only constrain but also support and enable 

organisational decisions and actions (Barley and Tolbert, 2016). Research from Fligstein (1985) 

shows that large organisations, like comprehensive universities, are aware of the rise of the 

multidivisional form in their environment - often called ‘field’ in popular terminology - and 

adopt it reflexively. Hoffman (1999) adds that organisational fields are ‘arenas of power 

relations’ wherein organisations engage in institutional ‘war’ resulting in a political negotiation 

process in which institutions that guide organisational behaviours are formed. 

 

The popularity of institutional arguments reflects the dissatisfaction with rationales of putting 

efficiency at the core of organisational activities and as the driving force behind decision 

making (Barley and Tolbert, 2016). Universities are not operated in a vacuum, and they are 

subject to a multitude of internal and external influences. According to Meyer and Rowan 

(1977) this explains why there is much homogeneity of design features and practices among 

universities.  

 

A related perspective of ‘resource dependence’ in organisational theory is institutional 

isomorphism, which is an important concept for our later discussion on the implementation 

of China’s DWC Project. In their seminal article – the Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional 

Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in Organisational Fields, published in 1983, Paul J. 

DiMaggio and Water W. Powell from Yale University argue that there are three isomorphic 

processes-coercive, mimetic, and normative, leading to a paradoxical outcome that rational 

actors make their organisations increasingly similar as they try to change them. Resource 

centralisation and dependence, goal ambiguity and technical uncertainty, and 

professionalisation and structuration all have an impact on isomorphic changes. Coercive 

isomorphism stems from political influence and the problem of legitimacy; mimetic 

isomorphism results from standard response to uncertainty; and normative isomorphism 

associates with professionalisation (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). In this study, we have 

observed and discussed all three forms of isomorphism in the DWC Project members, with 
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coercive isomorphism being dominant. Please refer to Chapter 8 for more detail. 

 

We are aware of the applicability of the concept of isomorphism in the context of Chinese 

higher education. It originates in the capitalist United States, and we should ensure that its 

application fits in socialist China context in this study. We know that the research on 

isomorphism in the work of DiMaggio and Powell took place largely in an American business 

context, and we are using this concept in Chinese higher education, a public sector different 

in goals and visions, strategies, and operations from American firms. The world today is so 

different from the 1980s when DiMaggio and Powell conducted their research on institutional 

organisations, with drastic changes having taken place in political, economic, socio-cultural, 

and technological fields. An example is the contribution of the Internet to the global research 

network, which promotes professional isomorphism globally, among other implications. 

Please see Section 4.8 for more detail. Apart from this study, which uses ‘isomorphism’ as part 

of the theoretical framework, we have also identified and referred to some Chinese academics 

such as Song et al. (2021), Zhao and You (2019), and Zha (2009b) who discuss Chinese higher 

education and its excellence initiatives by employing institutional theory including 

isomorphism as their theoretical framework.  

 

Hannan and Freeman (1977) ask ‘why are there so many kinds of organisations?’ and seek to 

explain diversity and differentiation, while DiMaggio and Powell (1983) ask ‘why is there such 

startling homogeneity of organisational forms and practices?’ and seek to explain 

homogeneity. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue that in the initial stages of its life cycle, an 

organisational field displays considerable diversity, but after it is well established there is an 

unrelenting push for homogenisation. This might be true in the business world in a free 

market. However, this study finds that the DWC Project encourages both diversity and 

homogeneity at the same time. More discussion on the simultaneity of diversity and 

homogeneity will be provided in later Chapter 5 to Chapter 8. 

 

In the higher education context, ‘new’ institutional theory is based on cross-border imitation 

of master practices. Zha (2009a) argues that the Chinese universities are mirroring the global 

trend to a large extent, so that they are becoming more similar to each other and to 

universities in other countries. Universities are moving from a specialised regime towards an 

integrative regime. During this process, organisational integration is standardised, and 

institutions are measured by largely the same set of criteria, and by rank. National policies 

follow the global tendency argued by Schofer and Meyer (2005) as a new model characterised 

by democratisation, human rights, scientisation, and developmental planning. Erkkilä (2014) 

argues that policy actors’ reflection on ranking figures has led to imitation and isomorphic 

changes. The rankings - as a new form of normative expert knowledge appealing in its 

simplistic representation and global reach - have become a basis for legitimising HE reforms, 

initiating a number of changes in academic practices, such as the stratification and 

homogenisation. 

 

Some authors have proposed a hybrid design; this study supports and will employ a 

hybridised model of institutional theory of organisations. Selznick (1996), while recognising 
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the insights and perspectives of new institutionalism, expressed his concerns over the ethos 

and direction of the new institutionalism, and the drawing of a sharp line between the ‘old’ 

and the ‘new’, which may inhibit the contribution of institutional theory to major issues of 

bureaucracy and social policy. 

 

The new institutionalism, with its focus on legitimacy and field-wide homogeneity, advocates 

that national policies are based on cross-border imitation of master practices, but fails to take 

change into account. Organisational change actually forms a major issue in the Chinese higher 

education sector, where ‘reform’ is a substitute term of change. Thus, new institutional theory 

does not sufficiently explain why some organisations - despite institutional pressure - initiate 

radical changes. Issues such as power, commitment and interests should be considered 

(Berthod, 2018).  

 

In global higher education sector, despite the scripts and common logics weighing on the 

organisational fields, decoupling processes increase between the scripts and concrete 

practices (King et al., 2011, Meyer and Rowan, 1977). The more convergent at macro level, 

the less convergent at micro level and the more decoupling there is (King et al., 2011). In our 

later case study of Xinjiang University, the decoupling between national policies and their 

implementation at institutional level will be presented. 

 

2.2.3 Positional Goods and Positional Competition 

Almost every nation is yearning for one or more WCUs, however the places are limited. 

According to Hirsch (1977), nations are confronting a fundamental and urgent problem, that 

is the ways in which social and economic growth is creating its own frustrating limits. The 

debate should not be settled between ‘how much growth’ or ‘no growth’, but on the fact that 

affluent nations are competing among themselves, and creating social scarcity. In such 

frustrated competition, nations are seemingly incapable of improving the quality of HE 

through greater quantity. Another problem, particularly faced by the western nations whose 

ethos is based on individualism, is that the growth process demands state intervention, 

threatening the social foundations of a neoliberal state.  

 

The concept of positional goods, introduced by Hirsch (1977), provides a useful explanation 

of the drive for nations to build WCUs. A positional good is an intrinsically scare good that 

can provide social status. Scarcity can be either physical or social. WCU status belongs to the 

latter. According to Marginson (2004), positional goods in higher education are status goods 

providing students with relative advantage in the competition for jobs, income, social 

standing, and prestige. Places in leading universities and their quality faculty are the most 

desired form of positional goods, and constitute relative advantage:  

 

‘It is a case of everyone in the crowd standing on tip toe and no one getting a better 

view. However if all do follow…everyone expends more resources and ends up with the 

same position’ Hirsch (1977) 
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The seemingly never-ending pursuit of positional goods, such as WCU status, can be seen as 

a zero-sum game. According to Hirsch (1977), positional goods combine two dimensions, 

which are intrinsic scarcity and status value. In the case of building WCUs, nations are 

competing for status value. Hirsch defines four types of goods: positive interdependent goods, 

independent goods, finite goods, and negative interdependent goods. The interest of this 

study is in the third and fourth types, where there are strong socio-cultural reasons for 

demand and where there are significant negative externalities. All positional goods are 

characterised by excludability, interdependence and positional value, the key policy concern 

is on those goods that have a large negative interdependence. Interventions can be politically 

driven, and an example could be the massification of higher education and quotas for WCUs. 

 

Hirsch’s insight highlights a competitive commodity economy in higher education. Marginson 

(2004) believes that positional goods have special economic characteristics. As some goods 

are more valuable than others, they are hierarchical in character. As all economic commodities 

are scarce, positional goods are scarce in absolute terms. The number of positional goods - 

in this case the number of top-ranked WCUs - cannot be expanded. As aforementioned, 

positional goods have a zero-sum character, whilst in the absence of scarcity and ranked 

outcomes, positional goods disappear. 

 

2.3 Excellence Initiatives: International Context 

In this section, we review the rationales for designing and implementing excellence initiatives 

in the international context, particularly in Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) countries. We also discuss how these excellence initiatives are 

implemented, and the outcomes brought about by these initiatives.  

 

2.3.1 Rationales for Designing and Implementing Excellence Initiatives 

In many cases, the implementation of excellence initiatives and the building of WCUs are 

largely referred to interchangeably. Salmi (2016) argues that the rationale for excellence 

initiatives in a number of countries is to speed up the transformation process towards building 

WCUs. The concept of a WCU has been proliferated throughout the world, yet there is no 

universal consensus on how to define one. Without a unified definition, global rankings have 

become a direct proxy for sense-making in the sector and a commensurate indicator that 

decision-makers have used to understand this concept (Allen, 2019).  

 

Global rankings describe the outcomes of competition between universities around the globe, 

and also provide reference for improvement. Dill and Soo (2005), researching the early 

development stage of global rankings, have looked at the global rankings from the 

perspective of public policy and academic quality; they argue that national governments are 

increasingly adopting strategies of information provision as a means of assuring their higher 
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education quality. Global and national rankings, by comparing the performance of universities, 

work as a potentially effective and efficient instrument for providing valuable information to 

universities, policy makers and other stakeholders on areas for improvement.  

 

There are a number of problems inherent in these global rankings. For instance, all the main 

rankings pre-select top research universities, and some deliberately exclude arts and 

humanities; some rankings use controversial indicators such as reputation, and staff/student 

ratios. The impact of these rankings continues to grow and strongly influences the behaviour 

of universities, which has caused numerous concerns. At institutional level, ‘members’ (those 

which are ranked) want to maintain their positions and even move up the ladders, and non-

members are pressured to make efforts to become members, which skews the priorities of 

higher education management. At system level, the funding of WCUs (or potential ones) 

might be at the expense of other universities that pursue other national goals. Research 

outweighs teaching activities and there is a growing imbalance between academic fields 

(Rauhvargers, 2014). Van Vught and Ziegele (2012) argue that without policy support and 

incentives to promote and protect institutional diversity, the priority placed on global rankings 

might result in the development of more uniform and mainly vertically-differentiated systems. 

Shin et al. (2011) warn of the ‘winner-takes-all’ syndrome and the extreme damaging effects 

of resulting inequalities on universities.  

 

Countries using global rankings as the indicator to evaluate the performance of their higher 

education and their excellence initiatives are faced with a dilemma. On the one hand, due to 

the issues with global rankings discussed above, it is risky and problematic to solely use global 

rankings to assess their universities and higher education systems; on the other hand, they 

may not have developed a systematic method to combine the global rankings with other 

factors that derive from their featured national conditions. It is based on this consideration 

that we examine China’s rationales for designing and implementing their excellence initiatives, 

for which the criteria do not purely rely on the performance in global rankings. 

 

Though it is problematic to use global rankings to evaluate the performance of excellence 

initiatives, it is still an important factor in practice as they are accessible and easily quantifiable. 

There are a number of ranking systems, such as ARWU, Leiden University, QS, and Time 

Higher Education. These global rankings have undergone numerous methodological changes 

and new developments over the years. Rauhvargers (2014) argues that ARWU is the most 

consolidated of the popular university-based global rankings and there have been no 

changes in its core methodology since 2010. In the meantime, the Shanghai Ranking 

Consultancy (SRC), provider of ARWU, also provides a national ranking of Chinese universities. 

Ranking information in this study, unless otherwise specified, refers to data from the SRC.  

 

Rationales for designing and implementing excellence initiatives can vary greatly. OECD (2014) 

identifies four main objectives of excellence initiatives, which are: enhancing interdisciplinary 

research and cooperation; attracting foreign talent; training young scholars through doctoral 

and post-doctoral programmes; and enhancing competition and the visibility of the research. 

The rationales for China’s excellence initiatives share some commonalities, but are very 
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different from those of OECD countries. The discussion of rationales for China to implement 

excellence initiatives, particularly the latest DWC Project forms a central theme of this study. 

 

2.3.2 The Ways in Which Excellence Initiatives Are Implemented 

The forms of funding for excellence initiatives vary between nations. In this respect, China and 

the rest of the world share similarities, and meanwhile substantial differences exist. ‘Chinese 

Characteristics’ is a core term in this study, when it comes to the analysis of China’s excellence 

initiatives in later sections. From the perspective of OECD (2014), funds are shifted from 

institutional core funding to project funding. Against this background, research excellence 

initiatives have emerged as funding instruments. Funds are provided for research and 

research-related measures, in the form of long-term, large-scale funding to designated 

research units. 

 

OECD (2014) defines 7 criteria for funding research excellence initiatives as follows: 

1. They are a form of governmental-level funding provided to selected units and institutions. 

This kind of funding is different from both institutional core funding and funding which 

goes to individuals. 

2. They foster exceptional quality in research and research-related activities. Funding is 

provided only to units of exceptional quality. 

3. They are long-term. The minimum period is four years, and can be prolonged based on 

performance. 

4. They are competitive and based on peer-reviewed applications. The assessment is made 

by peers, not on the basis of metrics. 

5. Applicants are required to participate in the selection process within fixed time frames. 

6. Institutions or research units (as opposed to individuals) apply for the funds. 

7. Substantially more funds are provided than for individual project-based funding.  

 

Chinese excellence initiatives share both similarities and differences with the OECD countries 

regarding funding criteria. This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7. 

 

2.3.3 Outcomes of Excellence Initiatives 

In this section, we will look at the outcomes of excellence initiatives in some major countries. 

With the injections of huge money and resources, it is imperative to assess the effectiveness 

of excellence initiatives. However, Salmi (2016) argues that assessment is challenging owing 

to time-scale and the difficulty of establishing causation. He contends that it takes at least 8-

10 years to upgrade a university, and that there lacks an in-depth evaluation and impact 

analysis of recent excellence initiatives. For the first point that Salmi made, experience from 

China challenges this view, by presenting evidence that it takes a shorter time than he 

expected to upgrade a university. This will be discussed in later sections. For the second point, 
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as there was no in-depth evaluation available, what he did was to compare the ranking data 

within ARWU from 2004 to 2015.His conclusion is that four countries and regions have made 

most progress, which are mainland China, Australia, Saudi Arabia, and Taiwan, all having 

excellence initiatives in implementation. In comparison, a relatively high proportion of public 

universities in the US dropped out of the ranking as a result of the reduction in public 

subsidiaries since the 2008 financial crisis. Salmi finds that, at institutional level, the five 

universities from four countries that have climbed most significantly in the ARWU all received 

funding from their national excellence initiatives. This suggests a positive correlation between 

the performance of universities in global ranking and the input from national excellence 

initiatives.  

 

Using performance indicator in global rankings to assess the outcomes of national excellence 

initiatives, we find a varied picture of success. For example,   

 

Germany’s Excellence Initiative was launched in 2005, with a further round starting in 2019. 

Quirin (2017) argues that although Germany’s latest initiative has brought some welcome 

structural changes, it has some flaws and risks missing its goals. It is questioned whether the 

selected projects represent the best science in Germany. The rules for submitting proposals 

are argued not to be clearly defined and communicated. Despite the assertation by the 

president of a major funding agency in Germany that the selection of the projects was 

rigorously based on quality, without any regional or political considerations, the fact is that 

41 universities in 13 out 14 states were selected, hinting at a political intention to allocate 

resources more evenly across the country. The performance of German universities in the top 

100 of ARWU is shown below, and there seems not much noticeable progress. 

 

2005 2020 

University Ranking University Ranking 

University of Munich 51 University of Munich 51 

Technical University Munich 52 Technical University of Munich 54 

University of Heidelberg 71 Heidelberg University 57 

University of Göttingen 84 University of Bonn 87 

University of Freiburg 90 / / 

Table2. 1: German universities in the Top 100 of ARWU, 2005 and 2020 

 

By contrast, the 2012 French excellence initiative has encouraged mergers and alliances to 

improve their visibility in global rankings. The Table 2.2 below shows the presence of French 

universities in the top 100 of ARWU, respectively in 2012 and 2020. With mergers and alliances, 

more French universities appear in ARWU, with higher positions in the ranking.  

 

2012 2020 

University Ranking University Ranking 

University of Paris Sud (Paris 11) 37 Paris-Saclay University 14 

Pierre and Marie Curie University 

- Paris 6 

42 PSL University 36 

École Normale Supérieur - Paris 73 Sorbonne University 39 
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/ / University of Paris 65 

/ / Université Grenoble Alpes 99 

Table2. 2: French Universities in the Top 100 of ARWU, 2012 and 2020 

 

In comparison, the 2013 Academic Excellence Project in Russia, aiming to have five universities 

in the top 100 globally by 2020, failed totally. Russia, has only Moscow State University 

remaining in the top 100, but declining from 79
th
 in 2013 to 93

rd
 in 2020. 

 

In both Europe and China, new excellence initiatives often mean a shift of funding method. 

Salmi (2016) argues that in countries such as France, Germany and Russia, where the 

performance of public universities has been considered equally good, the introduction of 

excellence initiatives has led to a shift from uniform budget entitlements towards a substantial 

element of competitive, performance-based funding. In China’s latest excellence initiative (the 

DWC Project), this kind of shift is also fully reflected, with the Chinese government stating that 

the membership is dynamic and adjustable, as distinct from its previous excellence initiatives. 

In Salmi’s perception and experience, in most OECD countries, the government’s approach 

has involved a competition among eligible universities with a thorough peer-review process 

by evaluation teams consisting of national and international experts. But we did not see such 

process in either the previous Projects 211 and 985, or the current DWC Project in China. By 

contrast with the relative clarity and objectivity in the design and implementation of 

excellence initiatives in many Western countries, China’s approach is more ambiguous and 

subjective in this respect. This will be discussed in more detail in later chapters.  

 

Along with positive changes in individual universities and higher education systems, there are 

risks associated with excellence initiatives. Salmi (2016) argues that there are two main 

challenges faced by excellence initiatives: first are the damaging consequences on learning 

and teaching, equal opportunities and institutional diversity, as a result of the research-

emphasis nature of these initiatives. Second is the inequitable favoured environment created 

for star researchers, with well-equipped laboratories and US-style doctoral schools operating 

in isolation from the rest of the university. Chinese excellence initiatives are also faced with 

similar challenges; this is one of the important themes of this study. 

 

2.4 Excellence Initiatives: the China Context 

To study the rationale for excellence initiatives, it is advised to bear in mind suggestions from 

Menter et al. (2018) that the study of higher education policies should be based on period-

of-time rather than point-of-time relevant data to acquire a holistic picture of an initiative 

and develop adequate recommendations. This section therefore covers a period of time from 

the 1990s to today, and refers to government policies and institutional responses to Project 

211 and Project 985, the predecessors of DWC Project. 
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2.4.1 An Introduction to Projects 211 and 985 

The launch of the DWC Project is a continuation and adjustment of national policies for 

building WCUs (Liu et al., 2019). Three decisions of the late 20
th
 century by the Chinese 

government have had a profound impact on China’s higher education system. In 1978, the 

year China started its economic reform and open-door policy, 88 universities were named 

national key higher education institutions by the central government. In the previous year, 

China had resumed its national college entrance examination halted for ten years as a result 

of the Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1976. Since then, Chinese universities have been 

exposed to a range of university models and opportunities to work with foreign universities 

(Hayhoe et al., 2014).  

 

In 1995 China initiated Project 211, with the goal to achieve remarkable progress in teaching, 

research and administration in around 100 universities in the 21
st
 century. The selected 

universities received priority government funding. In 1998, China launched Project 985, with 

an aim to build a more selective group of 39 universities to be world-class, by providing them 

with far more generous funding (Zhao, 2018b). Since 1998, building WCUs has become a 

national policy priority (Ngok and Guo, 2008). 

 

2.4.2 Rationales for Projects 211 and 985 

The implementation of excellence initiatives in China has a wider motivation than to serve 

national economic development. Ngok and Guo (2008) point out that the excellence initiatives 

reflects China’s ambition to develop its higher education system compatible with growing 

economic power and its grand strategy of a peaceful rise in the globalisation era. Salmi (2016) 

argues that excellence initiatives in East Asia reflect long-term national policies to strengthen 

the contribution of higher education to national economic development, and the most recent 

wave seems to have been primarily stimulated by global rankings. This study challenges 

Salmi’s perception in the case of China. It has been a long-term national policy to implement 

the excellence initiatives and to build WCUs since the 1990s, when China started 

implementing the national-level strategy of ‘developing the country through science and 

education’. China has stressed the contribution of higher education not only to economic 

development, but also in an all-round manner, which is made clear in the ‘Five-sphere 

Integrated Plan’ put forward at the 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China 

(CPC), when Jinping Xi started in office. Higher education should serve the country in the 

economic, political, cultural, social and eco-environmental fields (ChinaDaily, 2021b). One of 

the themes of this study is to examine how the excellence initiatives serve the national 

strategic needs in these fields.  

 

Reinvigorating the nation through science and education has long been the national strategic 

goal to drive its higher education sector. Yang and Welch (2012) argue that, with the goal to 

develop a higher education system of international stature through the implementation of 
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the Projects 211 and 985, China has selected its best universities for heavy investment, with 

the expressed aim of making them world-class in the coming decades. However, Yang and 

Welch are only partially correct. Firstly, although most of the selected universities in either the 

previous Projects 985 and 211 or the current DWC Project, are the strongest ones in the 

country, there are some exceptions, for example Xinjiang University (XJU). This implies that 

the selection criteria are not purely based on the academic competitiveness of institutions. 

Secondly, the goals of excellence initiatives are becoming clearer and more ambitious. From 

the latest development in the Chinese higher education sector, China has decided to develop 

its higher education not only to be of international stature, but to be the best in the world in 

a set timeline. This claim will be analysed in more details in later chapters. 

 

2.4.3 Outcomes of Projects 211 and 985 

We will use ARWU rankings to evaluate the outcomes of the Projects 211 and 985. The ARWU 

started in 2003, therefore we do not have relatively comparable data to evaluate the 

outcomes of the Projects 211 and 985 from 1995 to 2003. What we can do is to compare the 

performance of Chinese universities (in mainland China) respectively in 2003, when the ARWU 

started, and in 2015, when China started to implement its latest national excellence initiative: 

the DWC Project. In 2003, there was no Chinese university in the top 200 of the ARWU, with 

Tsinghua being placed 201-250 and Peking 251-300. In 2015, after two decades of the 

implementation of Project 211, Chinese universities had climbed significantly in the ARWU, 

with Peking, Shanghai Jiao tong, Tsinghua, and Zhejiang being placed 101-150; and Fudan, 

Sun Yat-Sen, and USTC 151-200. It was in 2016, the second year of implementation of the 

DWC Project, that China gained presence in the top 100 of ARWU, with Tsinghua being placed 

58
th
, and Peking 71

st
. 

 

Despite the remarkable achievements during the two decades’ implementation of Projects 

211 and 985, there have been some major drawbacks. For example, there are some concerns 

over uneven disciplinary developments and equality issues. Yang (2014) argues that 

universities in the 985 Project are much stronger in physical sciences and engineering than 

the national language-dependent humanities and social sciences, which is evident in their 

relative share of the world’s journal papers. Yang (2014) believes that the purpose of 

internationalisation of Chinese universities is to combine Chinese and Western elements at all 

levels, but Hayhoe et al. (2014) ask an interesting question, which is how the role of Chinese 

universities can be optimised as they are operating inside and outside the party-state. Zhao 

(2018b) argues that the Projects 211 and 985 have widened the inequality between 

universities. In later sections, this study will examine issues such as the balance between STEM 

subjects and social sciences subjects, and the equality at regional level, city level and 

institutional level, in the DWC Project. 

 

University governance and autonomy is an important part of reflection on the effects of the 

Projects 211 and 985, and it also forms an essential theme of the new DWC Project. Ying 

(2011) has reflected university autonomy of the Project 985 in three aspects: funding, 
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programmes, and administration. It is argued that during the first phase of the Project 985, 

the MOE issued no documents regarding the objectives and tasks, so members of the Project 

985 had enjoyed a significant level of autonomy in using funding. Members of the Projects 

211 and 985, particularly those of the Project 985, have more administrative autonomy 

compared with the non-members. For instance, beginning in 2002, a small group of Project 

985 members were allowed to independently set up undergraduate programmes. In 2005, 

Tsinghua and Peking Universities were allowed to self-evaluate doctoral degrees. From our 

later case studies and discussion, we can find that this kind of autonomy has been in 

expansion. As a result of government-led approach, universities have to focus a great deal 

on their relationship with the MOE. The power and control of MOE over universities has 

increased.  

 

Xiong et al. (2011) hold that the governance reform of the members of Project 985 has shifted 

from government driven to internally driven, from adaptive to proactive, and from localised 

to systemic, trending towards good governance. At present, the government power is still the 

primary driving force in implementing excellence initiatives. Starting from the second phase 

of the Project 985, universities are becoming more interdisciplinary and interdepartmental. 

The interdisciplinary and interdepartmental development has been accelerated in the DWC 

Project, as can be observed in later case studies. Along with still strong government 

intervention, is the awakening of self-awareness stimulated by the market economy. 

Internally-driven governance has increased. For instance, many members of the Projects 211 

and 985 set up boards of directors to strengthen the links with their community. Please refer 

to the later WUT case for more detail, and the three boards of directors have had a huge 

impact on the overall development of this university. The governance is shifting from adaptive 

to proactive, and the enthusiasm for innovation has reached unprecedented heights. The 

proactive manner originates in their own understanding of missions of their universities. A 

prominent case is the undergraduate programme reform in the Project 985, which is still 

continuing in the DWC Project. Key universities are shifting from individualised and localised 

to more systemic reform. For instance, Chinese universities in 1995 have obtained ‘legal 

persons’ status, and more universities in recent years have established their university charters. 

The vertical structure of universities has been improved to stimulate the vitality of schools and 

departments and allow them more autonomy. We can see the simultaneity of both tighter 

control from government in some respects such as political compliance, and more autonomy 

enjoyed by universities in some respects such as funding and programme offering.  

 

2.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has introduced the theoretical framework for later discussion of the DWC Project 

at both macro and micro levels. This chapter has also reviewed the design, implementation 

and outcomes of both national excellence initiatives of Projects 211 and 985 and those 

implemented in some major countries, which provide a historical context for the 

understanding of the current DWC Project. In the next chapter, we will introduce the research 

design to discover answers to research questions. 
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CHAPTER 3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the research development, design and overall approach used in 

addressing the research questions. This will be achieved mainly through analysing related 

official policy documents and institutional reports, as well as other forms of text such as official 

publications from governmental agencies and universities, and coverage by national 

authoritative media. The research is conducted through the lens of interpretivism, adopting a 

largely inductive approach, utilising documentary research and case study research methods 

to address the research questions. The following sections will provide explanations and 

justifications in details. 

 

Here we review the research questions of this study: 

 

Question 1: What are the rationales for the Chinese government to make their selected 

universities world-class through a series of excellence initiatives? 

Question 2: How is the Chinese government and individual institutions implementing these 

initiatives, with a focus on the latest excellence initiative, namely Double World-

Class Project since 2015? 

Question 3: What has been accomplished; what are current issues and future challenges; and 

how can such issues be addressed, particularly at institutional level? 

 

3.2 Theory-Method-Methodology Connections 

This section aims to answer two key questions: what methodology and methods will be 

employed in this study, and what are the justifications for these choices? To answer the two 

questions, Crotty (1998) argues that four elements need to be spelt out carefully, which are, 

in a bottom-up manner: the methods proposed to be used; the methodology governing the 

choice and use of methods; theoretical perspective lying behind the methodology; and 

epistemology informing the theoretical perspective. In a similar vein, Creswell (2007) in a top-

down approach, emphasizes the research process as a flow from philosophical assumptions, 

to worldviews, and through a theoretical lens, onto the procedures involved in studying social 

or human problems.  

 

Ontology is the science or philosophy of being (Hay, 2002). It refers to ‘claims or assumptions 

that a particular approach to social enquiry makes about the nature of social reality - claims 

about what exists, what it looks like, what units make it up, and how these units interact with 

one another’ (Blaikie, 1993). Epistemology is the science or philosophy of knowledge (Hay, 
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2002). It refers to ‘the claims or assumptions made about the ways in which it is possible to 

gain knowledge of reality’ (Blaikie, 1993). Hay (2002) suggests that if the ontologist asks ‘what 

exists to be known?’, then the epistemologist asks ‘what are the conditions of acquiring 

knowledge of that which exists?’. Methodology relates to the choice of analytical strategy and 

research design which underpins substantive research (Hay, 2002). Blaikie (1993) suggests 

that ‘methodology is the analysis of how research should or does proceed’. Thus, although 

methodology establishes the principles which might guide the choice of method, it should 

not be confused with methods and techniques of research themselves (Hay, 2002).  

 

According to Hay (2002), the directional dependence of the relationships between ontology, 

epistemology and methodology is summarised as follows: 

 
Figure 3. 1: Ontology, Epistemology and Methodology: a directional dependence, from Hay (2002), 

p64 

 

According to Crotty (1998), methods are concrete techniques and procedures adopted to 

collect and analyse data having connection with the research question or hypothesis. 

Methodology is the strategy, plan, process and design lying behind the methods, and it links 

the methods with the desired outcomes. Theoretical perspective is the philosophical stance 

that informs the methodology, provides the context for the research process and justifies the 

logic and criteria. Epistemology is the theory of knowledge that embeds in the three aspects 

defined above. The relationships can be depicted as below. 
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Figure 3.2: The Relationship between Epistemology, Theoretical Perspective, Methodology and 

Methods, adapted from Crotty (1998) 

 

In this chapter, the ‘research onion’ model from Saunders et al. (2019) has been borrowed as 

a practical and sensible framework to illustrate the stages of developing the research strategy 

of this study. The model consists of six layers, each of which specifies the stages of the 

research process, providing an effective progression through which the research 

methodology can be designed. The six layers are philosophy; approach to theory 

development; methodological choice; strategy; time horizon; and techniques and procedures.  

 

 

Figure 3. 3: the ‘research onion’, source from Saunders et al. (2019), p 130 

 

In the following sections, the six layers of this study will be explained.  

epistemology

theoretical perspective

methodology

methods
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3.3 Research Philosophy 

The term ‘research philosophy’ refers to a system of beliefs and assumptions about the 

development of knowledge. At each stage of the research, a number of types of assumptions 

will be made. These assumptions are mainly concerned with realities encountered (ontological 

assumptions), human knowledge (epistemological assumptions), and values held by the 

researcher that influence the research (axiological assumptions) (Saunders et al., 2019). Crotty 

(1998) argues that these assumptions inevitably shape the researcher’s understanding of the 

research questions, the methods used and the interpretation of the findings. The assumptions 

provide the justification for how the research will be undertaken. 

 

Saunders et al. (2019) have compared five major philosophies, differentiated in terms of where 

their assumptions fall on the objectivism-subjectivism continua. They are positivism, critical 

realism, interpretivism, postmodernism and pragmatism. This study mainly takes an 

interpretivism position, aiming to create new, rich understandings and interpretations of social 

worlds and contexts, with the following assumptions: 

 

• Ontology (nature of reality or being): complex, rich; socially constructed through culture 

and language; multiple meanings, interpretations, realities; flux of processes, experiences, 

practices 

• Epistemology (what constitutes acceptable knowledge): focus on narratives, stories, 

perceptions and interpretations; new understandings and worldviews as knowledge 

contribution 

• Axiology (role of values): value-bound research; subjective; research interpretations key 

to contribution; research reflexive 

• Methods: typically inductive; small samples; in-depth investigations; qualitative methods 

of analysis, but a range of data can be interpreted 

 

Ryan (2018) argues that being able to justify the decision to choose a philosophy should be 

an essential part of research. Saunders et al. (2019) also hold that philosophical assumptions 

affect research design and conduct, including data collection and analysis. An interpretivist 

philosophy often informs qualitative research, and interpretivism centres on participants’ 

interpretations of their social world, as opposed to the realist ideology that reality exists 

independently of people’s perceptions. Typically, an interpretivist researcher will undertake 

research in an inductive manner and follow the flow of data collected that will have analytical 

implications.  

 

Interpretivism philosophy is decided to be taken in this research, and we will justify this 

decision from four aspects as above mentioned – ontology, epistemology, axiology, and 

methods. The purpose of this study is to analyse the rationales and implementation of China’s 

DWC Project, by working with governmental policy documents and institutional annual 

progress reports. The research quality and outcomes are directly dependent on the 
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researcher’s interpretations of these documents which were written in Chinese language. 

Saunders et al. (2019) point out that different people of different cultural backgrounds, under 

different circumstances and different times make different meanings. The researcher is aware 

of these factors that affect the interpretations of the documents, as a native Chinese working 

in Chinese higher education sector for over fifteen years attempting to interpret government 

policy papers and institutional reports written in Chinese language and issued largely from 

2015 to 2021. The purpose of this research is to create new and richer understandings and 

interpretations of the design and implementation of the DWC Project. With its focus on 

complexity, richness, multiple interpretations and meaning-making as argued by Saunders et 

al. (2019), this study is explicitly subjective. The researcher understands that his values and 

beliefs play an important role in the whole research process, and the researcher is aware that 

he has to adopt an empathetic stance. To answer the three research questions, a range of 

documentary data has been collected for interpretations, and the research strategy is 

documentary research and case study research, corresponding to the analysis of the 

implementation of the DWC Project at national level and institutional level. Please see the 

next sections for more detail. 

3.4 Approach to Theory Development 

The extent to which the research is concerned with theory testing or theory building raises an 

important question regarding research design, that is two contrasting approaches to the 

reasoning, i.e., deductive or inductive. There is also a third approach to theory development: 

abductive reasoning, which begins with a ‘surprising fact’ being observed. This surprising fact 

is the conclusion rather than a premise (Saunders et al., 2019).  

 

The approach to reasoning of this study is largely inductive, with the following characteristics: 

• Logic: in an inductive inference, known premises are used to generate untested 

conclusions 

• Generalisability: generalising from the specific to the general 

• Use of data: data collection is used to explore a phenomenon, identify themes and 

patterns and create a conceptual framework 

• Theory: theory generation and building 

 

3.5 Methodological Choice 

Research design is the general plan of how the researcher will go about answering the 

research question(s). Research design include research objectives, source specification, 

proposal to collect and analyse data, and discussion on ethical issues and constraints 

(Saunders et al., 2019). Methodological choice determines whether the researcher follows a 

qualitative, quantitative or mixed methods research design. Each of these options is likely to 

call for a different mix of elements to achieve coherence in the research design. Within the 

research design, one or more research strategies need to be used to carry out and ensure 
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coherence within the research. The methodological choice and related strategies will also 

influence the selection of an appropriate time horizon (Saunders et al., 2019). This study 

employs a qualitative multiple case-study design as consistent with the assumptions and 

characteristics outlined above. 

 

3.5.1 Qualitative Research Designs 

There is no fixed definition of qualitative research, and the interpretation of this term is ever-

changing. Denzin and Lincoln (2005) argue that qualitative research involves an interpretive, 

naturalistic approach to the world. It studies things in their natural settings, attempting to 

make sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. 

Creswell (2007) adds that this definition, in an interactive manner, also encourages a strong 

orientation towards the impact of qualitative research and in transforming the world.  

 

Qualitative research involves some common characteristics. Creswell (2007) summarises the 

characteristics as: natural settings (field focused); a source of data for close interaction; 

researcher as key instrument of data collection; multiple data sources in words or images; 

analysis of data inductively, recursively, and interactively; focusing on participants’ 

perspectives, their meanings, and their subjective views; framing of human behaviour and 

belief within a social-political/historical context or through a cultural lens; emergent rather 

than tightly prefigured design; fundamentally interpretive inquiry; and holistic view of social 

phenomena. Saunders et al. (2019) add that the researcher is generally recognised as not 

being independent from those researched. The research generally uses non-probability 

sampling techniques, and is based on meanings expressed through words and images. 

Methods used to collect data are unstructured or semi-structured. Collection results in non-

standardised data generally require classification into categories. Analysis is conducted 

through the use of conceptualisation.  

 

Creswell (2007) likens qualitative research to an intricate fabric. General worldviews and 

perspectives are like a loom, which holds qualitative research together. This kind of research 

employs terms like constructivist, interpretivist, feminist, postmodernist, and naturalistic 

research. Within these worldviews are approaches to qualitative inquiry, including narratives, 

phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography and case studies. Based on these 

characteristics common to all forms of qualitative research, different individuals, with different 

perspectives, make their own ‘fabrics’ on their own ‘looms’. 

 

Qualitative research is often associated with an interpretive philosophy (Denzin and Lincoln, 

2018). It is interpretive because the researcher needs to make sense of the subjective and 

socially constructed meanings expressed about the phenomenon being studied. Such 

research is sometimes referred to as naturalistic since the researcher needs to operate within 

a natural setting or research context. It should be noted that qualitative research may also be 

undertaken within realistic and pragmatist philosophies (Saunders et al., 2019). 
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Figure 3. 4: Methodological Choice, from Saunders et al. (2019), p176 

 

A qualitative research design may use a single data collection method technique, and 

corresponding qualitative analytical procedure, known as mono method qualitative study. It 

may also use more than one qualitative data collection technique, and corresponding 

analytical procedures, known as multi-method qualitative study. This study is a mono method 

qualitative study as it draws exclusively upon documentary evidence. 

 

3.5.2 Recognising the Purpose of the Research Design 

How the researcher asks the research questions will determine the research design, which can 

fulfil an exploratory, descriptive, explanatory or evaluative purpose, or a combination 

(Saunders et al., 2019). For this study, responses to Research Question One take mainly an 

explanatory approach. It responds to a ‘Why’ type of question and explains the reasons that 

Chinese government is conducting a series of excellence initiatives to make their selected 

universities world-class. Responses to Question Two are mainly descriptive and answer a ‘How’ 

type of question. Responses to Questions Three are mainly explanatory and evaluative. The 

discussions on accomplishments, current issues and future challenges are mainly explanatory, 

and how to address these issues relates to an evaluative approach. 

 

3.6 Research Strategy 

Denzin and Lincoln (2018) define research strategy as a plan of how a researcher will go about 

answering the research question. It is the methodological link between the research 

philosophy and subsequent choices of methods to collect and analyse data. Qualitative 

research often commences with an inductive approach to theory development. It is associated 

with a variety of strategies, including action research, case study research, ethnography, 

grounded theory, narrative inquiry, and archival and documentary research (Saunders et al., 

2019). The choice of research strategy should be guided by the research question and 

objectives, the coherence with which these link to the research philosophy, research approach 

and purpose. Methodical choices shape and are shaped by methodological choices. For this 
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study, I will combine documentary research with case study research. 

 

3.6.1 Documentary Research 

Scott (2006) argues that documentary research - which involves the use of texts and 

documents as sources materials, along with surveys and ethnography - is one of the three 

major types of social research and arguably has been the most widely used of the three 

throughout the history of sociology and other social sciences. These materials include 

government publications, newspapers, certificates, census publications, novels, film and video, 

paintings, personal photographs, diaries and innumerable other written, visual and pictorial 

sources in paper, electronic, or other `hard copy' form. Silverman (1993) classifies documents 

as files, statistical records, records of official proceedings and images. Similarly, Symon and 

Cassell (2012) suggests that ‘a document is durable repository for textual, visual and audio 

representations’. This illustrates the wide range of materials encompassed by this definition. 

 

Denscombe (2014) states that government publications and official statistics are an attractive 

proposition for social researchers. Scott (2006) argues that, for example, the majority of Karl 

Marx’s works and many of those of Émile Durkheim are based on extensive documentary 

sources and other official reports and statistics. Text analysis, particularly of official documents, 

holds a unique place in social science. Although some researchers have tended to view 

documents primarily as sources of evidence and as receptables of inert content, and key 

strategies for data exploration have consequently been associated with various styles of 

content or thematic analysis, it is encouraged to see documents as active agents in the world, 

and to view documentation as a key component of dynamic networks rather than as a set of 

static and immutable `things' (Prior, 2008).  

 

To conduct an in-depth text analysis of higher education policy, the researcher should go 

beyond the texts. Tu (2009) argue the research process for policy text analysis should combine 

the micro text analysis with the macro historical context, and the researcher can employ 

multiple methods and perspectives to interpret the texts, and to discover the structure and 

logic behind the text evolution. The researcher should be able to conduct an effective dialog 

between texts and their historical and institutional contexts, and policy practices. 

 

3.6.2 Documents Used in This Study 

Please refer to Appendix 1 for a full list of policy documents that have been employed in the 

study. Policy documents include policy papers on previous Projects 211 and 985, national 

strategic plans such as Five-Year Plans, leadership speeches, governmental publications, and 

official announcements. These policy documents are used to support answering the first and 

second research questions, which are the rationales for the Chinese government to implement 

the DWC Project, and the way in which Chinese government and individual universities are 
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implementing this excellence initiative. Institutional implementation plans and annual 

progression reports of 2018 are analysed to respond to the second and the third questions. 

 

The annual progress reports from the DWC members are important documents for us to 

investigate the implementation and outcomes of this national-level higher education initiative. 

In November 2018, the MOE notified all universities in the DWC Project that they should 

compile an annual progress report since 2018, and the reports on progress in 2018 should 

be submitted by 10
th
 January 2019. The MOE produced a guideline for structuring the annual 

reports, which consist of four parts. The contents of each part stipulated in the notification 

are described as follows. 

 

The first part is an overview, and it sketches out the completion status of the annual objectives, 

funding in place and in use, and infrastructure construction of disciplines. The second part is 

an account on the cultivation of high-quality and innovative talents, the construction of high-

quality staff teams, scientific research and social services, inheritance and innovation in fine 

culture, and international cooperation and exchange. The third part is a presentation of 

institutional mechanism. It includes institutional leadership, and assessment and evaluation 

systems. The last part is a statement of existing problems and measures for improvement. 

Within each part of the guidelines, there are sub-level requirements, which can be referred 

to in the appendices. These form the majority of categories in this study of thematic qualitative 

text analysis. Many of the terms used in the policy papers and annual progress reports are of 

‘Chinese Characteristics’, which will be explained in due course.  

 

3.6.3 Advantages and Disadvantages of Documentary Analysis 

As a research method, documentary analysis recommends itself to many qualitative 

researchers as straightforward, efficient, cost-effective and manageable (Cardno, 2019). Its 

major advantages are as follows. Firstly, there is ready availability, usually at little or no cost 

to the researcher. Governmental and institutional documents for this study are available on 

official websites. Secondly, ethical approval to access documentary data is seldom needed, 

thus the researcher can circumvent the need to make applications for ethical approval to 

conduct the study. Documents analysed in this study are not confidential and the researcher 

does not need to obtain permission from any organisations to use these documents for 

expressed and ethical research purposes. Lastly, documentary analysis is non-reactive, and 

documents as sources of data do not draw attention to the researcher’s presence as they can 

quietly work behind the scenes. 

 

There are potential shortfalls of conducting documentary analysis. Cardno (2019) argues that 

it is not always possible to retrieve a document, and some kinds of documents may be difficult 

to locate and access for geographical reasons. As publicly available documents, for this study 

there is no problem with the retrieval and access. However, all the documents are in Chinese, 

so for the purposes of an English-language doctoral thesis I have had to translate them. 
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As much of this study is conducted during the breakout of COVID-19 in Wuhan where the 

researcher is living, it is difficult to collect primary data, therefore this study is dependent on 

secondary data comprising mainly government policy papers and institutional reports. Now 

we will provide an explanation of the usefulness and the limitations of using these documents 

as empirical materials. According to Bowen (2009), documentary analysis is an efficient 

method. The official documents for this study are in the public domain and obtainable without 

the authors’ permission. Please see Appendix 1 for a series of government policy papers 

referred to in this study, published largely from 2015 to 2021. They provide broad coverage 

for us to understand the rationales and implementation of the DWC Project. The researcher 

is aware that there are some limitations of using these documents. Official documents are 

produced for some purpose other than research. Consequently, they might not provide 

sufficient detail to answer our research questions. Therefore, we have also included media 

coverage from professional websites, which can provide more detail for answering research 

questions. It is not simply lifting words from the official documents, the researcher should be 

critical and cautious, and able to establish the meaning of these documents and their 

contribution to research questions. In line with Bowen (2009) the official documents should 

be ‘read between the lines’ and evaluated in such a manner that empirical knowledge is 

produced and understanding is developed, rather than lining up a series of excerpts from the 

documents to convey whatever idea comes to mind. 

3.6.4 Case Study Research 

Case study has been extensively utilised in research in the field of higher education 

management as a strategy of inquiry for in-depth analysis; however there is no unified 

definition of case study research. Yin (2018) defines case study as an in-depth inquiry into a 

topic or phenomenon within its real-life setting. The ‘case’ in case study research may refer 

to a person, a group, an organisation, an association, a change process, an event, as well as 

many other types of case subject. In this study, a case means a university, which is a member 

of the DWC Project. 

 

To answer Questions Two and Three, which involve the way in which individual universities 

react to the government’s call for DWC Project, and the accomplishments, issues and 

challenges during the implementation of the current excellence initiative, three universities of 

representativeness have been selected from the population consisting of 137 institutions. The 

three universities are Tsinghua University (Tsinghua), Xinjiang University (XJU), and Wuhan 

University of Technology (WUT). 

 

3.6.5 Rationales for the Selection of Three Cases 

Seawright and Gerring (2008) consider seven case selection techniques, each of which 

facilitates a different strategy for within-case analysis. The case selection procedures 

considered focus on typical, diverse, extreme, deviant, influential, most similar, and most 
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different cases. For this study, three case universities are selected based on multiple criteria.  

 

Among these institutions, two universities aiming for WCU status are selected based on the 

‘extreme’ approach: 

• Tsinghua, undoubtedly, is one of the top two in China (the other is Peking University).  

• XJU, arguably the least renowned and weakest of the 42 universities aiming for world-

class status.  

We also include a ‘typical’ case representing the disciplinary dimension of DWC, which is WUT. 

It is a university aiming for a WCD in materials science and technology, and in the national 

and global rankings sits between Tsinghua and XJU. 

 

In addition to referring to case selection strategies from Seawright and Gerring (2008), the 

considerations on case selections have also covered a number of other factors, including the 

categories within the DWC Project (WCU(A)/WCU(B)/WCD), types 

(comprehensive/specialised), geographical and economic distribution (East/Middle/West 

China; economically developed/economically developing). We also consider the distribution 

of national and global rankings of case universities. Shanghai Ranking Consultancy (SRC) is a 

fully independent organization dedicating to research on higher education intelligence and 

consultation. It has been the official publisher of the internationally influential Academic 

Ranking of World Universities (ARWU) since 2003 (SRC 2021). SRC categorises and ranks 

Chinese public universities into the following groups, which are comprehensive, science and 

engineering, normal education, medicine, agriculture, finance and economics, politics and law, 

linguistics, forestry, ethnology, sports and art. 

 

The DWC Project is supporting universities in mainland China, therefore all discussion in this 

study excludes universities in Hongkong, Macao, and Taiwan. China has 34 provincial-level 

administrative regions, including 23 provinces, 5 autonomous regions, 4 municipalities, and 2 

special administrative regions. Geographically speaking, the administrative regions are 

divided into 8 parts, which are north, northeast, east, middle, south, southwest, northwest, 

and Hongkong, Macao and Taiwan. Economically speaking, China is divided into three parts, 

which are east, middle and west. The majority of DWC universities locate in east China, the 

relatively economically developed regions. West China, economically underdeveloped areas, 

has least DWC universities. The selection of case study universities has fully taken these into 

considerations. 

 

Institution Category Economic Location Geographical Location Type ARWU 

2020 

SRC 

2020 

Tsinghua WCU developed east 

region 

north comprehensive 29 1 

XJU WCU underdeveloped 

west region 

northwest comprehensive / 129 

WUT WCD middling central 

region 

centre science and 

engineering 

301-400 55 

Table 3. 1: the Selection of Three Case Universities 
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A noticeable fact is that, in the 42 universities aiming for building WCUs, all institutions are 

members of the previous 211 Project and 985 Project, except Henan, Yunnan and Xinjiang 

Universities. These three universities are not traditionally the nation’s strongest institutions, 

and the reasons to include them in the excellence initiative is evidently not purely based on 

academic competitiveness, positions in national or global rankings or prestige, but there are 

strong political considerations, among other factors. For instance, Xinjiang, with the full name 

as the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, is a political hotspot in relation to issues such as 

human rights, anti-terrorism, and extremism; often discussed and debated at the United 

Nations and other international organisations. This suggests that, in addition to the aims to 

gain prestige and to rise in the international league tables, the inclusion of institutions such 

as XJU by the Chinese government has a relationship with national security; soft power; culture 

exportation and influence; and other considerations. This conclusion shall be supported later 

by analysis of relevant policy papers and official publications.  

 

3.7 Time Horizon 

The time horizon of this study is both cross-sectional and longitudinal. The ‘snapshot’ time 

horizon is called cross-sectional, while the ‘diary’ perspective is called longitudinal (Saunders 

et al., 2019). For Question One, documents referred to span over a decade, covering the 

periods of 211 Project, 985 Project and this latest Double World-class Project, and the time 

horizon should be regarded as longitudinal. For Question Two and Question Three, data are 

mainly from the 2018 annual progress reports of individual universities, which are of a highly 

similar structure, and time horizon should be regarded as cross-sectional. 

 

3.8 Techniques and Procedures 

3.8.1 Thematic Analysis 

In answering the three research questions, thematic analysis works as a main approach to 

analysing data. Braun and Clarke (2006) argue that thematic analysis is a foundational method 

for qualitative analysis. The essential purpose of this approach is to search for themes or 

patterns that occur across a data set (such as a series of interviews, observations, documents, 

diaries or websites being analysed (Saunders et al., 2019). In this study, the data set is mainly 

made up of a series of national policy papers and institutional annual reports. Thematic 

analysis involves the researcher coding qualitative data to identify themes or patterns for 

further analysis related to his research questions.  

 

Thematic analysis offers a systematic yet flexible and accessible approach to analysing 

qualitative data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). It is systematic as it provides an orderly and logical 

way to analyse qualitative data. It can be used to analyse large qualitative data sets, as well as 

smaller ones, leading to rich descriptions, explanations and theorising. Philosophically, 
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thematic analysis can be adopted in either objectivist or subjectivist position flexibly. It can be 

used in a deductive, inductive or abductive approach.  

 

Figure 3. 5: General Process of Qualitative Document Analysis, from Chapter 3, Kuckartz (2014) 

 

In qualitative documentary research, apart from the characteristic steps of formulating 

research questions, collecting data and analysing data, it entails additional steps of iterations 

and feedback. The sequence is not a linear process, rather it has a circular nature. It allows 

room for additional data even after the major data have been coded, and for research 

questions to be changed or modified dynamically (Kuckartz, 2014).  

 

 

Figure 3. 6: Thematic Qualitative Document Analysis Process, from Chapter 4, Kuckartz (2014) 

 

3.8.2 Thematic Analysis Categories of the Study 

The concepts of category and code play a central role in qualitative documentary analysis, 

apart from classical content analysis, grounded theory, thematic analysis, discourse analysis 
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and other types of methods. The main categories for this thematic qualitative documentary 

analysis are mainly derived and modified from the rubrics of the policy papers in the first 

phase, rather than from theories or hypotheses. In line with the research questions, this study 

develops categories in a deductive-inductive manner. As the starting point, a few categories 

are derived from research questions and rubrics of the policy papers, and they are serving as 

search aid for further data search and categorisation. In the next step, sub-categories are 

constructed inductively. There is a circle for multi-stage process of coding and categorising 

in this study (Kuckartz, 2014).  

 

To partially respond to Question Two and Question Three, initially, the main headings of 

institutional reports work as the identification of thematic/main categories. They are: 

• annual objectives and completion 

• disciplines in construction 

• cultivation of high-quality talents 

• construction of high-quality staff teams 

• scientific research 

• social services 

• inheritance and innovation in fine culture 

• international collaboration and exchange 

• institutional mechanism 

• existing problems 

• measures for improvements 

 

Each of the main categories shall be divided into sub-categories. For example, international 

collaboration and exchange includes:  

• internationalisation strategy 

• overseas presence  

• staff mobility 

• student mobility 

• international competitiveness 

 

3.9 Ethical Considerations 

The researcher is fully aware of the importance of research ethics, and has considered ethical 

issues during the whole research process, including the choice of topic, research design, data 

access, data collection, data analysis and final reporting. According to Saunders et al. (2019), 

there are two types of access to data. The first is traditional access, involving face-to-face 

interactions, telephone conversations, correspondence or visiting archives. The second is 

internet-mediated access, involving different computer technologies to gain virtual access to 

deliver questionnaires, conduct archival research, discussions or interviews, or to gather 

secondary data. Gaining access to appropriate sources depend on research questions, 

research objectives and research design.  
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To understand the rationales, implementation and outcomes of China’s excellence initiatives, 

three research questions surrounding the three aspects were raised, and thematic qualitative 

document analysis has been decided as the main technique. Access to data falls into the 

second type as defined by Saunders et al. (2019), in particular, secondary data from 

government policy papers and institutional reports of case universities. As data accessed, 

collected, and analysed do not involve primary data, there are no issues regarding consent, 

privacy, subjectivity, confidentiality, anonymity, or harm in the access and collection stages. In 

the analysing and reporting stages, the researcher is aware of the need for objectivity and 

integrity in the reporting of findings; accurate representation of data, and the need to avoid 

distorting or misrepresenting the principal actors (government and case study institutions). It 

is important to ensure findings, discussion and conclusions of this study shall not impact on 

the operations of the case universities and the DWC members as a whole. 

 

3.10 Conclusion 

By utilising ‘research onion’ model from Saunders et al. (2019), this chapter has discussed the 

research philosophy; approach to theory development; methodological choice; strategy; time 

horizon; and techniques and procedures of this study. To answer the three research questions, 

qualitative documentary analysis works as a main approach to analysing data. Data used in 

this study is secondary and derived from government policy papers, institutional reports, and 

professional media coverage. Three case study universities representing different types of 

universities in the DWC Project have been identified, and in the next four chapters, we will 

conduct a comprehensive analysis on government policy papers of the DWC Project, and 

investigate the implementation of the DWC Project at the three universities based on their 

2018 progress reports. 
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CHAPTER 4 POLICY ANALYSIS ON DWC PROJECT 

 

4.1 Introduction 

To answer the research questions, particularly the rationales for the Chinese government to 

implement the DWC Project and its effect at macro level, we will examine and analyse policy 

papers from the central government and its ministries. In this chapter, we will provide an 

introduction to the DWC Project, examine the guiding policy document issued in 2015 by the 

central government, discuss the rationales for Chinese characteristics, and introduce 

universities and disciplines selected in the project. General effect of this project on the 

improvement of national innovation capacity and the engagement of Chinese universities in 

the global research network will be discussed.  

 

4.2 DWC Project: An Introduction 

In 2017, the new administration of Xi Jinping pledged to achieve the “China Dream”. Chinese 

higher education has entered a new phase, which requires a more balanced two-way flow of 

culture and knowledge between China and the rest of the world (Hayhoe et al., 2014). The 

DWC Project is argued by Liu et al. (2019) both as an adaptation to global educational 

changes and as an innovation to practice and develop international higher education.  

 

The positioning of the DWC Project is stated by the Ministry of Education (MOE) to be clearly 

differentiated from the previous Projects 211 and 985. The MOE (2017d) argues that the DWC 

Project is not a ‘reprint’, updated version, or ‘pirated’ version of the previous projects. It is a 

brand-new project based on the previous projects with a core value of becoming ‘World-

class’ with Chinese characteristics. According to the MOE, the DWC Project has two features 

distinctive from the previous projects. Firstly, regarding the selection scope, the opportunity 

is equal for universities under the administration of central ministries and commissions and 

for local universities. Secondly, the selection is based on ‘fair competition’. The selection 

process introduced evaluation by third party and expert committee. To sum up, the selection 

of universities has four characteristics, which are: competition between universities; advice 

from a committee consisting of strategic experts; government comparison between 

disciplines and national strategic needs; and dynamic adjustment with entry and exit 

mechanisms.  
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4.3 Guiding Policy from the Central Government 

The DWC Project has been assigned great importance by the Chinese government. In October 

2015, the State Council of the People’s Republic of China, issued a policy paper titled “Overall 

Plan to Boost the Implementation of ‘the Double World-Class Project’”, which stated that 

‘Building WCUs and world-class disciplines (WCDs) is a significant strategy made by the 

Central Government and the State Council. It is of great importance to promote the nation’s 

educational level, to enhance the core competitiveness, and to lay the foundation for long-

term development’ (State Council, 2015).  

 

This policy paper, on the one hand, recognises the important contribution made by the 

Project 211 and Project 985. It states that through the implementation of the two national 

projects, significant progress of universities and disciplines has been made; the overall level 

of higher education has been elevated; and an important contribution has been made to the 

sustainable and healthy socio-economic development. According to Liu et al. (2019) in 2018, 

11 Chinese universities were among the top 100 in the QS World University Rankings, and 

576 disciplines in 73 Chinese universities were among World’s Top 500. On the other hand, 

the paper points out the major problems of the two projects: fixed membership; lack of 

competition; and repetition and overlap of disciplines, resulting in an urgent need for resource 

integration and innovative implementation (State Council, 2015).  

 

In this policy document, it states the overall objectives of the DWC Project as follows: 

 

Figure 4. 1: Long-term Objectives of Chinese Higher Education, adapted from State Council (2015) 

 

According to this important guiding plan, the Chinese government will encourage and 

support high-level universities of various types and hundreds of disciplines to develop in a 

differentiated manner. The project will be planned and designed with an overall approach, 

and supported in line with the classification. The project is based on a five-year cycle starting 

from 2016. This builds upon the National Medium and Long-term Educational Development 

Plan (2010 to 2020) to improve teacher quality, the research capacity of selected universities 

and provide professional development opportunities for senior education leaders (State 

Council, 2010) 

 

In order to develop the higher education system and position a number of universities to be 

ranked among the very best in the world, the policy stipulates five tasks of construction as 

By 2020

A certain number of universities and a batch of 
disciplines become world class

A certain number of disciplines are at the 
forefront of WCDs

By 2030

More universities and disciplines become world class

A certain number of universities are at the forefront of WCUs

A batch of disciplines are at the forefront of WCDs

The overall strength of higher education is significantly enhanced

By 2050

The number and strength of world-class 
universities and disciplines are at the forefront 
in the world

China basically becomes a global educational 
power
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below:  

 
 

Figure 4. 2: Five Construction Tasks of the DWC Project 

 

The plan also announces five reform tasks for Chinese universities as below: 

 
 

Figure 4. 3: Five Reform Tasks of the DWC Project 

 

To follow up, the Ministry of Education (MOE), the Ministry of Finance (MOF), and National 

Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) issued a series of policy papers to support the 

implementation of this initiative. Please see Appendix 1 for more details. 

 

In December 2017 and January 2018, all universities in the DWC Project were requested to 

submit their construction plans to the MOE, specifying the foundation, objectives, content 

and ensuring measures of the plans. In January 2019, all universities submitted their annual 

progress reports to the MOE, presenting their progress in 2018 with the focus on cultivation 

of high-quality and innovative talents; construction of high-quality staff teams; scientific 

research and social services; inheritance and innovation in fine culture; international 

cooperation and exchange; institutional mechanisms; assessment and evaluation systems; 

and existing problems and measures for improvements. 

 

4.4 Rationales for Chinese Characteristics in the DWC Project 

China is very different from the rest of the world regarding its higher education transformation, 

which is often termed as taking on “Chinese characteristics”. Hayhoe et al. (2014) argue that 

China has incorporated its rich indigenous traditions of higher learning in the process of 

To build first-
class faculty

To cultivate first-
rate innovative 

talents

To enhance the 
level of scientific 

research

To inherit and 
innovate in fine 

culture

To push forward 
knowledge 

tranfer

To strengthen and 
improve the leadership of 
the Chinese Communist 
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To imporve institutional 
governance structure
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issues

To construct social 
engagement mechanism

To boost international 
exchange and 
cooperation
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transformation, which is different from countries adopting Western models. The central issue 

lies in how far Chinese universities are able to uncover and assert the unique features of values 

and traditions of deep indigenous roots. Li (2012a) also argues that in the pursuit of WCUs, 

distinctive cultural frameworks should not be surrendered to the homogeneity of international 

standardisation. While learning from the dominant western models of university, China 

remains strong in its indigenous views on scholarship. He further argues that a Chinese model 

of the university is emerging without necessarily an imposed national or globally 

homogenised form.   

 

However, up to now, there is a lack of detailed interpretation on what constitutes so-called 

‘indigenous Chinese identity’ or ‘Chinese characteristics’ within excellence initiatives such as 

the DWC project. ‘Chinese Characteristics’ forms one of the central themes of this study, and 

is one of the two principal rationales for the DWC Project (the other is world-class, i.e., global 

standard). Building WCUs is argued by some researchers such as Liu et al. (2019) as a passive 

response to changes in the higher education environment both at home and abroad, whilst 

‘with Chinese characteristics’ is more actively assertive. 

 

Salmi (2016) believes that excellence initiatives are primarily stimulated by global rankings. 

However, in the case of the DWC Project, the position of Chinese universities in global 

rankings is just one of the indicators of excellence, which also include the contributions to 

global frontiers of science and technology, to the economic development, to national 

strategic needs and to the wellbeing of people, as articulated in the policy paper Assessment 

Methods of the DWC Project (MOE, 2021a). 

 

The rationales for the excellence initiatives in China seem to challenge the statement from 

Erkkilä (2014) that global rankings are closely linked to convergence in higher education and 

innovation policies globally, often motivated by the perceived gains for the knowledge-based 

economy, and that higher education is only valued for its economic potential. This key 

difference in the Chinese DWC case will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7. 

 

4.5 Universities and Disciplines in the DWC Project 

In late September 2017, China officially announced the universities and disciplines of the DWC 

Project. The project aims for China to build 42 WCUs, and 465 WCDs in the 137 selected 

universities. As distinct from the previous 211 and 985 Projects - which have no stratifications 

and differentiations between institutional members - the DWC Project divides its members 

into two main categories, with the first further divided into two sub-categories, as below: 
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Figure 4. 4: Classification of the DWC Universities 

 

All universities in Category A are members of the 211 Project. Three universities - Zhengzhou, 

Yunnan and Xinjiang - in Category B are also members of the 211 Project, but not members 

of the 985 Project. Please see Appendix 2 for more detail. 

 

From Figure 4.5, Figure 4.6, Figure 4.7 and Figure 4.8 below, we can see that the majority of 

disciplines selected to be world-class are in the east of China, where there are more 

economically developed cities and provinces, such as Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu and Zhejiang. 

In the vast western regions, such as Xinjiang, Tibet, Qinghai and Yunnan, there are many fewer 

disciplines identified for development. The disciplinary distribution in terms of geographical 

locations is extremely unequal. 

 

 
Figure 4. 5: Disciplinary Distributions in Different Provinces and Municipalities 
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Figure 4. 6: Map of Disciplinary Distributions 
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Figure 4. 7: Hierarchical Chart of Disciplinary Distribution 
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Figure 4. 8: GDP and Number of Disciplines 

 

Different systems have their own classification of fields of science. OECD (2014) defines six 

fields of science targeted by national excellence initiatives: natural sciences; engineering and 

technology; medical sciences; agricultural sciences; social sciences and humanities. By 

contrast, China has two systems of classifying science fields. The first system is used in the 

context of conferring academic degrees and student cultivation. There are fourteen fields in 

this system: philosophy, economics, law, education, literature, history, science, engineering, 

agriculture, medicine, military science, management, art, and inter-discipline (MOE, 2011). 

The second system is ‘classification and code of disciplines’ issued by the Standardisation 

Administration of China (SAC), which is used for state macro-management and statistics. This 

has five fields: natural science, agriculture, medicine, engineering and technology, and 

humanities and social science (SAC, 2009). The Australian Government (2017) has provided a 

sorted classification of disciplines in the DWC Project (Table 4.3). Although it is somewhat 

different from the Chinese classifications of fields of science, it can help in understanding the 

disciplinary distribution of the DWC Project. This study has also compiled more detailed 

information of sub-fields; please see Appendix 3. 

 

No. Title of Field of Discipline Quantity of Field of Discipline 

1 Natural and Physical Sciences 100 

2 Information Technology 16 

3 Engineering and Related Technologies 169 

4 Architecture and Building 11 

5 Agriculture, Environmental and Related Studies 25 

6 Health 46 

7 Education 2 

8 Management and Commerce 10 

9 Society and Culture 71 

10 Creative Arts 15 

Table 4. 3: Fields of Discipline of the DWC Project, adapted from Australian Government (2017) 
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From the table above, we can see that STEM subjects have been in emphasis by the MOE and 

the central government, continuing the policy of Projects 211 and 985; however, there has 

been some shift from STEM priority in the Projects 211 and 985 to a more balanced 

disciplinary distribution in the new DWC Project. Universities building WCDs in society and 

culture, health, and creative arts have been expanded than previous projects (mainly as 

manifested in the introduction of 25 new universities in the DWC Project). This challenges the 

argument from Song et al. (2021) that STEM subjects are prioritised, suggesting that 

disciplines in the DWC Project are adjusted according to national strategic needs rather than 

prioritised.  

 

4.6 China’s Increasing Innovation Capacity Since the Implementation of the DWC Project 

The innovation capacity of China has been continuously strengthened in recent years, 

evidenced by the Global Innovation Index (GII) published by the World Intellectual Property 

Organisation (WIPO). According to Mr. Zhigang Wang, Minister of Science and Technology, 

China is ranked 14
th
 in the GII by WIPO, the only middle-income country in the top 30, and 

15
th
 in the National Comprehensive Innovation Capacity Index. The China Academy of Science 

and Technology Development Strategy (2019) claims that China has boosted its overall 

innovation capacity sharply, and scored continuous achievements. Wang further argues that 

its position in the top 15 in the GII should mark that China has entered the club of innovation 

nations (China Youth Daily, 2020).  

 

Year 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Ranking 25 22 17 14 14 

Table 4. 4: China in the Global Innovation Index, statistics from GII (2020) 

 

Innovation is widely recognised as a central driver of economic growth and development (GII, 

2020) and innovation-driven development strategy has been a core national strategy 

announced at the 18
th
 National Congress of the CPC in 2012 (Xinhuanet, 2016). Since then, 

‘innovation has been put at the heart of China’s modernisation drive...we will work faster to 

enhance our strategic scientific and technological capability underpinned by the development 

of national laboratories, and strive to make major breakthroughs in core technologies in key 

fields, and formulate and implement a ten-year action plan for basic research...we will both 

develop digital industry and transform traditional industries with digital technologies’ (Li, 

2021). From the case studies in chapters 4, 5 and 6, we can see that a number of laboratories 

and research institutes are being established, basic research is being strengthened, and digital 

programmes have been expanded in Chinese universities. The Director-General of the WIPO 

argues that these achievements are attributable to the strategy of vigorously developing 

science and technology and pursuing innovation-driven development advocated by 

President Jinping Xi, as further demonstrated by the growth in Chinese research and 

development expenditure in Figure 4.9. 
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Figure 4. 9: Research and Development Expenditure (% of GDP) – China, Figure from World Bank 

(2021) 

 

4.7 Research Performance of the DWC Members 

With the continuously enlarged investment from central and local governments, China’s 

innovation capacity has been expanded substantially. Universities, particularly national 

leading universities, are major receivers of government funding and contributors to the 

improvement in innovation. According to the 2019 statistics from the Institute of Scientific 

and Technical Information of China under the Ministry of Science and Technology, a number 

of universities and research institutes have entered the world’s top 10 in terms of publication 

of high-quality papers (see Table 4.5 below). The number of high-quality papers published 

by higher education institutions places China in second place in the world, after the US, with 

four universities in the top 10. Regarding high-quality papers published by research institutes, 

five research institutes appear in the top 10, with Research Centre for Eco-environmental 

Science, Chinese Academy of Sciences at the top of the list (Science and Technology Daily, 

2020).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Top 10 Universities for High-quality Papers in 2019 

Nation/Region Institution No. of Papers Percent in High- Ranking 
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quality Papers 

US Harvard 4413 2.31 1 

China Tsinghua 2420 1.27 2 

US Stanford 2386 1.25 3 

UK Oxford 2220 1.16 4 

China Zhejiang 2157 1.13 5 

China Shanghai Jiao tong 2079 1.09 6 

Canada Toronto 2055 1.08 7 

US Washington 1938 1.02 8 

US Michigan 1918 1.01 9 

China Peking 1896 0.99 10 

Table 4.5: Top 10 Universities for High-quality Papers in 2019, Statistics from Science and 

Technology Daily (2020) 

 

4.8 The Contribution of the Internet and Global Science Network to the DWC Project 

The role the Internet plays in global higher education is inestimable. When it comes to the 

impact that the Internet brings to universities, Marginson (2016) argues that it has increased 

transferability, decreased the costs of collaboration, boosted the number of researchers, and 

introduced instantaneous communications. The Internet allows the emergence of a single 

system of global science and technology in English, through which a volume of innovations 

come about, in either basic research or applications. The Internet facilitates the expansion of 

global science networks, and international collaborations increase correspondingly. Statistics 

show that the percentage of papers with international co-authorship rose from 16 percent to 

25 percent between 1997 and 2012 (Marginson, 2016). 

 

To promote national competitiveness, countries and regions must gain access to the global 

scientific system. To actively engage in the system, nations need to be able to interpret, 

understand and apply global science, therefore they need to have their trained personnel, 

capable of understanding and conducting research, and collaborating with global researchers. 

National governments believe that universities are a key driver for economic growth, so how 

to strengthen national competitiveness through the upgrade of higher education systems has 

been the long concern of policymakers. Global rankings make it possible for nations to 

compare themselves with others and recognise their competitive position. Excellence 

initiatives, targeting at standing out in the league tables and building WCUs, therefore have 

been designed and implemented in many countries, by allocating much of public resources 

to the selected universities (Menter et al., 2018).  

 

In the context of the global science system, priorities have been placed on STEM (Science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics) disciplines by national policy makers over the last 

few decades. Marginson (2016) points out that this shift has been imagined as an arms race 

in innovation, and also paired with the growth of scientific research, the burgeoning impact 

of global rankings on national policies and institutional management, and the global 
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hegemony of the large, comprehensive universities. The output of published journal papers 

grows in a stable pace globally. On the one hand, this growth reflects the development of 

capacity; on the other hand, it also mirrors the spreading pressures to publish particularly in 

countries like China with strong ambitions to speed up scientific progressions.  

 

The national and global research networks have changed the landscape of global scientific 

research significantly, and China has been playing an increasingly important role in global 

research. Adams (2012) argues that new collaboration patterns are changing the global 

balance of science, and there is a fundamental shift taking place in the geography of science. 

Networks of research collaboration are expanding nationally and internationally. He 

prophesied that the established science superpowers of the US and the Europe is unlikely to 

be the main focus of research by 2045, or even by 2020; this is becoming evident. Salmi (2016) 

argues that as competition for funding among universities is getting fiercer, it is important for 

researchers to collaborate nationally and internationally. There is evidence that such 

collaboration is effective, and unexpected synergies might be produced from multiple 

collaborations across universities.  

 

The global research network has been contributing significantly to China’s research output. 

International papers by Chinese academics are developing towards higher quality, with 

increasing international visibility. China ranks second in the world in terms of the number of 

high-quality international papers in 2019. Among them, eight disciplines including 

engineering technology, chemistry, environment and ecology, rank first in the world. 

Internationally co-authored papers account for over one quarter of papers by Chinese 

academics; among these, three quarters have Chinese academics as first authors (Wu, 2020). 

Chinese higher education, by participating the global research network, also demonstrates its 

Chinese characteristics. On the one hand, China has actively sought to integrate into the 

global research network to jointly make breakthroughs in significant issues; On the other hand, 

China also claims to have its own "trump card" and improve its capacity for independent and 

interdisciplinary research (Wu, 2020). 

 

4.9 Conclusion 

The design and implementation of the DWC Project shares both similarities and differences 

from excellence initiatives in western countries. On the one hand, Chinese higher education 

is adapting to global educational changes; on the other hand, it has its strong Chinese 

characteristics. The DWC Project is also differentiated from previous Projects 211 and 985. 

Detailed tasks were specified in government policy papers and assigned to the selected 

members. The DWC Project has significantly contributed to China’s national innovation 

capacity and overall research quality of its higher education sector. In the next three chapters, 

we will examine the implementation of the DWC Project at institutional level. 
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CHAPTER 5 CASE STUDY OF TSINGHUA UNIVERSITY 

 

5.1 Introduction 

To investigate the implementation of the DWC Project, we have selected three case study 

universities, representing three different types of universities in the project. This chapter 

focuses on the examination of Tsinghua, which is a national flagship university and in Category 

A of the project aiming for world-class status. The case study is based on the 2018 progress 

report of Tsinghua.  

 

The areas for analysis cover the section titles of the 2018 Annual DWC Progress Report of 

Tsinghua, which reflect the construction aspects stipulated by the guiding policy paper titled 

“Overall Plan to Boost the Implementation of ‘the Double World-Class Project’” issued by the 

State Council in 2015: 

 

⚫ Introduction 

⚫ Annual objectives and completion 

⚫ Disciplinary development 

⚫ Student cultivation and quality 

⚫ Faculty development 

⚫ Research and social services 

⚫ Inheritance and innovation in fine culture 

⚫ International collaboration and exchange 

⚫ Institutional mechanism development 

⚫ Existing problems and measures for improvement 

 

The annual progress reports of the three case universities are originally written in Chinese. In 

the following sections, the source text, which has been translated in English, is shown in italics 

with page numbers provided. Chapters 5 and 6 follow the same format.  

 

FINDINGS 

5.2 Introduction Section of the 2018 Progress Report 

The first sentence of Tsinghua’s progress report is that ‘the CPC Secretary General Jinping Xi, 

in his congratulation letter for the 105th Anniversary of Tsinghua University, encourages and 

requires the university to strive to be at the forefront of building WCUs’. (p1) 
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On some important occasions for some leading Chinese universities, the state leaders either 

present themselves or send congratulation letters. For instance, President Jinping Xi sent his 

congratulation letters to Tsinghua for its 105
th
 anniversary in 2016, Renmin University of China 

for its 80
th
 anniversary in 2017, and Harbin Institute of Technology for its 100

th
 anniversary in 

2020. All of the three institutions are national top universities.  

 

However, there are exceptions. Jinping Xi also sent a congratulation letter in 2018 to Tibet 

University for Nationalities, which is not highly ranked by Shanghai Ranking Consultancy (447 

nationally in 2020). The Chinese government believes that ethnic solidarity is extremely 

important, and Tibet and Xinjiang are two autonomous regions that often arouse international 

debate. The letter from Jinping Xi to Tibet University for Nationalities shows that the Chinese 

government highly values the role of universities in propagandising, stabilising, and 

harmonising nationalities in these regions. Similarly, the inclusion of XJU (Category B, ranked 

153 nationally in 2020) and Minzu University of China (Category A, ranked 91 nationally in 

2020, Minzu meaning nationalities) in the DWC Project is found by this study to be of strong 

political relevance. The introduction to the monitoring report goes on: 

 

The guiding philosophy of the university is Jinping Xi’s Thought on Socialism with Chinese 

Characteristics for a New Era. The approach of managing the university should adhere to 

Socialism. The university should implement the principles put forward at the 19th CPC National 

Congress and its plenary sessions, the National Conference on Ideological and Political Work 

of Colleges and Universities, and the National Education Conference (Jinping Xi made 

important speeches on these occasions in 2017).  (p1) 

 

A notable commonality in most annual progress reports of members of the DWC Project is 

that, in the introduction section, universities stress the same guidelines of Jinping Xi’s thought 

and speeches. This reflects that the universities in the DWC Project are clearly instructed and 

directed by the central government, or in other words, university management is closely in 

line with and congruent with national policies. This study sees this as a Nesting Doll model of 

higher education policy implementation, a top-down approach from central government, 

local government to universities, as well as within the universities. The Nesting Doll model is 

presented in the Discussion Chapter (7). 

 

The core concept for the selected universities to build WCUs should centre on two dimensions 

equally, namely, ‘world-class’ and ‘Chinese Characteristics’. This has been clearly stated in 

many policy papers in Tsinghua and other universities, on their front pages. For instance, in 

the 2018 Annual Progress Report for Building the Double World-class Project, the first 

sentence is ‘to strive to be at the forefront of building WCUs’, quoting President Jinping Xi in 

his congratulation letter to Tsinghua’s 105
th
 Anniversary. In 2018, the university adheres to the 

guidance of Jinping Xi’s Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era, and 

follows the socialist orientation for running schools. The university undertakes to implement 

in an all-round way the educational policy of the Party, and takes morality education as a 

fundamental task. It undertakes to focus on ‘Chinese characteristics and world-class’ 
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construction, and employ the ‘connotative development’ as thread. The university undertakes 

to continuously strengthen the leadership of the Party, actively push forward with 

comprehensive reform and the construction of the Double World-class Project, and cultivate 

people shouldering responsibility and pursuing excellence. The introduction continues: 

 

All university activities should centre on the promotion of the Five-sphere Integrated Plan and 

the Four-pronged Comprehensive Strategy. Morality should be the principal task for the 

university. (p1) 

 

Ideology is deeply embedded in China’s higher education system. Higher education, like other 

sectors, is seen as needing to follow and contribute to the national strategic blueprint. The 

Five-sphere Integrated Plan is advanced by Jinping Xi in 2012, which means to promote all-

round economic, political, cultural, social and ecological progress. The Four-pronged 

Comprehensive Strategy (also called Four Comprehensives) is advanced by Jinping Xi in 2014, 

which means comprehensively building a moderately prosperous society, comprehensively 

driving reform to a deeper level, comprehensively governing the country in accordance with 

the law, and comprehensively enforcing strict Party discipline (ChinaDaily, 2016). Institutional 

policies, to a large extent, can be seen as scaled-down versions of national policies. 

 

In reviewing the overall performance of the Year 2018, a summarising remark made by the 

university is: 

 

‘The Year 2018 sees a pivotal point for the university to review, summarise, analyse and 

improve its construction on DWC Project and the implementation of comprehensive reform 

and 13th Five-year Plan, which are more than halfway. The university quickens its pace toward 

the construction of the DWC Project, pushes forward with reform and construction tasks in 

an orderly manner, and has yielded fruitful results’. (p2)  

 

These ‘fruitful results’ cover aspects of CPC leadership, talent cultivation, faculty standing, 

research and innovation, knowledge transfer, global strategy and global rankings, which will 

be discussed in later sections. The introduction continues: 

 

Leadership of the CPC has been comprehensively strengthened. Leadership of the Party runs 

through the whole process of administration and governance. The university has been 

adhering to and improving the presidential responsibility system under the leadership of Party 

Committee. The university has further improved its leadership and management system, and 

bettered its modern university institutions and governing system with Chinese characteristics. 

A number of ideological and political awards have been gained from the Ministry of Education, 

including the Exemplar University of National Party Construction (10 universities nationally), 

and the approval from the MOE to found the Innovation and Development Centre for 

Ideological and Political Work (20 centres nationally). (p2) 

 

Ideology and politics have been comprehensively strengthened in the DWC universities. By 

contrast with the US, the UK and other countries where presidents/vice-chancellors take 
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charge of the universities, higher education in China is managed under the leadership of the 

CPC. The president holds responsibility for the university, but under the leadership of CPC 

committee led by the CPC secretary. A common practice is that the university president is 

meanwhile deputy secretary of the CPC committee of the university. Both the president and 

the secretary general are vice-ministerial level officers, and this can be seen as one of the 

features of higher education with Chinese Characteristics. An important statement concerning 

curriculum breadth follows: 

 

Tsinghua University is piloting and promoting general education (in undergraduate 

education). (p2) 

 

Regarding undergraduate education, the university encourages and approves a broad calibre 

‘general education’ curriculum. Benchmarking has been used as a method to improve 

teaching quality. An innovation for Tsinghua and other selected universities in undergraduate 

education is the development of a modern collegiate system, which will be discussed in more 

detail later.  

 

Regarding postgraduate education, the university has focused on programmes of innovation; 

programmes serving the national needs; student’s international experience; and 

entrepreneurial education. In the latest government Work Report delivered by the Premier, it 

states that ‘we vigorously promoted innovation in science and technology and accelerated 

industrial transformation and upgrading...much was accomplished toward making China a 

country of innovators’ (Li, 2021). Higher education is seen as part of the industries, and makes 

a major contribution to national innovation. The reforms and innovations in Tsinghua and 

other universities are mirroring and implementing policy from the central leadership. 

 

A best practice in improving teaching quality for Tsinghua is to pick up some challenging 

modules as benchmark and exemplars. Innovations in postgraduate programmes include 

initiation of the first doctoral programme for innovative and pioneering engineering, and 

some new programmes of professional postgraduate degrees to specifically serve the 

national strategic needs. The professional and global competence of postgraduates has been 

elevated. The percentage of postgraduates who have visiting experience overseas during their 

study has increased to 69%. Entrepreneurial education has been enriched. More resources for 

practical education, innovation and entrepreneur education have been obtained. 13 young 

entrepreneurs were listed on Forbes 30 Under 30 China for the Year 2018. (p2). 

 

The capacity of the university in scientific and technological innovation and in service to the 

national needs of strategic significance continues to grow. The number and funding of 

contracts with the National Key Research and Development Programme under the Ministry 

of Science and Technology came to the first place among all Chinese universities. Number of 

national-level awards and first prizes (including innovation teams) reached a historical high. 

(p4) 

 

Innovation, and service to the national needs of strategic significance are two aspects that 
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most of the DWC universities stress in their progress reports, to some extent, showing the 

coercive pressures from the government. 

 

Knowledge transfer grows sharply. The university retains more than 10 thousand pieces of 

patent in force in more than 30 countries and regions. In 2018, the university applied for 2,850 

patents, and granted 1,960 patents. The university reviewed and disposed 122 research results, 

54% increase on a year-on-year basis. They are involved with 769 intellectual properties, 90% 

increase on a year-on-year basis. The university invested in 50 spin-offs, 47% increase on a 

year-on-year basis. (p5) 

 

Knowledge transfer at Tsinghua and other universities shows a strong correspondence 

between university practice, national policy, and technological advances. In the 2021 

Government Work Report, it states that the country is continuously promoting innovation and 

has made major breakthroughs in key fields. ‘Intellectual property protection has been 

strengthened. We are supporting the application of scientific and technological advances’ (Li, 

2021). A growing number of patents in leading universities is a reflection of scientific and 

technological achievements of China made in recent years. The introduction also comments 

on staffing: 

 

The overall quality of staff has been steadily elevated, and the attraction of the university to 

young academics continues to grow. The faculty have invested more time in teaching. The 

university introduced 79 high-level overseas talents. The faculty have achieved new success 

in all national talent schemes. The number of staff chosen by various national talent schemes 

is in first place among all Chinese universities. (p3) 

 

To learn from and outperform their foreign counterparts, particular those in leading positions 

of the international league tables, elite Chinese universities like Tsinghua preferentially 

welcome young academics who have earned their doctorates from WCUs, and provide them 

with favourable conditions. More details are provided in the Discussion Chapter, but staffing 

is seen as a key part of the university’s approach to internationalisation: 

 

The university continues going deeper into the implementation of global strategy. The global 

competitiveness of the university continues to ascend. The ratio of international faculty and 

students continue to grow, and the university employs 301 full-time foreign experts and 

teachers from 44 countries in 2018. More than 6,000 visitors from over 100 countries paid 

short-term academic visits to the university. International applications reached a new high, 

with countries of ‘Belt and Road’, Europe and America increased significantly. The applicants 

cover more nationalities, come from more diversified sources, and are of better quality. The 

university has 3,785 international students from 128 countries and regions, of which 82 

percent are pursuing degree programmes. The number of international students for 

postgraduate studies is in the first place among Chinese universities. 16,630 faculty and 

students went abroad for exchange and visits, reaching a record high. (p5) 

 

Regarding internationalisation, from the annual progress report, we can see that Tsinghua 
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attaches importance to the importation of foreign experience and knowledge, and the 

communication and exchange with overseas academics. The linkage with ‘Belt and Road’ 

countries is strengthened, showing a shift of national policy from major developed western 

countries to the neighbouring and developing countries.  

 

With the government’s investment in three major national excellence initiatives since the 

1990s, the international rankings of Tsinghua have climbed sharply, as have many other 

Chinese universities. The comprehensive strength and international influence of the university 

continue to advance in well-known global rankings. Please see below the ranking of Tsinghua 

in ARWU in recent years. Due to historical reasons, Tsinghua gained low scores in Alumni and 

Award, but very high scores in citations, number of papers in Nature and Science, and 

particularly high in SCI and SSCI. The sharp rise in 2020 might, to some degree, reflect the 

effect of the COVID-19 on global research and other activities.  

 

The criteria of ARWU consist of: 

 

Criteria Indicator Code Weight 

Quality of 

Education 

Alumni of an institutional winning Nobel Prizes 

and Fields Medals 

Alumni 10% 

Quality of Faculty Staff of an institutional winning Nobel Prizes and 

Fields Medals 

Award 20% 

Highly Cited Researchers HiCi 20% 

Papers published in Nature and Science N&S 20% 

Research Output Papers indexed in Science Citation Index-

Expanded and Social Science Citation Index 

PUB 20% 

Per Capita 

Performance 

Per capita academic performance of an institution PCP 10% 

Total 100 

Table 5. 1: Indicators and Weights for ARWU, SRC (2021c) 

 

 

Tsinghua’s Global Ranking in ARWU 

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

58 48 45 43 29 

Table 5. 2: Tsinghua’s Global Ranking in ARWU) 

 

No. of Chinese Universities (in mainland) in Top 100/200 in ARWU 

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

2/12 2/9 3/12 4/17 6/22 

Table 5. 3: No. of Chinese Universities in Top 100/200 in ARWU, statistics from SRC (2021a) 

 

5.3 Disciplinary Development 

Regarding disciplinary development, Tsinghua emphasises three aspects: 



53 

 

  

Firstly, the university is enhancing its top-down design of discipline construction, and 

optimised discipline layout in an integrated approach. The development strategy of 

disciplines is in a grouped and stratified approach of converging competitive disciplines, 

optimising discipline structure and strengthening the forward-looking and strategic 

development of disciplines. (p6)  

Secondly, the university is improving its mechanism for cross-disciplines, and the emphasis is 

put on the deployment of cross-disciplinary research institutes. (p7)  

Thirdly, the autonomy of departments should be recognised and expanded for building WCDs. 

(p8) 

 

Three key themes were identified from the progress report regarding disciplinary 

development: top-down design, cross-discipline, and autonomy of departments. The ‘top-

down design’ is a concept that was mirrored from the central government to universities. In 

2010, more importance was attached to top-down design of reforms by the central 

government at its the Fifth Plenary Session of the 17th CPC Central Committee. This concept 

was initially put forward to address the complex economic problems facing China. Under the 

circumstance of national and international complexities, ‘the government should grasp major 

and significant contradictions and a top-down design is of significance. The main principle of 

such design is practical problem driven and significant problem driven, to ‘think outside the 

box’, and of global vision’ (People's Daily, 2012b).  

 

The top-down design of Tsinghua’s discipline development is supported by a series of plans 

and organisations. For instance, in the field of engineering, the university issued Suggestions 

for Continuous Reform and Promotion of Engineering Level, to guide the disciplinary 

development. In the field of natural sciences, the Academic Board of Science was founded to 

be responsible for the overall planning of science and the review of important academic 

research programmes. In the field of humanities, social science and art, the university is 

carrying out the ‘Double High’ (Plateau/Peak) Project (Plateau means to advance the overall 

level of humanities, and Peak means to build more highly competitive humanities). A highlight 

is that priority is given to a number of programmes with Chinese characteristics: They are 

journalism with Chinese characteristics, political economy with Chinese characteristics, law 

with Chinese characteristics, and China’s Public Policy Theory. (p6) 

 

In 2018, the university independently audited the offering of doctoral programmes in History 

of Science and Technology, and in Foundation Medicine. (p6) (p7) 

 

A noticeable practice is that the university has been granted independent audit power for 

doctorate degree awarding by the MOE, showing a looser control or more autonomy in 

degree awarding. Traditionally, if a Chinese university intends to offer a doctoral programme, 

it should apply from the Academic Degrees Committee of State Council under the MOE for 

approval. In 2018, 20 universities were empowered by the MOE to have the power to confer 

doctoral degrees, all of which are elite institutions in China (19 WCUs and 1 WCD) (MOE, 

2018f). In 2019, another batch of 11 elite institutions gained the power to confer doctorates 
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(all WCUs) (MOE, 2020b). The devolution of power to the elite institutions might increase the 

initiative of universities, and play an exemplary role for other institutions. 

 

In the field of bioscience and medicine, the governance of Global Health Drug Discovery 

Institute has been improved, initiating a new mode of collaboration between government and 

social capital to run non-corporate research institute. (p7) 

 

The establishment of this institute is an attempt for public Chinese universities to work with 

foreign not-for-profit organisations. In 2016, the Institute was jointly founded by the Bill & 

Melinda Gates Foundation, Tsinghua University and Beijing Municipal Government through 

an innovative Public-Private Partnership. It is an independent and not-for-profit research 

organisation, the first of its kind in China. It is committed to drive innovation in global health 

research and development, accelerating the translation of basic biomedical research into 

medicines (GHDDI, 2016). 

 

The university provides special support to cross-disciplinary research and development. It has 

founded steering group for cross disciplines, and Committee for Cross Disciplinary Degrees. 

The university allocated special fund for cross-disciplinary research, and introduced a series 

of policies to explore the measures for tackling restrictions on resource allocation, appraisal 

and incentives. The university is deploying a number of cross-disciplinary research institutes 

like Research Institute of Artificial Intelligence and Research Centre for Big Data. (p7) 

 

From the central government level to institutional level, China is now attaching greater 

importance to cross-disciplines. In 2011, the MOE and the Academic Degrees Committee of 

the State Council published the list of fields of disciplines for conferring academic degrees. 

There are 13 fields, namely, philosophy, economics, law, education, literature, history, science, 

engineering, agriculture, medicine, military, management and art (MOE, 2011). In 2021, the 

MOE adds a 14
th
 field, which is cross-disciplines (Code: 14). Two primary categories of 

‘Integrated Circuit Science and Engineering’ (Code: 1401) and ‘National Security’ (Code: 1402) 

have been added in the new field. The MOE states that ‘Disciplinary intersection and infusion 

is a major characteristic of modern scientific and technological development, a crucial source 

for the generation of new subjects, an effective approach to cultivating innovators, and 

intrinsic needs of economic and social development. The Party Central Committee and the 

State Council attach great importance to the development of cross-disciplines’ (MOE, 2021c).  

 

The importance attached to cross-disciplines and the provision of cross-disciplines by 

universities is a response to the will of the state. Jinping Xi - at occasions like National Science 

and Technology Innovation Conference, Assembly of Members from the Chinese Academy 

of Engineering and the Chinese Academy of Science, and the 9
th
 National Congress of China 

Association for Science and Technology, in 2016, and Peking University in 2018 - stressed the 

importance of developing emerging cross-disciplines. The Chinese government regards the 

integrated circuit as the core of information technology industry, which is a strategic, 

fundamental and guiding industry for upholding national economic and social development, 

and for guaranteeing national security. The Chinese government also believes that the 
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integrated circuit is a key symbol for China to be a global power in science and technology. 

Due to the complexity of internal and external, traditional and non-traditional security issues, 

China needs a large number of people with global vision, holistic perspective, strategic 

thinking, political sensitivity, and comprehensive capabilities (MOE, 2021e). Jinping Xi, in 2014, 

presented and made an important speech at the first meeting of the National Security 

Commission of the CPC Central Committee, and for the first time put forward his Holistic View 

of National Security, consisting of 11 types of national security (State Coucil, 2014). It is 

envisaged that in the next few years, integrated circuits programmes and national security 

programmes will be offered in more Chinese universities. 

 

The university published Administrative Provisions on Discipline Construction of Tsinghua 

University, and stressed the autonomy of the departments in discipline construction. (p8) 

 

Employing a top-down approach, the university has published guidance for departments to 

expand their autonomy and to play a major role in disciplinary development. Departments 

are requested to make ‘proper adjustments to adapt to the strategic needs of the country. 

For instance, emerging disciplines like Computational Sociology, and Big Data in Law, and 

cross-disciplinary collaboration like the collaboration between Materials and Chemical 

Engineering disciplines and other disciplinary groups, were encouraged by the university’. (p8) 

 

By reviewing the rankings of Tsinghua in the last 4 years in ARWU (Table 4.4 - data available 

online only since 2017), it is obvious that after the implementation of DWC Project in 2015, 

along with other factors like the effect of Covid-19, Tsinghua has made remarkable progress 

and climbed up significantly in global ranking, particular in the field of engineering. 

 

ARWU (2017/2018/2019/2020) Tsinghua University 

World’s top 10 subjects 9 

Subject Communication 

Engineering 

Transportation 

Engineering 

Instrument Science 

Ranking 1/1/1/1 14/2/2/2 3/2/2/3 

Subject Energy Science and 

Engineering 

Civil Engineering Nanoscale Science 

and Technology 

Ranking 13/6/3/2 6/6/6/3 6/3/3/2 

Subject Computer Science 

and Engineering 

Chemical 

Engineering 

Mechanical 

Engineering 

Ranking 19/7/7/7 8/8/4/3 8/8/5/3 

Table 5. 4: Tsinghua’s Top 10 Subjects in ARWU, statistics from SRC (2021b) 

 

5.4 Student Cultivation and Quality 

The fundamental task of the university is to foster people’s virtue and morality through 

education. The university is practising its ‘triad’ educational ideology. The university convened 

the 25th Conference on Educational Work, and formed clear thought and measures to push 



56 

 

ahead with educational and teaching reform, and improve quality of talents, for quite a long 

period in the future. (p10) 

 

Higher education with Chinese characteristics stresses morality more than academic 

capacities of students. The ‘triad’ means value, ability and knowledge (Tsinghua, 2015a). 

Before any major moves, meetings will be convened to unify thoughts, and plans will be 

formulated to instruct the implementation. This has been discussed in the aforementioned 

top-down design, a policy-spreading method in China. 

 

Regarding undergraduate education, the university is promoting university-wide broad 

category cultivation. (p10) 

 

This innovation has broken barriers between departments and disciplines, such that 

undergraduate education is delivered according to 16 broad categories. These categories 

include mathematics and physics; chemistry and biology; humanities and social science; 

machinery, aviation and power; environment, chemical engineering and new materials. Most 

of schools and subjects are faced with merger and regroup. For instance, the broad category 

of chemistry and biology combines the Department of Chemistry, the School of Life Science, 

the School of Pharmaceutical Sciences, and the Department of Biomedical Engineering. 16 

leading academics have been invited to act as the principal professors in their respective 

categories (Tsinghua, 2017). 

 

High-level double degree programmes, including the double degree programme between 

Tsinghua’s Department of Electronics/School of Medicine and Johns Hopkins University have 

welcomed their first batch of students in 2018. The university works with the Department of 

Organisation, and the Department of Education of Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, to 

design a special application and admissions plan, and ensured the quality of the first group 

of students of Xinjiang MPA Programme (Backbone Plan). (p11) 

 

To serve the nation’s strategic needs, the university provides featured masters programmes. 

Under the guiding principle of ‘national strategy, one of the best, uniqueness, top-level 

collaboration’, the university, in 2018, offers a series of new masters programmes, including 

EMPA for Hong Kong governmental servants, Masters Programme in Computer and Law, 

Masters Programme in Integrated Circuit Technology and Management Engineering, 

Professional Masters Programme in Aero Engines, Professional Masters Programme in Ultra-

precision Technology, and full-time Masters of Engineering Programme in Industrial Park 

Management. (p11) 

 

An innovation in postgraduate education is that the university is providing tailor-made 

programmes, and featured programmes specifically designed to meet the strategic needs of 

the country. 

 

Regarding doctoral programmes, the university emphasises cross-disciplinary competencies 

and comprehensive capabilities: 



57 

 

  

The university revised its Measures of Committee for Cross Disciplinary Degrees, and 

conferred 110 cross-discipline doctorate degrees to students in doctoral programmes at 

Tsinghua-Berkeley Shenzhen Institute, and doctoral programmes for students from the 

developing countries. (p12) The university offered 4 new capacity-lifting programmes for 

postgraduate students in academic and career development, in the areas of public 

management, private equity, innovation and entrepreneurship, and creative design. The 

university has also invited outstanding alumni to offer modules on campus. (p12) 

 

Another important feature of higher education with Chinese Characteristics is that the 

provision of ideological and political education: 

 

The university is pushing forward with the innovation in ideological and political work in an 

all-round manner. The university provides all student Party branch secretary with systematic 

training in rotation, precise cultivation and development support. (p13) 

 

The university encourages the development of innovative talents through innovative 

extracurricular activities. The university provides special support for undergraduates to 

exchange and communicate overseas, based on their scientific interests. The university have 

extended its width and depth for international exposure of students. In 2018, the university 

signed agreements for exchange and summer schools with 14 high-level foreign universities, 

to support students to conduct academic research overseas. (p13) 

 

The university is seeking to construct high-level internationalised project platform. In 2018 

the university works with École Polytechnique in France, University of Geneva in Switzerland, 

Johns Hopkins University in the US, and Polytechnic University of Turin in Italy, to deliver joint 

programmes. The number of such programmes totals 46. Degree programmes delivered in 

English total 25. The university pushes forward with modules delivered in English. In 2018, the 

university adds 80 modules delivered in English in its postgraduate programmes, and the 

number of postgraduate modules reached to 502. (p16) 

 

Compared with most of the DWC universities, Tsinghua has a more internationalised outlook. 

Undergraduate and postgraduate activities are richer than most of the DWC universities, 

demonstrating the huge imbalance between DWC members. Tsinghua has more collaborative 

programmes than most of the DWC members. Most of the partner universities are WCUs.  

 

The university actively provides talents for international organisations. The university pushes 

forward with the propaganda and mobilisation for students to conduct internship or work in 

the international organisations. The university has signed Memorandum of Understanding 

with a number of international organisations for sending students, reformed its management 

mechanism of teaching and cultivation, strengthened policy support, and supported the 

career development of alumni in the international organisations. (p17) 

 

To support their students working in international organisations, on the one hand, Tsinghua 
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serves the strategic needs of the nation; on the other hand, Tsinghua boosts its influence in 

international organisations and global governance.  

 

5.5 Faculty Development 

This study finds two distinctive features differentiating Tsinghua with its foreign counterparts 

regarding high-quality staff development. In Chinese universities, ‘High Quality’ is defined not 

purely by teaching excellence or research output. The first feature is that high quality is 

reflected in ideological and political work, and faculty are requested to invest a considerate 

amount of time in studying Marxist Theory and relevant theories. Tsinghua has implemented 

Measures of Tsinghua University for Staff to Study Political Theory (p17) and holds various 

activities relevant to ideology and politics. The second feature is that the university stresses 

faculty’s morality and ethics. Documents on issues like faculty’s professional moral code and 

veto power were released in 2018. ‘Political stand and morality should be regarded as the 

primary factor for faculty’s selection and assessment’. (p18) 

 

Preferential policy for attracting high-level academics from overseas has elevated the faculty 

quality. High-level academics receive special support like research start-up fund, quota of 

postgraduate students, and accommodation:  

 

To attract more high-level academics, Tsinghua University held recruitment information 

session in famous American universities (p18). To promote the communication between 

academics, the university held a number of forums and salons (p18).  

 

The priority given to academics holding qualifications or experience from overseas might 

cause some resentment or divisions between staff, which may attract the attention of 

university managers. Such divisions may also arise from its postdoctoral recruitment strategy: 

 

The university has taken measures to attract postdoctoral fellows holding doctorates from 

world-class foreign universities. (p19) 

 

Postdoctoral fellows are defined as ‘shadow academics’ at some universities, contributing 

research outcomes and global rankings. Please see more details in the later discussion part 

of this Chapter. 

5.6 Research and Social Services 

The university is stressing original and independent research. The key word regarding 

research and social services is ‘synergetic innovation’: Special support is given to young 

academics in innovative research of non-consensus, high risk and revolution nature. (p20)  

 

To accelerate its knowledge transfer, the university has comprehensively coordinated its 



59 

 

research activities with local governments and enterprises. For instance, a dedicated fund for 

innovation has been allocated to work with Suzhou and Foshan Cities (p20). Suzhou has been 

an important partner of Tsinghua, and over the last decade many research outcomes and 

graduates from Tsinghua have settled in Suzhou. Mutually, Suzhou has built an innovative 

and inclusive environment for working with Tsinghua (Tsinghua, 2015b). The collaboration 

between Tsinghua and Foshan City is extensive. For instance, they have jointly built the 

Research Institute for Advanced Manufacturing based in Tsinghua campus. They have 

established an incubator for knowledge transfer, allocated special fund for industry-

university-research collaboration and synergetic innovation, and hold forums and salons to 

promote the collaboration (Foshan Daily, 2019). The collaboration between Tsinghua and 

local governments and enterprises has promoted not only the synergetic innovation for both 

sides, but also the disciplinary development of the university.  

 

Regarding research in humanities, as a traditionally strong university in engineering, Tsinghua 

does not make much mention in its 2018 progress report. The wording of the report follows 

national policy closely: ‘The Synergetic Innovation Centre for Research on Excavated Texts 

and Chinese Ancient Civilisation has achieved a series of original outcomes. The discovery, 

collection, and research of Tsinghua Bamboo Slips (of the Warring States time) promote the 

innovation in research in humanities, and has extremely promoted the standing of humanities 

of the university. It also drives the innovation in research in humanities, and plays an 

irreplaceable role in spreading traditional culture and serving the national needs of significant 

cultural construction’. (p20)  

 

The research at Tsinghua is cutting-edge, responsive to national needs, and aims for 

international impact. Tsinghua states that it should promote the capabilities to serve the 

national strategies of ‘military and civilian integration’ and ‘innovation-driven development’ 

(p20). National strategy, in China, is the highest-level strategy of the nation. In 2015, Jinping 

Xi, for the first time, proposed that military and civilian integration should be elevated as a 

national strategy at the 3
rd
 Session of the 12

th
 National People’s Congress (NPC, 2015). The 

national strategy of innovation-driven development was raised at the 18
th
 National Congress 

of the CPC in 2012 (Xinhuanet, 2016). To implement the national strategies at institutional 

level, Tsinghua established the Research Institute for Aero-engines to focus on the basic 

theory and frontier exploration of aero-engine manufacture, which is seen as the ‘Crown 

Jewels of Modern Industry’. It also founded state-of-the-art research centres for international 

cyberspace governance, quantum information, and Ultra-high space-time resolution electron 

beam devices. The 13
th
 Five-year Plan (2016-2020) stresses 14 national strategies (please see 

Appendix 4 for more details), and the establishment of these research centres shows a direct 

link with the national strategies of military and civilian integration and innovation-driven 

development. 

 

The university is serving the construction of West China, and promoting educational equality. 

The university is pushing forward with its assistance with Qinghai University (‘WCD’, ranked 

248 nationally, in 2020 by SRC), XJU (‘WCU’, ranked 153 nationally, in 2020 by SRC), and a 

county in Yunnan Province. The university opens online resources to over 80 universities in 
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the west. (p22) 

 

From the previous analysis on the distribution of DWC members, it can be seen that the 

majority of selected universities are in the economically developed eastern regions. To 

address the imbalance of educational quality between the east and the west, the MOE 

requests that leading universities in the east assist the development of universities and local 

governments in the west. The pairing system between XJU and 12 leading universities mainly 

based in the middle and in the east has been discussed in details in the case of XJU (Chapter 

5). This can be seen as the collectivism in Chinese higher education. This study has a 

resonance with findings from Geert Hofstede (2021), founder of comparative intercultural 

research, that the degree of collectivism is much higher both at national level and institutional 

level in China than in countries like the UK and the US. Other aspects of cultural dimensions, 

like power distance and long-term orientation - seen from the higher education perspective 

- also support Hofstede’s findings. The assistance from Tsinghua to the universities and local 

governments in the west regions of China is regarded by this study as the implementation 

and mirroring of national policy of the large-scale development of the west region at 

institutional level and local governmental level. 

 

5.7 Inheritance and Innovation in Fine Culture 

The university always adheres to the infusion of ideological and political education in every 

aspect of university activity, and guides the faculty and students to be strong believers, active 

communicators, and exemplary practitioners of the socialist core values. (p23) The university 

is intensifying the study of political theory and education on ideal and belief. (p24) The 

university is organising various activities to unify students of ethnic minority. (p24) 

 

One of the features of higher education with Chinese Characteristics is the particular emphasis 

on socialist values and beliefs. Socialist core values are ubiquitous in China in all sectors, 

including higher education. The concept of socialist core values was advanced by Jintao Hu, 

Jinping Xi’s predecessor, in 2012, at the occasion of the 18th National Congress of the CPC, 

and henceforward succeeded and reinforced. The concept consists of 24 Chinese characters 

and can be translated as prosperity, democracy, civility, harmony, freedom, equality, justice, 

the rule of law, patriotism, dedication, integrity, and friendship (People's Daily, 2012a). Jinping 

Xi, on various occasions, has stressed the need to strengthen the sense of community of the 

Chinese nation, made up of 56 ethnic groups. Jinping Xi has always emphasised the 

implementation of the CPC’s policy on religion and nationality, enhanced the unity of all 

ethnic groups, and constantly increased the recognition of the ‘great motherland’, Chinese 

nation, Chinese culture, the Communist Party of China, and socialism with Chinese 

characteristics (Ma, 2018). The provision of assistance to XJU, Qinghai University and the 

county in Yunnan also demonstrates that the central government and the MOE attach 

importance to the development of these regions and also the ideological and political work 

in these regions, and want their leading universities to play a part in Xinjiang Autonomous 

Region, Qinghai Province, and Yunnan Province, where the ethnic minorities inhabit.  
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5.8 International Collaboration and Exchange 

Regarding internationalisation, the annual progress report covers the aspects of globalisation 

strategy and overseas expansion; international academic exchange and collaboration; 

attraction of international faculty and international students; internationalised campus culture; 

and international influence and competitiveness: 

 

In April 2018, Sino-Italian Design Innovation Base, and Milan College of Art and Design of 

Tsinghua University were established in Milan jointly by Polytechnic University of Milan and 

Tsinghua University. This is the first research institute of Tsinghua University in Europe, which 

aims for building a design innovation centre of global impact. The university also founded 

Southeast Asia Centre of Tsinghua University in Indonesia in October to promote the ‘Belt 

and Road’ national strategy, and Latin America Centre of Tsinghua University in Chile in 

December. (p26) 

 

‘Opening up’ is a core national policy, and the Chinese government is encouraging its various 

sectors to implement the ‘go globally’ strategy, including its higher education sector. 

 

Regarding international academic exchange and collaboration, the major forms of university-

level collaboration are through forming strategic partnerships, jointly building teaching and 

research institutes, and joint programmes to cultivate talents. Tsinghua University has 

organised a series of international forums, seminars, and conferences, with the focus to 

promote its international influence in engineering education. (p27) 

 

Tsinghua has initiated a number of innovations in attracting quality international students. 

The university has been promoting its educational ideology and recruitment policy by 

responding to national policy of ‘Belt and Road’ and ‘go globally’ strategy. The university 

invited principals of foreign secondary schools to attend anniversary and graduation 

ceremony. The university held Sino-American Principals’ Forum in Boston to promote the 

exchange and collaboration between secondary schools and universities. (p27) 

 

Tsinghua University has improved its ‘application and assessment’ recruitment system. (p27) 

 

Regarding campus internationalisation, the university has been building an international 

student affairs system to strengthen international students’ growth and development, service 

and management of foreign affairs, and emergency management. In addition to these 

general practices, the university offers a series of modules on ‘An Introduction of China’, to 

promote their understanding of China. The university started to employ full-time foreign 

administration staff, and provide various university-wide trainings for administration staff to 

improve their internationalisation skills for campus services. (p28) 

 

Leading Chinese universities, particularly those based in economically developed cities, such 
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as Tsinghua and Peking in Beijing and Fudan and Shanghai Jiao tong in Shanghai, have been 

receiving more and more international students in recent years. As a traditional exporter of 

Chinese students to Western countries, Tsinghua, as well as other leading Chinese universities, 

appears to have not formed a mature system to serve international students and is in a 

situation of ‘learning whist doing’. In this respect, Tsinghua has much to learn from its 

counterparts in the US and the UK, which have a long history of serving international students. 

 

5.9 Institutional Mechanism Development 

The annual progress report covers two major aspects of institutional mechanism, which are 

organisational leadership and the assessment system: 

 

Comprehensively strengthening the leadership of the CPC ensures the successful operation 

of a socialist university with Chinese characteristics. The university is continuously deepening 

comprehensive reform, improving modern university system, and building a governance 

system adaptive to the development of WCU. (p29) 

 

The university implements the Party Central Committee’s strategic plan for exercising full and 

strict Party self-governance. Political construction should be put at the first place, and focus 

on ‘four consciousnesses’, ‘four matters of confidence’ and ‘two upholds’. The university 

should unremittingly propagate Marxist Theory, has strengthened the construction of the 

School of Marxism, and founded Research Institute for Jinping Xi’s Thought on Socialism with 

Chinese Characteristics in the New Era. (p29) 

 

As distinct from the university systems of other countries which focus on administration and 

academic affairs, a university system with Chinese Characteristics is led by the CPC. The ‘four 

consciousnesses’ means to maintain political integrity, think in big-picture terms, follow the 

leadership core, and keep in alignment with the central Party leadership. The ‘four matters of 

confidence’ means to stay confident in the path, theory, system, and culture of socialism with 

Chinese characteristics. ‘Two upholds’ means to uphold General Secretary Jinping Xi’s core 

position on the Party Central Committee and in the Party as a whole, and uphold the Party 

Central Committee’s authority and its centralized, unified leadership (Li, 2021). 

 

Regarding the construction of the DWC Project: Tsinghua University encourage departments 

and schools to be independently responsible and work innovatively. To coordinate and 

implement the project, a monthly meeting is convened by the leadership team for 

comprehensive reform. A third-party team has been invited to conduct a mid-term evaluation. 

(p30) 

 

The university is actively seeking to expand its funding resources by strengthening the 

connections with the wealthy people of the society, and initiating the system of tracing and 

serving alumni, to develop and maintain the donation system in a variety of ways. (p30) 
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The university has formulated the Guidelines for Improving Academic Assessment Mechanism, 

to direct various types of assessment (p31), including postgraduate assessment, faculty 

assessment, and disciplinary self-assessment. The assessment system is intended to 

emphasise innovation, competence and contribution, and to avoid ‘five-only’. (p31) ‘Five-

only’ means the assessment is only based on the five factors, which are papers, positions, 

titles, qualifications, and awards. This is the reflection and implementation of Jinping Xi’s 

speeches on National Education Conference and Assembly of Members from the Chinese 

Academy of Engineering and the Chinese Academy of Science in 2018. Universities are 

reforming their assessment system, and promoting an assessment system of representative 

works, which focuses on the quality, contribution and impact of marked achievements (MOE, 

2018g). 

 

5.10 Existing Problems and Measures for Improvements 

Whist Tsinghua has made remarkable progress in areas that have been discussed above, it 

has identified some problems that need to be addressed. A number of issues were listed in 

the progress report, and institutional changes (termed as ‘reforms’ in Chinese universities) to 

be initiated for further improvement in university performance have also been provided in 

the progress report: 

 

Since the implementation of the DWC Project, the university has always considered reform as 

the key driver for development. Through reform for building WCU, numerous achievements 

have been made. In 2018, the university continued to deepen its reform, and construction 

and reform tasks proved to be highly effective. In the meantime, deep-seated problems that 

restricted the development of the university and disciplinary construction have been exposed, 

and need further exploration and solution. (p33) 

 

5.10.1 Existing Problems 

Tsinghua regards the existing problems as ‘deep-seated’, therefore these problems have 

been there for a long time and are difficult to change. The problems reported by Tsinghua 

involve governance, disciplinary development, talent cultivation and faculty development, 

which are all crucial for the operation of a university. 

 

Governance 

The university needs to handle the relationship between academic and administration. 

Obstacles in the system and mechanism should be removed to increase the autonomy of the 

faculty, and to build modern university system and governance. (p33) 

 

Among the DWC members and in a wider context of Chinese higher education, there has 

been a debate on how to build a modern governance system. For example, Professor Yingyi 
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Qian, Dean of Tsinghua’s School of Economics and Management, argues that academic issues 

should be governed by faculty, whist administrative issues should be decided by professional 

managers. He further argues that a prominent problem in university governance in China is 

that some academic issues have been ‘administrated’, whist some administrative issues have 

not been sufficiently ‘administrated’. Qian tends to approve of a US-style combination of 

‘faculty management’ in academic issues and ‘professional management’ in administrative 

issues. In comparison, Professor Zhongying Shi from Faculty of Education, Beijing Normal 

University, which is also a Category A member of the DWC Project, strongly approve of de-

administration and democratisation (Qian, 2016). We will have more discussion on university 

governance in Chapter 7.  

 

Disciplinary Development 

The university needs to handle the relationship between scale and quality, regarding 

disciplinary development and dynamic adjustments of the disciplines. The university needs to 

consider how to better serve the national needs of strategic significance and the needs for 

cutting-edge development of subjects. The university needs to consider how to better 

encourage cross-disciplinary research. (p33) 

 

Tsinghua has 34 disciplines aiming for world-class status, the number of which is second 

largest among the DWC members only after Peking which has 41 disciplines. The two national 

flagship universities have far more disciplines under construction and are receiving more 

funding than other members of the DWC Project, showing special attention from the central 

government. Although Tsinghua has gained more funding from the central government and 

earned more from undertakings than its peers in the DWC Project, it has to consider how to 

spend resources more effectively on disciplinary development, balancing between quantity 

and quality. To continue to gain financial and political support from the central government, 

Tsinghua has to align its disciplinary development carefully with national strategic needs. In 

Section 4.3, we have discussed the great importance attached to cross-disciplines by the 

central government, it is sensible for Tsinghua to further deploy resources in this field.  

 

Talent Cultivation 

The university needs to consider the innovation in mode of talent cultivation, and promote 

the university-wide consensus on broad category cultivation and general education. The 

university needs to consider how to evaluate the quality and effectiveness of talent cultivation. 

(p33) 

 

Broad category education and general education can be seen as a critical reflection of the 

‘old’ undergraduate education having imitated the planned Soviet Union model for a few 

decades from 1950s. Since 1990s, China has gradually noticed the feasibility of 

interdisciplinary education both in theory and in practice. However, this new mode of 

education just started in China since 2002, there are many challenges ahead, such as the 

subsequent programme choice for students and staffing. Some programmes may face 

cancellation as a result of too few students or students’ failure to meet programme 

requirements (Lu, 2017).  
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Faculty 

The university needs to consider how to improve the quality of faculty. The university needs 

to improve academic appraisal, evaluation and incentive system, to stimulate the endogenous 

power of the faculty for teaching and research. (p33) 

 

The academic evaluation in Tsinghua and other universities has long been criticised for their 

over-reliance on published papers. Tsinghua’s expression of issues in faculty development in 

the 2018 progress report can be regarded as an institutional response to central leadership. 

For instance, Jinping Xi has stressed the importance to reform the evaluation system at 

different occasions such as the 18
th
 Conference of Academicians of the Chinese Academy of 

Sciences (CAS) and the Chinese Academy of Engineering (CAE) in 2018 (Xi, 2018).  

 

5.10.2 Improvement Measures 

Tsinghua regards pushing forward with reform as the prime approach to solving problems 

during university development and boosting the construction of the DWC Project. To ensure 

that the university realises its objectives of the DWC Project in 2020, the university continues 

to improve in the following aspects, hoping to make significant breakthroughs in these key 

areas: 

 

1) The university is to improve the ‘systematicness’ of top-down design of its reform, and to 

push forward the construction of modern university institutions and governance. At university 

level, the university should improve research on the comprehensiveness and ‘systematicness’ 

of reform policies, improve the planning in respect of discipline construction, organisation 

structuring, resource allocation, and campus layout. In 2019, the university will push forward 

with institutional restructuring, organisational structure, and reform in planning and 

budgeting management. (p33) 

 

Institutional changes at Tsinghua are planned and implemented in a top-down approach. The 

term of ‘top-down approach’ or ‘top-level design’ has been used extensively in higher 

education and many other sectors, however there is no clear and widely accepted definition 

yet. It was originally an engineering term, meaning to consider a project as a whole at all 

levels and seek solutions at the highest level; and has become a new political term in China 

since 2011 (Xinhuanet, 2012). Top-down approach is regarded as one of the key 

characteristics of the DWC Project, which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7. 

 

2) The university is to accelerate talent cultivation. In 2019, the university will provide 2 or 3 

second degree and minor programmes, and improve the large category cultivation. To 

support high-level research, the university is to improve its cultivation measures for top 

innovative talents, and improve students’ innovation practices. The university is to continue 

reform in individualised cultivation, and invite famous academics home and abroad, quality 

teachers, and social luminaries as supervisors. The university is to continue the 
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implementation of a batch of programmes to support postgraduate education, for further 

enhancing their competence in creativity, innovation and entrepreneurship, as well as global 

competence. (p33) 

 

With sufficient resources gained from central government and significant revenue acquired 

from undertakings, Tsinghua is able to provide students with more diversified and 

individualised degree and non-degree programmes. The programmes are innovation-driven, 

showing Tsinghua’s responsiveness to the central government’s innovation-driven 

development strategy. 

 

3) The university is to deepen its reform in human resources. The university is to further reform 

its faculty, with a focus on virtues and professionalism. The university is to reform and improve 

the academic classification and evaluation system. According to the features of subjects and 

nature of jobs, relevant univesity guides and faculty evaluation criteria will be revised and 

improved. In 2019, the university is to accelerate personnel reform and build a specialised 

and professionalised staff team that matches the construction of a WCU with Chinese 

characteristics. (p33) 

 

Tsinghua weighs political correctness, ethics and morality more than academic and 

professional competencies of their faculty. Tsinghua has been calling on academic evaluation 

system to be improved. The adoption of broad category education and general education 

has also brought about personnel changes. 

 

4) The university is to push ahead with the construction of WCDs and academic research. The 

university is to enhance the plan and development of faculty, and support the construction 

of and reform in WCDs. In 2019, the university will continue to improve the construction and 

management of subjects, and in line with the actual situation of the mid-term construction, 

to dynamically adjust the direction of and support to subjects. The university will push ahead 

with interdisciplinary management, and continue the development of interdisciplinary 

research institutes like Future Lab, and Brain and Intelligence Lab. The university is to push 

forward with the construction of key research base like Aero Engine Research Institute, and 

Hi-tech Lab, to continuously expand the capacity of national development strategy of civil-

military integration and innovation-driven development strategy. (p34) 

 

The nature of ‘dynamic adjustments’ of the DWC Project has been written and reflected in 

Tsinghua’s 2018 progress report. The statement that investment in disciplines is to be adjusted 

shows Tsinghua’s compliance with national policy regarding the DWC Project. 
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DISCUSSION OF THE TSINGHUA CASE 

5.11 National Development Strategies and Isomorphic Practices at Tsinghua  

All three mechanisms through which institutional isomorphic changes occur as argued by 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) have been identified at Tsinghua. However, we should bear in 

mind that there is no distinct line between these three types, and also there is not absolute 

distinction between resource dependence and isomorphic changes, i.e., between so called 

old institutionalism and new institutionalism. In this study, coercive isomorphism that stems 

from political influence and the problem of legitimacy is regarded as the most prominent 

factor in Tsinghua and other members of the DWC Project. Mimetic isomorphism resulting 

from a standard response to uncertainty and professional isomorphism associated with 

professionalisation are two kinds that are not much observed in Tsinghua compared with 

lower ranking universities like XJU. Isomorphic changes in XJU have a number of features of 

mimicry and professionalisation, and will be discussed in the Case of XJU. 

 

To gain political and financial resources from and to be seen as legitimate by the central and 

local governments, Tsinghua has to link itself closely with the national policy agenda. This can 

be viewed either from the resource dependence perspective or coercive isomorphism 

perspective. This study finds that Tsinghua links itself particularly closely with 8 out of 14 key 

national strategies formulated in the 13
th
 Five-year Plan (2016-2020): 

 

1. Overall Strategy for Development of Different Regions 

2. National Cyber Development Strategy 

3. National Big Data Strategy 

4. Innovation-Driven Development Strategy 

5. The National Military-Civilian Integration Strategy 

6. Pro-Employment Strategy 

7. The Strategy of Training Competent Personnel as a Priority 

8. National Security Strategy 

 

The establishment of the Research Centre for International Governance in Cyberspace shows 

Tsinghua’s response to the National Cyber Development Strategy. The establishment of the 

Research Institute of Artificial Intelligence and the Research Centre for Big Data, two cross-

disciplinary research institutes, can be seen as a response to the National Big Data and 

Security Strategies. The 22 doctoral programmes for innovative and pioneering engineering 

can be seen as a response to the National Innovation-driven Development Strategy. The 

establishment of the Research Institute for Aero-engine can be regarded as a response to 

both the National Innovation-driven Development Strategy and the National Military-civilian 

Integration Strategy. The National Pro-employment Strategy, and the Strategy of Training 

Competent Personnel as a Priority, are stressed in a number of occasions in the Talent 

Cultivation section of the annual progress report, like social practices and innovation and 
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entrepreneurship education.  

 

The strong connections between institutional changes and national policies are reflected in 

many areas of university activities. As one of the nation’s flagship universities based in Beijing 

- the capital and one the wealthiest cities in China - Tsinghua has facilitated the nation’s 

Overall Strategy for Development of Different Regions by undertaking a large number of 

collaborative projects such as working with Qinghai and Xinjiang Universities, and some 

underdeveloped areas in West China. Up to 2018, Tsinghua had signed collaboration 

agreement with all provinces, autonomous regions, municipalities and Xinjiang Production 

and Construction Corps. On the one hand, the university provides technological and research 

support, human resources, and strategic development thought to local governments and 

enterprises; on the other hand, the university reap financial and political benefits from its 

interactions with local governments and enterprises. 

 

From the above analysis, we can see a favourable congruence between university practices 

and the key national strategies. This is in line with the theory of isomorphism by DiMaggio 

and Powell (1983) that universities are competing not just for resources, but for political power 

and institutional legitimacy; for social as well as economic fitness. In this context, institutional 

competition drives the universities to seek legitimacy and prestige. Legitimacy provided by 

governmental regulations is essential for gaining access to various sources. Positive images 

and reputation of universities also attract resource flow from external stakeholders 

(Greenwood et al., 2017). 

 

We also identify a number of mimetic isomorphic practices in Tsinghua. To improve its general 

education curriculum in undergraduate education, a collegiate system is borrowed from its 

British and Hongkong peers. An Application-Evaluation system for recruitment of doctoral 

students has been established by learning from its foreign peers, which traditionally had been 

practised through a postgraduate entrance examination. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue 

that mimetic practices are standard responses to uncertainty. This study finds that, in addition 

to managing uncertainty, mimetic practices also act as a way to learn best practices from 

foreign or domestic peers. On the one hand, the resource dependence on government, and 

the isomorphic practices, particular those coercive practices, have led to similar political and 

organizational structures as well as some practices. On the other hand, within the certain 

framework as set by the government, the university has been given some autonomy to 

exercise on their own decisions, however, in a directed or orientated manner. 

 

5.12 Global Rankings and Their Impact on Tsinghua  

With huge governmental investment into the DWC Project and revenues gained from strong 

connections and interactions with local governments and the industries, Tsinghua has risen 

rapidly in major international rankings. The heavy emphasis placed on research - particular in 

the STEM subjects - in the criteria for major international rankings, affects Tsinghua in many 

ways. Adopting international rankings as an indicator of achieving world-class status, means 
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that universities need to satisfy the criteria of these rankings to gain legitimacy as members 

of the league tables. This drives a certain degree of isomorphic change in Tsinghua such as 

the focus on engineering subjects, research and publications, and internationalisation, making 

it somewhat resemble the Anglo-American model. That is why the Chinese government, at 

the same time, stresses the other side of the coin which is ‘With Chinese Characteristics’ in 

managing universities. Though selection and adjustment of the DWC members are not solely 

based on positions in international rankings, the rankings do act as a policy instrument. The 

emphasis on research in international rankings, and orientation of the Chinese government 

towards research, has promoted coercive and normative isomorphism converging on 

research excellence in Chinese higher education. 

 

The rise of Tsinghua in major international rankings is partly as a result of the recruitment and 

retention of quality staff; particularly young academics who earned their doctorates from elite 

universities worldwide and operate well in both Chinese and international contexts. The 

reason that Tsinghua is able to attract quality young academics, according to DiMaggio and 

Powell (1983) is that these quality young academics are primarily driven by status competition. 

Prestige and resources are key elements in attracting quality professionals. The same principle 

also applies to the attraction of a large number of quality international students to study at 

Tsinghua.  

 

There are some concerns over employing a growing number of postdoctoral fellows and 

adjunct fellows at Tsinghua and other DWC members. Song et al. (2021) report that these 

academics are employed on contract bases and their main task is to write journal articles in 

English. Due to their relative abundant financial resources, DWC members can recruit more 

‘shadow academics’. Universities are able to simply ‘buy’ or ‘borrow’ these academics’ 

intellectual productions, and in the meantime, avoid heavy welfare spending and personnel 

quotas from the governments. 

 

5.13 Institutional Autonomy and Governance at Tsinghua  

Tsinghua regards the balance between institutional autonomy and governance as an 

important issue. Since the 1990s when China started to implement excellent initiatives, 

universities have been granted more autonomy than before. University governance has been 

in transition from government-domination to intrinsic motivation. Institutional management 

is shifting from a passive mode to an active mode (Xiong et al., 2011). It is argued that there 

should be relative autonomy for institutions, and there should be sufficient financial support 

from the government (Yan, 2011). This study contends that, in the context of the DWC Project, 

universities are given an increasing autonomy, whilst remaining under tighter control of CPC 

politics and ideology. 

 

Tsinghua, and other elite universities are pioneering and innovating in some practices, to 

which the institutional theory of isomorphism will be able to apply in a very limited manner, 

as they are neither strictly coercive, mimetic nor normative. These practices are test-driven 
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and have not been practised maturely in the western elite universities, who have long been 

the models for Chinese universities. These practices include the balance and adjustment of 

quality and quantity of disciplines; the better satisfying of needs of key national strategies (in 

a long-term oriented country rather than countries like the US which are culturally short-term 

oriented); leading-edge disciplinary development; the promotion of cross-disciplinary 

research; and broad category general education in undergraduate programmes (for which 

the British collegiate system is borrowed as pilot practice in Tsinghua). However, Tsinghua 

and other elite universities still have much to learn from their foreign elite peers in fields like 

teaching assessment, faculty quality, and academic evaluation. 

 

5.14 Conclusion 

Since the implementation of the DWC Project in 2015, Tsinghua has made significant progress 

in a number of areas stipulated in the 2015 central policy paper. The accomplishments have 

been reflected in major national and international rankings. Tsinghua are faced with a number 

of coercive pressures from the government clearly reflected in its response to national 

strategic needs. Tsinghua also has imitated its counterparts in the West in such as the 

collegiate system. As a national flagship university, Tsinghua’s best practice has been 

promoted to other institutions, which can be viewed as professional isomorphism. 

 

Having discussed the implementation of DWC Project at Tsinghua, a Category A member of 

the project, we will discuss the implementation at XJU which is a Category B member of the 

project in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 6: CASE STUDY OF XINJIANG UNIVERSITY 

 

6.1 Introduction 

Having examined the 2018 progress report of Tsinghua, one of the two national flagship 

universities in China, we now investigate the report of XJU, which is a unique case in the DWC 

Project. It is the lowest ranked institution among universities aiming for world-class status, 

even lower than many universities aiming for WCDs.  

 

This chapter focuses on policy document analysis of the Annual Progress Report 2018 by XJU, 

within the context of the national policy document titled “Overall Plan to Boost the 

Implementation of ‘the Double World-Class Project’” issued by the State Council in 2015. The 

areas for analysis cover the section titles of the annual progress report of XJU, which is highly 

similar to Tsinghua, with the exception that XJU lacks a statement of existing problems and 

measures for improvement. This is an interesting omission, but means that the report is less 

useful for answering Research Question 2. 

 

FINDINGS 

6.2 Introduction Section of the 2018 Progress Report 

The Introduction Section of XJU’s progress report is very brief. It firstly highlights the 

university’s political compliance with central and local governments, then states that the 

university has achieved its annual objectives in the five construction tasks and in the five 

reform tasks specified by the DWC Project.  

 

This political compliance is embodied at two levels:  

At central government level, ‘to comprehensively implement Jinping Xi’s Thought on 

Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era, and the spirit of the 19th National 

Congress of the CPC, as well as the spirit of the National Education Conference’ (Jinping Xi 

has made important speeches in the National Congress and the National Education 

Conference). (p2) 

At ministerial and regional level, ‘to implement the relevant meeting spirit and decision plans 

from the MOE and the Party Committee of the Autonomous Region’. (p2) 
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6.3 Disciplinary Development 

XJU has rapidly expanded its doctoral and master programmes. At the same time, it has 

withdrawn, merged and suspended some undergraduate programmes, on the grounds that 

these programmes are ‘no longer adaptive to the social and economic development of the 

region, and unable to satisfy the needs for the university’s DWC construction’ (p2). The 

number of undergraduate programmes offered by XJU has dropped significantly from 91 to 

76 (p2). The principle stated by the local government for XJU to restructure its programmes 

is to ‘strengthen engineering, optimise science, and adjust humanities’ (p2). The implication 

for ‘adjustment’ here, largely means ‘cut-down’. 

 

Of the newly-introduced doctoral and Master’s programmes, the majority are science and 

engineering subjects. After reorganisation, the proportion of science and engineering has 

risen to around three fifths of the whole portfolio, with humanities and social sciences cut 

down to two fifths (p2).  

 

An interesting phenomenon is the added investment in two streams of research (p2). One is 

on ‘Sinicisation of Marxism’, which means adapting Marxism to China’s conditions; the other 

is on ‘Community for the Chinese Nation’. This reflects that both the Chinese government and 

the university itself are strengthening - if not controlling - their ideology of upholding a 

strong recognition of a united national identity as one nation working together for common 

prosperity and development. 

 

This study finds that there is a divergence in discipline construction between what XJU has 

applied for from central and local governments and what has actually been emphasised in 

practice; that is to say, words are not fully matched by deeds. XJU has been approved to 

construct three disciplines to be world-class: Marxist Theory, Chemistry, and Computer 

Science and Technology (p3). However, in the progress report, apart from Marxist Theory, the 

university indicates that it is prioritising and investing in mathematics, chemistry, materials, 

and engineering, employing Essential Science Indicators (ESI) as an indicator. There appears 

to be a lack of monitoring in the usage of funds designated for the DWC Project. 

 

Apart from providing funding, the Chinese government and its Ministry of Education (MOE) 

has introduced other measures to help XJU in improving its competitiveness. To speed up the 

construction of the DWC Project in XJU - and to promote its overall disciplinary quality - the 

MOE has designated 12 leading universities to be paired with and assist XJU in disciplinary 

development (p3). The pairing fields of the partner universities are all their strongest areas 

and at national leading level, often ranked A or A+ in disciplinary evaluation by the MOE: 
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Institution Role Ranking Pairing field 

Tsinghua University Director 1 

Politics and Public 

Administration, Information 

Technology and Engineering, 

Electric Engineering 

Xi’an Jiaotong 

University 
Deputy Director 11 

Mechanical Engineering, 

Economics and Management 

Wuhan University Deputy Director 9 

Mathematics and Systems 

Science, Law, Journalism and 

Communication, Humanities 

Central South 

University 
Member 26 

Physical Science and 

Technology, Life Science and 

Technology 

Renmin University of 

China 
Member 18 

Marxism, Journalism and 

Communication, Politics and 

Public Administration 

Beijing Normal 

University 
Member 14 

Science of Resources and 

Environment 

Beijing Foreign 

Studies University 
Member 70 Foreign Languages 

Dalian University of 

Technology 
Member 27 

Chemistry and Chemical 

Engineering 

Tongji University Member 15 Architectural Engineering 

Donghua University Member 73 Art and Design 

China University of 

Mining and 

Technology 

Member 60 
Geology and Exploration 

Engineering 

Sun Yat-Sen 

University 
Member 10 Tourism 

Table 6. 1: Partner Universities of XJU and Pairing Fields 

 

(Note: The ranking is by Shanghai Ranking Consultancy, for the year 2020. Shanghai Ranking 

Consultancy is the provider of the influential international ranking: Academic Ranking of 

World Universities (ARWU). The summary of pairing fields is from Baidu (2020)) 

 

6.4 Student Cultivation and Quality 

XJU has expanded postgraduate enrolment and discontinued adult education for academic 

credentials (p3). The latter is thought to be inferior in student quality and value of credentials, 

so leading Chinese universities in recent years have gradually ended this mode of higher 

education.  

 

XJU has carried out a series of innovations and reforms in teaching. It has attempted some 

online teaching and moved some of its basic modules to a Massive Open Online Course 

(MOOC) platform. It has started to implement a plan for outstanding undergraduate students 
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to directly embark on doctoral programmes, which is a relatively new practice in Chinese 

universities (p4). 

 

To promote the quality of engineering programmes - which is the prioritised area for 

development of XJU in the DWC Project - the university has implemented two main strategies. 

The first strategy for development of undergraduate programmes is to prioritise support for 

some stronger programmes under the circumstance of limited resources, and afterwards to 

exemplify and direct other programmes. The other strategy is to seek national and 

international accreditations. Through meeting national and international standards as 

benchmarks to gain accreditation, the university seeks to improve the quality of its 

undergraduate programmes:  

 

In 2018, the civil engineering programme at the university received accreditation from the 

China Engineering Education Accreditation Association (p4).  

 

XJU encourages students’ competencies in innovation and entrepreneurship. The approaches 

of the three case universities are quite similar; XJU largely follows the example of the 

competitive elite universities. The most common practices are that universities provide in-

class or online modules; seek collaboration with enterprises; and encourage students to 

participate in many kinds of competition (p4).  

 

Modules and activities relevant to ideology and politics have been stressed by the university 

in all aspects of teaching (p5). The promotion of politics and ideology is ubiquitous in Chinese 

universities. 

 

6.5 Faculty Development and Quality 

In the context of Chinese higher education, morality and moral conduct have been given 

greater prominence compared with other factors such as academic background. XJU has 

taken some measures to improve in this respect. It has strengthened the leadership of the 

Party Committee and enacted some regulations to promote morality. Political requirements 

for faculty have been integrated with teaching and research. Key words such as ‘discipline’, 

‘manners’ and ‘bottom-line’ have been stressed in teaching and research activities (p5).  

 

To attract more young and established academics - apart from training and promotion from 

within - the university has actively engaged with the wider world. On the one hand, regarding 

continuing professional development, the university encourages young academics to pursue 

doctorates from leading universities in mainland China (p6). In addition to higher degree 

programmes, the university also provided opportunities for on-the-job training at home and 

abroad. For example, a number of staff members were sent to Tsinghua and other leading 

universities responsible for the pairing tasks guided by the MOE as aforementioned, for 

degree and non-degree programmes. On the other hand, by making use of funding from 

central and local governments designated for the development of outstanding academics, 
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the university has bought in a number of established researchers. The number of faculty 

members with doctorates has also sharply increased (p5). However, an obvious disadvantage 

for universities in the western underdeveloped regions of China is that with insufficient help 

from central (and local) government, they have greater difficulty in keeping their highly 

sought-after professors; this in turn can negatively affect their standing in third-party 

evaluation (Zhao, 2018a). 

 

6.6 Research and Social Services 

XJU is not a traditionally strong university in research and to date has not established a 

comprehensive system for research support and development. However, it can be seen from 

the progress report that the university is continuously improving its management 

competencies in research activities. In 2018, it improved its funding information disclosure 

and management, and knowledge transfer management. Research, as an indicator, has been 

brought into the performance appraisal of faculty (P7). 

 

The research quality of XJU, since its inclusion in the DWC Project, has been promoted 

significantly. The amount of research funding, and the number of papers and patents had 

increased notably by 2018. The number of projects funded by the National Social Science 

Foundation and the amount of funding gained exceeded 200 million Yuan, a sharp increase 

of 32% on 2017 (p7). However, compared with other leading universities in the DWC Project, 

this is still modest. For instance, the funding gained by Southeast University in Nanjing, Fudan 

University in Shanghai, and Huazhong University of Science and Technology in Wuhan is 

respectively 2.54 billion, 3 billion, 2.37 billion respectively (figures are from annual progress 

reports of these universities). 

 

The number of national-level research platforms at XJU, compared with other DWC 

universities, is low. Platforms, in this study, mean laboratories, research centres, resource 

sharing and databases. The national-level research platforms under construction at XJU focus 

on three areas (p7): chemistry (one of the three WCDs in the university); farming and artificial 

intelligence, as Xinjiang is an important agricultural base of China; and border governance, as 

Xinjiang has borders with eight countries. These practices support the university’s assertion 

to meet the strategic needs of national and regional development. 

 

The university is continuously improving its connections with industry. Funding gained from 

the interaction with local government and industries reached to a historical high in 2018. The 

university initiated an action plan to link its three WCDs with the relevant industries, to further 

promote industry-university-research cooperation (p7). 
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6.7 Inheritance and Innovation in Fine Culture 

Ideological education is stressed and carried out in various aspects of universities activities. 

This focuses on three aspects: traditional Chinese culture, revolutionary heritage and 

advanced socialist culture. Knowledge on the revolutionary traditions of the Party has been 

brought into the general education of the university. The university has been stressing and 

promoting ethnic harmony and solidarity (p8).  

 

6.8 International Collaboration and Exchange 

Regarding international cooperation, XJU did not provide much information in its 2018 

progress report. In addition to cooperation and exchange with 160 universities as stated in 

the report, in 2018, the university added two new programmes with the European Union (EU) 

and New Zealand, and signed an agreement with a Russian university (p10). The university is 

now collaboratively operating three Confucius Institutes: one based in Russia and two in 

Kyrgyzstan. The two countries both have borders with Xinjiang (p10). 

 

In 2018, the university received 615 international students from 27 countries for degree and 

non-degree programmes (p10). There is a huge gap in number of international students 

between the DWC members. The most significant difference in distribution of international 

students can be reflected by geographical locations, with most international students studying 

in the East of China - the economically developed municipalities and provinces like Shanghai, 

Jiangsu and Zhejiang. For instance, Fudan University in Shanghai, in 2018, received 6,992 

international students from 131 countries, with 2,772 on degree programmes, and 4,220 on 

non-degree programmes (figures are from the 2018 annual progress report of Fudan 

University). 

 

6.9 Institutional Mechanism Development 

The Chinese government is strengthening a system for overall leadership of the CPC in all 

areas of operations in its higher education. According to the 2018 report, XJU has been 

promoting a comprehensive political and ideological education from senior managers to 

grass roots (p11). The authority of CPC leadership in universities is absolute, as can be 

observed in the expressions in the annual progress report:  

 

‘The party committee should ensure the leadership over all work’. ‘Political development 

should be put in the first place’. ‘(The university) exercises a veto power towards misconduct 

in morality’. ‘(The university) should fortify the battle fields of teaching, research, culture and 

the internet. (The university) should establish and improve relevant systems, and form a long-

term mechanism to ensure campus security and the absolute security in the field of ideology’ 

(p11).  
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To manage the DWC Project at the university more effectively, in 2018, the university has 

taken a series of measures and implemented a number of plans to strengthen key disciplines, 

undergraduate and postgraduate programmes, faculty development, and research (p11). 

Regarding day-to-day management of the DWC Project, the university has set up an office 

designated for the implementation and administration. Led by senior managers, the university 

has formed a joint conference mechanism. Steering groups have been formed in each school 

and in each sub-project. Responsibilities at all levels have been clearly expressed and 

allocated. The overarching goal for the next three years has been broken down and allocated 

to various departments and schools. Each key task has been assigned with a senior manager 

of the university to monitor. The university particularly emphasises the connections between 

the DWCs with the relevant industries of the region (p11). 

 

XJU links its strong and featured disciplines closely with the national key initiative of Belt and 

Road and national strategy of social security, as well as with regional economic development 

and optimisation and upgrading of industrial structure (p12).  

 

The university is taking measures to expand the autonomy of its schools. It is undertaking 

reforms in the four aspects of personnel, finance, student cultivation, and assets management. 

For the DWC transformation to take place and for schools to play the major part, the university 

has identified the need to further clarify rights and liabilities between the university and 

individual schools (p12). 

 

Regarding faculty evaluation, the university has stressed that the ‘referee’ and the ‘player’ 

should not be the same person. The role of supervision, evaluation and delivery of teaching 

activities should be separated. To support faculty evaluation, the university has founded a 

Centre for Teaching Evaluation (p13). Such centres have existed in some leading Chinese 

universities for many years, reflecting an isomorphic ‘catching up’ process for XJU in faculty 

evaluation. 

 

The university argues that faculty evaluation should focus on morality, teaching, and research, 

and be based on ability, performance, and contribution of the faculty. The 2018 report stresses 

that evaluation should not be solely based on academic qualifications and published papers 

(p14). 

 

DISCUSSION OF THE XJU CASE 

In the next sections, we will draw on theoretical perspectives within the field of organisational 

studies to critically analyse the DWC Project implementation in XJU.  
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6.10 Political Considerations in the Selection of DWC Members 

XJU is a unique institution in the DWC Project. The above review of the 2018 annual progress 

report suggests that XJU is under coercive pressure and is rule-conforming with the 

government’s DWC agenda. Institutional changes are largely a functional response to the 

demands of the government. From the neo-institutional perspective, according to Mundy 

(2009), the structuring of educational organisations is a part of larger patterns of 

institutionalisation and rationalisation in the modern world. Purely based on the 

comprehensive strength as evaluated by three national rankings as shown in Table 6.1, XJU 

can by no means be included in Category B of the DWC Project. It is the only one that is not 

top 100 in the selected universities aiming for WCUs.  

 

In a broader sense, the other 5 universities in Category B seem to be in a similar situation. 

From the case of XJU, we might gain some insights into why the Chinese government has 

divided the potential WCUs into two categories: Category A with 36 strong universities and 

Category B with 6 relatively less strong universities. The rationale supports research by Zhao 

(2018a) that the making of the DWC Project is best described as a top-down process and a 

product of ‘top-level design’. This top-down approach is discussed in detail in the Discussion 

Chapter (7).  

 

From three major national rankings, it is evident that XJU lags far behind other institutions. 

There must be some particular reasons that the Chinese government wants to include it in 

the project list and make it world-class. 

 

Year 

Ranking 

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Shanghai Ranking Consultancy 189 290 426 308 268 153 

Shulian Wu 132 136 132 139 158 169 

CUAA 98 111 102 107 110 132 

Table 6. 2: National Rankings of XJU 2015-2020, Source from ZJUT (2021) 

 

From the case of XJU, we can see that the university selection of DWC Project - particular 

those in Category B - is not purely based on the strength and competitiveness of institutions, 

but on multiple hidden criteria. This study identifies three reasons for the Chinese government 

to make XJU a member of the Category B of the DWC Project: Firstly, from the perspective of 

economic development, it is due to Xinjiang’s strategic location and its role as an economic 

hub for China to cooperate with eight bordering countries and beyond. Secondly, from a 

socio-cultural perspective, Xinjiang is an autonomous region with huge ethnic minorities, and 

higher education plays an important role for educating, uniting and harmonising peoples. 

Thirdly, from the political perspective, Xinjiang is a subject of heated debate and political 

tensions in international community regarding its human rights. National security, mutual 

understanding from the international community, and tackling pressure from international 

public opinion form an important issue for the Chinese government. Zhao (2018a) also argues 

that the decision to select Xinjiang, Yunnan and Zhengzhou Universities is not a result of 
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inter-provincial competition but is propelled by the national needs for security and stability 

in its border province and equitable development in the less developed central and western 

regions. 

 

6.10.1 Xinjiang’s Strategic Location 

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), is China’s top state-level international cooperation strategy. 

The BRI consists of two major initiatives, which are the Silk Road Economic Belt (on land), and 

the 21
st
 Century Maritime Silk Road (at sea). Xinjiang is the core region in the Silk Road 

Economic Belt. Internally, it links with twelve provinces and municipalities in the Belt. Externally, 

it focuses on jointly building a Eurasian Land Bridge and developing China-Mongolia-Russia, 

China-Central Asia-West Asia and China-Indochina Peninsula economic corridors by taking 

advantage of international transport routes (Yidaiyilu, 2021). That is to say, the Chinese 

government plans to deepen its cooperation with countries in Central Asia, South Asia, and 

West Asia by taking advantage of Xinjiang’s location and its role as an important window to 

the West. The Chinese government has decided to build Xinjiang not only as a transport hub, 

a trade and logistics centre, but also as a culture, science and education centre in the Silk 

Road Economic Belt (Ministry of Commerce, 2015).  

 

For XJU to support the government’s decision to make Xinjiang a culture, science and 

education centre, there is a long way to go. Although it is generally ranked number one in 

the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region (Xinjiang or Xin for short), the comprehensive 

strength of the university is weak compared with the other 41 universities, aiming for WCU 

status, and even many universities for WCDs. A number of measures from the MOE have been 

taken to support the university to be world-class, such as the pairing with national leading 

universities as aforementioned. 

 

6.10.2 Ethnic Harmony and Unity, and National Security 

Located in northwest China, Xinjiang occupies the largest area in all province-level 

administrative regions, covering one sixth of Chinese territory (the Government of Xinjiang, 

2019). Since the founding in 1949, China has been trying to integrate regional development 

of Xinjiang into the national economy, and along with these efforts, the Han (Chinese) 

population in Xinjiang has increased substantially. The central policy is to allow different ethnic 

groups to develop and maintain their own cultural identities. However, the degree of success 

has been interpreted variously as a result of the existence of ethnic tensions (Falkenheim, 

2021).  

 

To alleviate the tensions, to avoid conflicts and to harmonise the relationship, political and 

ideological measures have been firmly established and implemented from the central and 

local governments to local institutions like XJU. Higher education plays an important role in 
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propagandising politics and ideology. As has been discussed in the Findings section, XJU has 

decided to make its Marxist Theory a WCD, and more resources have been put into the 

research of Marxist Theory, and the Community for the Chinese Nation. At institutional level, 

XJU has provided numerous opportunities for students of Han population to interact with 

their ethnic peers. 

 

6.11 Restructuring of Disciplines 

6.11.1 Government as Predominant Force to Shape Chinese Higher Education 

To continue gaining legitimacy from the government, XJU has stressed its close alignment 

with the national strategic and regional development needs. The aim of the restructure of 

disciplines is argued by XJU to serve the strategic needs of the nation and the region: however 

the progress report does not stress the needs of the most important stakeholder, i.e. students. 

Milian et al. (2016) suggest that central planning by government and/or institutional leaders 

can be stymied if it is not sufficiently aligned with the wants of educational consumers. They 

further argue that the American experience and evidence show that students, much more 

than central decision makers, eventually dictate the shape of higher education. However, 

higher education development in China over the last few decades does not fully support their 

findings. In North America, the higher education market is largely driven by market forces, 

and the ‘consumers’ make the final decisions about their studies, but in China, higher 

education is, to a large extent, guided by the government, although students have some room 

for choice. The conclusion here, in the China context, is that central government dictates the 

shape of higher education. Student needs and preferences have not been articulated clearly, 

which appears to contradict the statement by governments and institutions that all activities 

are student-centred.  

 

The DWC Project at XJU is co-funded by central and local government. The huge difference 

in investment in DWC universities between developed eastern regions and underdeveloped 

western regions supports research findings from Zhao (2018a) that the impact of provincial 

governments will become stronger at the implementation stage. Evidence from Tsinghua and 

some elite universities also demonstrate a growing impact from industrial engagement. 

 

6.11.2 Isomorphic Expansion of Marxist Theory Programmes 

The case of XJU supports findings from Song et al. (2021) that a Marxist approach is preferred 

regarding social sciences, therefore Marxism is strengthened in Chinese higher education by 

political power under policies that emphasize ideological management in relation to Marxism 

and socialism. The latest announcement from the MOE (2021d) on undergraduate 

programme adjustments shows that 25 universities have newly added Marxist Theory in their 

programme lists, suggesting that the Chinese government is further strengthening the Marxist 
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ideology in universities and the society as a whole.  

 

6.11.3 Isomorphic Expansion of Postgraduate Programmes 

The increase in doctoral and master programmes and the decrease in undergraduate 

programmes suggest that XJU is deprioritising undergraduate education, by comparison with 

postgraduate education and research. The shift of focus in institutions like XJU produces 

increased homogeneity. The relatively lower ranking universities like XJU have greatly 

expanded postgraduate programmes and research activities in recent years. These tendencies 

toward mimetic isomorphism arise as universities are seeking to promote their status. Steven 

et al. (2012) argue that less prestigious universities are emulating their more prestigious 

counterparts by adopting comprehensive forms and increasing research intensiveness and 

postgraduate programmes. This isomorphism tends eventually to lessen the aggregate 

amount of differentiation in the elite Chinese universities.  

 

6.11.4 Ceremonial Compliance 

The divergence in discipline construction reported in section 5.2 indicates that XJU is, to some 

degree and in some respects, engaged in ceremonial compliance rather than substantive 

change. It might be, in some areas, exercising organisational impression management more 

than deep, substantive change. Meyer and Rowan (1977) identify a similar organisational 

practice known as loose coupling or decoupling. This practice enables universities to alter 

their public facades or formal structures to align with central directives, whilst at the same 

time allowing ground-level actors leeway to use their own discretion to adapt (or not) to 

change and to local circumstances (Milian et al., 2016). 

 

6.11.5 A Collective Model of Building WCUs 

The comprehensive pairing of XJU with 12 leading Chinese universities in a number of 

disciplines shows a strong characteristic of collectivism in national culture, and demonstrates 

mainly two forms of isomorphism: mimetic and normative. Mizruchi and Fein (1999) argue 

that in environments that lack clearly effective and efficient practices, decision makers typically 

mimic peer organizations they perceive to be successful. Following this logic, relatively low-

status institutions like XJU will mimic high-status institutions like Tsinghua and Wuhan, both 

elite partners of XJU. The pairing system facilitates, accelerates and further strengthens the 

mimetic practices in XJU. Normative isomorphism is a product of the distinctive values, beliefs, 

and world views of professionals (Mizruchi and Fein, 1999). The staff members sent from elite 

universities to XJU for a period of working, and the staff members sent from XJU for further 

studies like a PhD or professional development in elite universities, will promote shared norms 

of the elite universities, which will become embodied and enacted in XJU, and later 
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institutionalised and taken for granted.  

 

6.11.6 STEM Disciplines still Emphasised 

This case study of XJU echoes the latest research on DWC Project by Song et al. (2021) stating 

that STEM subjects are given priority for development over other disciplines. In some Chinese 

universities in the DWC Project, it is the case that STEM subjects are prioritised; however, from 

a wider perspective this is not always the case. Of the 137 DWC universities, 25 are neither 

previous Project 211 members nor Project 985 members. The constituents of these 

universities, to some extent, can reflect whether or not the STEM subjects are prioritised. The 

new inclusions are universities focusing on a variety of fields like traditional Chinese medicines 

(TCM), music, drama, sports, etc., which are not STEM subjects. The study will provide a short 

discussion on the newly included members of the project, with the TCM universities as an 

example.  

 

6.12 Mimetic Discontinuation of Adult Education Programmes 

The discontinuation of adult education for academic credentials reflects the mimetic changes 

within XJU following the national leading universities, and also shows the determination of 

XJU to improve the quality and reputation of its degree programmes. Adult education is still 

popular in the Chinese higher education sector as it provides opportunities for adults to 

upgrade their qualifications and skills, and meanwhile generates revenues for universities. For 

those many universities who do not receive funding from central government, this income is 

important for survival. Driven by profits, some universities continuously expand their 

enrolment, having created a buyer’s market. A negative effect is that minimum requirements 

for scores in adult university entrance examination has been continually lowered. Some 

universities neglect teaching quality, and advertisement of ‘degree guaranteed’ is seen in 

some recruitment agents. Under this circumstance, some key national universities have 

stopped this mode of higher education. Universities who stop adult education, might lose 

some revenues, but the benefit is that they may gain more reputation and status for their 

teaching quality. Currently, it is mainly those elite universities who receive a large amount of 

funding from government that have stopped this mode of education. For most Chinese 

universities, adult education is still an important approach to cultivating students and gaining 

revenues, so is likely to exist for a long time to come. 

 

6.13 Mimicking Best Practices from Western Counterparts 

Isomorphic changes take place not only in country-specific systems, but in a wider 

international context. Chinese universities have been mimicking some ‘best practices’ from 

their Western counterparts, and initiated a number of reforms in their undergraduate and 
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postgraduate education. The general mimetic practice starts in national leading universities 

by conducting relatively small-scale pilot projects, if successful, and then spread to more 

universities. For instance, regarding undergraduate education, we have discussed the 

collegiate practices in Tsinghua and a small number of national leading universities, mimicking 

their British counterparts. In the case of XJU, the reform of doctoral programmes is mimicking 

national elite institutions, who have ‘borrowed’ the practices from their Western counterparts. 

 

The new mode of ‘application and evaluation’ at XJU for doctoral programmes is a mimetic 

practice from national elite institutions. Traditionally, Chinese students who want to embark 

on doctoral studies should attend national entrance examinations, and then be admitted 

based on their scores and later interviews. They should normally have a Master’s degree to 

be qualified for the examination. The reform of Chinese higher education allows outstanding 

students with Bachelor’s degrees to directly embark on doctoral programmes. The double 

tracks of examination and application and evaluation can also be seen as an example of ‘with 

Chinese Characteristics’. On the one hand, learning from foreign best practices of application-

evaluation to better integrate into the world’s higher education system; on the other hand, 

retaining its own system of examination in line with its own national conditions.  

 

6.14 Isomorphic Changes in Student Cultivation at XJU 

We have identified a number of mixed forms of isomorphic changes in XJU. Traditionally, 

online teaching and online modules are not encouraged by the MOE and individual 

universities. The case of XJU seems to demonstrate an embracing attitude towards online 

delivery by the MOE and many Chinese universities. The case of XJU also reflects that seeking 

national and international accreditations is growingly popular in Chinese universities. This 

study regards this emerging phenomenon as normative isomorphic change in Chinese 

universities. Regarding education in innovation and entrepreneurship, XJU largely takes a 

mimetic approach, and imitate practices from elite universities. The delivery of modules and 

activities relevant to ideology and politics have been stressed by the university in all process 

of teaching and this can be seen as a coercive change in Chinese universities.  

 

6.15 Coercive and Mimetic Practices in Faculty Development 

As has been stressed, there is no distinct line between the three forms of isomorphism defined 

by DiMaggio and Powell (1983). From the case of XJU, regarding faculty development, we 

have identified some practices that are very different from Western national systems and have 

been termed as ‘with Chinese Characteristics’. Chinese universities weigh socialist values and 

the compliance with the CPC leadership of the faculty much more heavily than their academic 

competencies. We may look at this, which is very different from Western national systems, 

either from a coercive or normative perspective. Another widespread isomorphic change, 

particular in national leading universities, is qualifications or experience from world-class 
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institutions overseas. Universities are competing for young academic with doctorates gained 

from WCUs.  

 

6.16 Significant Weaknesses of XJU 

Research outcomes - emphasised in all major national and international rankings and acting 

as an important indicator of WCUs - are weak in XJU. Although it has made some progress 

in research quality, world-class standard remains out of reach. A challenge for the Chinese 

government is how to make XJU world-class with seriously inadequate funding.  

 

Another important indicator for WCU is the degree of internationalisation. The number and 

quality of international staff and international students at XJU are far below the average of 

leading Chinese universities, most of which are not internationalised compared with ‘real’ 

WCUs in the US and the UK. 

 

Quality management at XJU also lags far behind national leading universities, let alone WCUs. 

A pervasive shortcoming in Chinese universities is the lack of clarification of rights and 

liabilities between the university and individual schools, which is also the case in XJU. Another 

serious problem is faculty evaluation. The university has stressed that evaluation should not 

be solely based on academic qualifications and published papers, but has not come up with 

effective measures.  

 

6.17 Challenges for XJU 

Geography clearly shapes student preferences, and therefore affects the student and faculty 

quality of any university. The gap of development between institutions like XJU in the 

underdeveloped regions and other national leading universities located in the east may grow 

if there is no strong intervention from the government. 

 

With relatively limited resources invested from the central and local governments, and with 

limited revenues gained from the engagement with governments and industries, it will be 

difficult for XJU to retain its position in the national league tables, not to mention becoming 

world-class. The next round of evaluation and adjustment of members is imminent, and 

whether or not XJU can still stay in the list will be interesting.  

 

6.18 Conclusion 

There is a strong political motive for the Chinese government to include XJU in the DWC 

Project due to Xinjiang’s strategic geographic importance. XJU clearly stated its political 

compliance with central and local governments, which is typical in institutional theory from 
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either coercive isomorphism perspective or resource dependence perspective. The 

disciplinary development strategy of XJU is different from that of Tsinghua, and focuses on 

decrease of UG programmes and increase of PG programmes. Marxist education and sense 

of community has been particularly strengthened in this autonomous region for ethnic 

minorities. It is a strong challenge for XJU - which is based in the underdeveloped western 

region - to attract and maintain quality students and faculty. Apart from funding from the 

central and local governments which is crucial for the development of XJU, revenue gained 

from the interaction with local government, industries and enterprises is also essential, 

however the research capacity of XJU is limited and has affected its further engagement with 

stakeholders. Internationalisation at XJU is at a relatively low level. 

 

Having discussed the 2018 progress reports of two universities aiming for world-class status 

in Chapters 4 and 5, we are to examine the 2018 progress reports of WUT, which is aiming 

for a WCD in Materials Science and Engineering, in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 7 CASE STUDY OF WUHAN UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY 

7.1 Introduction 

WUT is an institution selected to build WCDs, as distinct from Tsinghua and XJU which have 

been selected to achieve WCU status. In this chapter, we will examine the 2018 progress 

report of WUT to investigate how the selected discipline has been constructed. Most of this 

chapter focuses on the discussion of the selected discipline of Materials Science and 

Engineering unless specified. Section 6.8 will provide an examination of progress of the 

university as a whole. 

 

FINDINGS 

7.2 Summary of Report 

7.2.1 Annual Objectives and Completion 

The objectives, tasks and details of the DWC Project construction at WUT, prescribed by the 

MOE before implementation, are highly similar to other universities and focus on the 10 

stipulated aspects. Materials Science and Engineering of WUT is the selected discipline aiming 

for world-class status:  

 

In the 4th round of China University Subject Rankings, the Materials Science and Engineering 

of the university is ranked A+. The Materials Science is ranked 91 by ESI globally, moving up 

27 places from last year. (p1) 

 

The evaluation of subjects is organised by China Academic Degrees and Graduate Education 

Development Centre (CDGDC) under the MOE; that cited in the WUT report was conducted 

between 2016 and 2017. The results release the top 70% of all applications from Chinese 

universities, and sort them in 9 grades as below. 

 

A+ 2% (or top 2) B+ 10%-20% C+ 40%-50% 

A 2%-5% B 20%-30% C 50%-60% 

A- 5%-10% B- 30%-40% C- 60%-70% 

Table 7. 1: Classification of China University Subject Rankings, source from CDGDC (2017) 

 

According to the 4
th
 round of evaluation, Materials Science and Engineering of WUT is of the 

highest national level, and top three in China, along with Tsinghua and Beihang Universities.  
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The following is the position of WUT in Materials Science and Engineering globally by ARWU’s 

Global Ranking of Academic Subjects (SRC, 2021d):  

2017 2018 2019 2020 

101-150 101-150 51-75 51-75 

Table 7. 2: WUT’s Materials Science and Engineering in ARWU’s Global Ranking of Academic 

Subjects, 2017-2020 

 

We can see that WUT’s Materials Science and Engineering climbs up quickly in both ESI and 

ARWU rankings, since the implementation of the DWC Project. Ranking between 51-75 

confirms that WUT’s Materials Science and Engineering is approaching world-class status. 

 

The following is WUT’s position in national and global rankings by SRC (2021e). 

National Ranking 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 

44 47 45 52 55 

Global Ranking 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

401-500 401-500 301-400 301-400 301-400 

Table 7. 3: National and Global Rankings of WUT 

 

The position of WUT as a university in the national ranking over the last five years has declined 

slightly, but remains largely stable. The position in global rankings has made noticeable 

progress. This contrast may reflect that more Chinese universities have entered the global 

ranking, reflecting an overall improvement of Chinese universities since the implementation 

of the DWC Project. 

 

In 2018, the university has made significant achievements in the following branches of the 

Materials Science and Engineering subject: 

⚫ Green manufacturing of building materials and strategic emerging building materials 

⚫ Key new materials for advanced weapons and equipment for national defence 

⚫ Highly efficient energy conversion and new materials for energy storage 

⚫ Key materials and technology for optical fibre sensing 

⚫ Key materials and technology for new energy and intelligent automobile 

⚫ Pioneering new materials (p1; p2) 

 

From the perspective of resource dependence, to gain funding and resources from the central 

and local governments, WUT has to link its disciplinary development closely with national and 

regional needs. The development in these subject areas at WUT is closely in line with national 

polices on accelerating the cultivation and development of strategic emerging industries. In 

2010, the central government identified seven industries as national strategic emerging 

industries: energy conservation and environmental protection; next-generation information 

technology; bioindustry; high-end equipment manufacturing; new energy; new materials; and 

new energy vehicles (State Coucil, 2010). In 2018, the MOE stresses that universities should 

dynamically adjust their disciplines and actively deploy resources towards strategic emerging 

industries and urgent well-being related disciplines such as integrated circuits, artificial 
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intelligence, big data, cloud computing, cyberspace security, elderly care, and paediatrics 

(MOE, 2018a).  

 

In 2018, the university won 2 national science and technology achievement awards, and 

produced 21 ESI highly-cited papers. (p2) 

 

The awards and highly-cited papers are from the pioneering materials area. It is evident that 

WCD construction at WUT makes a major contribution to the high-quality scientific output of 

the university. 

 

The university continues its reforms in student cultivation regarding its system, mechanism 

and mode, by piloting at its International School of Materials Science and Engineering. The 

pioneering practice has been recognised by the MOE and awarded the Second Prize of 

National Teaching Achievement. (p2) 

 

The International School of Materials Science and Engineering at WUT is established and co-

funded by the State Administration for Foreign Experts Affairs (SAFEA) and the MOE in 2015. 

In 2014 and 2015, 13 national leading universities - all members of the current DWC Project 

- were selected as members of the Project for Boosting Model Internationalised Colleges. The 

project supports participant universities to introduce foreign experts to act as academic Deans, 

teaching and research leaders, and to form an organic team of foreign experts. Working with 

Chinese teams, they are responsible for the teaching, research and management of the 

colleges. The role of Dean should be full-time, to be undertaken by foreign experts with high 

academic attainments and rich management experience, with a minimum three-year term of 

office. Foreign experts should have management experience, or have been subject leaders or 

well-known academics (Peking University, 2016). 

 

The project is an exploration on higher education curriculum, pedagogy, and administration. 

By introducing high-profile foreign experts, faculty in Chinese universities can learn 

international best practices from their foreign peers. By collaboration, foreign and domestic 

faculty jointly conduct teaching and research. This mode of collaboration is innovative in 

propelling modern Chinese higher education towards a situation where they are ‘World-class 

with Chinese Characteristics’. Currently, it is small-scale pilot in 13 leading universities, and 

the cost and effect have not been fully evaluated. It is envisaged that this mode of education 

will be expanded in the near future. 

 

The introduction of foreign talents provides essential support for creating WCUs and WCDs. 

The Project for Boosting Model Internationalised Colleges is part of the nation’s wider foreign 

talent introduction platform, consisting a series of projects to attract foreign talents. For 

instance, the 111 Project, also called the Programme of Introducing Talents of Discipline to 

Universities, commencing in 2006 and co-funded by the SAFEA and MOE, aims to build 

around 100 world-class disciplinary innovation bases by introducing around 1000 well-known 

foreign experts from world’s top 100 universities (State Coucil, 2006). China supports a 

number of similar programmes such as the Belt and Road Talent Introduction Programme to 
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promote international collaboration between Chinese universities and universities in countries 

participating in the national strategic initiative of Belt and Road.  

 

Being Pulled by the construction of WCD, the competitiveness of the university has been 

further strengthened. In 2018, the university was ranked 301-400 globally, and 24-35 in 

mainland China by ARWU. The university also entered the global rankings by THE and US 

News. International reputation and influence have been further boosted. In the 4th national 

subject evaluation, 1 subject enters level A+, and 4 subjects enters level B, a much better 

improvement than the 3rd evaluation. Materials Science, Chemistry, and Engineering come to 

the top 1% by ESI, respectively taking the places of 91st, 213th and 347th globally, moving up 

27, 35 and 64 places. (p2) 

 

With the implementation of a series of innovative practices, WUT continues to move up in 

global rankings. Driven by the WCD construction, other disciplines like chemistry and 

engineering also perform better. Chinese universities regard this as model effect and synergy 

between disciplines. Synergy is an important term in Chinese higher education, and it takes 

place not only between disciplines, but within government-industry-university-research 

collaborations. 

 

7.2.2 Funding and Usage 

Guided by the relevant governmental policy papers on funding and project application, the 

university has formed budgeting and project plans and implemented them strictly. Funding 

allocated for the DWC Project is mainly used on new laboratories and innovation park. (p2; 

p3) 

 

Both Tsinghua and XJU did not provide funding and usage information in their 2018 progress 

reports. The information provided by WUT is also very general. To implement the DWC Project 

effectively and efficiently, it is important to ensure that project funding should be used 

properly. Although we have not had an account of funding and usage from the 2018 progress 

reports, we have managed to retrieve the 2016-2019 budgeting information of the three 

universities via their official websites. This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7. 

 

7.3 Student Cultivation and Quality 

Regarding student cultivation of the Materials Science and Engineering, the university has 

reported four aspects, which are undergraduate education, postgraduate education, 

innovation and entrepreneurship education, and achievement of student cultivation. 
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7.3.1 Undergraduate Education 

The university has applied for and gained three national accreditations in materials 

engineering. The university has been approved of a National Emerging Engineering 

Programme in the Exploration and Practice of Triad Synergetic Cultivation Model in the 

Materials Subject. The university has completed two national exemplary online modules and 

5 Sino-foreign collaborative modules. The university has built three virtual simulation 

platforms. The university has built three practice bases in the UK by working with the 

University of Wales Trinity Saint David. (p3) 

 

The DWC members have been actively seeking national accreditations as evidenced by both 

WUT and XJU. On the one hand, national accreditations promote the standard of university 

operations in and improve the influence and reputation of the accredited programmes, and 

increase the value of qualifications; achievement of accreditations also assures the quality of 

degrees appropriate for the future careers of staff and students and helps with their mobility 

(P. R. Newswire, 2017); on the other hand, in the meantime, they promote a certain degree 

of professional isomorphism among Chinese universities.  

 

China is investing more funding in the emerging engineering subjects. From 2017 to 2020, 

the MOE issued a series of policy papers to guide the implementation of emerging 

engineering subjects in universities. WUT’s emerging engineering programme is one of the 

612 programmes approved by the MOE in March 2018. According to the MOE, the emerging 

engineering programmes aim to actively respond to the new round of scientific and 

technological revolution and industrial transformation, featuring new technology, new 

industry, new forms, and new modes. Emerging engineering should satisfy the needs to: 

implement a series of major national strategies; transform and upgrade industries; and 

promote the nation’s hard power and national competitiveness. The emerging engineering 

programmes should explore disciplinary research between engineering, and science, 

medicine, agriculture and humanities. China is to establish a number of modern industry 

colleges and future technology colleges (MOE, 2018e).  

 

The International School of Materials Science and Engineering has improved its mechanism 

for decision-making, communication, faculty development and student cultivation. The 

school has attracted a number of national and international renowned scientists and 

professors. (p3) 

 

A number of benefits have been identified with foreign experts joining forces on a long-term 

full-time basis. Firstly, academic competitiveness of the discipline of materials science and 

engineering has been strengthened. Secondly, international best practices in administration, 

teaching and research can be exercised in the college and promoted university-wide. Thirdly, 

the discipline and the university as a whole have increased international visibility. Lastly, it 

creates a more internationalised campus culture promoting strong cross-cultural awareness, 

understanding and communication. 
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The university is actively exploring a multi-faceted synergetic cultivation mechanism for the 

construction of Materials Science subjects, like science-education synergy, industry synergy, 

and international synergy. The university is constructing 5 cultivation platforms, which are 

multi-dimensional curriculum, disciplinary innovation, industry synergy, international 

collaboration, and diversified faculty. The experiment has been recognised by the MOE and 

thus received a national teaching award. (p4) 

 

The multi-dimensional synergy mechanism reflects both WUT’s innovative methods in 

disciplinary development and its compliance with national policies, which can be seen as 

practices of the ‘top-down approach’ at institutional level. Regarding science-education 

synergy, at central government level, Jinping Xi delivered an important speech at the 18
th
 

Conference of Academicians of CAS and CAE in May 2018, stressing the importance of 

scientific and technological innovation and quality development of higher education. At 

ministerial level, as a quick response to Jinping Xi’s speech, in June 2018, an agreement on 

synergetic collaboration was signed by MOST and MOE. At institutional level, this policy on 

science-education synergy was implemented and would have affected the way universities 

conduct basic and applied research, knowledge transfer and classification and evaluation of 

personnel (MOE, 2018d).  

 

‘Industry synergy’ or ‘university-industry synergetic collaboration’ at WUT is also a practice of 

the ‘top-down approach’. To implement the ‘State Council’s Guidelines on Deepening the 

Reform of Innovation and Entrepreneurship Education’ issued in 2015, the MOE has issued a 

number of policies and coordinated and funded a number of educational projects between 

universities and enterprises, covering the fields of innovation and entrepreneurship education, 

teaching content and curriculum, faculty development, and facility construction. A number of 

international companies such as Google, Alibaba, and Tencent, and DWC members such as 

Tsinghua, Peking and WUT have participated in the collaboration (MOE, 2016). 

 

‘International synergy’ appears to be a term coined by WUT, as we have not seen such 

expression in national and institutional policy documents yet. WUT did not provide more 

details of this term in the 2018 progress report, and we might regard it as the synergy 

achieved via international collaboration. WUT focuses on the building of joint laboratories in 

the frontier areas of their teams. These high-quality laboratories can provide students with 

high-quality resources from world-class collaborators, which is overlapping with Section 6.3.2.  

7.3.2 Postgraduate Education 

The university has carried out a series of reform in postgraduate education. The measures 

cover the admission mode (1+N) of Master’s programmes, team-based cultivation mode of 

professional Master’s programmes, and pre-defence arrangement for doctoral students. (p4) 

 

A case of postgraduate education reform is the collaboration between WUT and University of 

Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) in the UK. Traditionally, students need 2-3 years to 

complete Master’s studies in China. The collaboration between WUT and UWTSD offers a ‘232 



92 

 

mode’, which means 2 campuses, 3 stages, and 2 degrees. Students study in WUT for one 

year, then move to UWTSD for another year to finish Master’s programmes and earn a 

Master’s degree from UWTSD; finally they come back to China to continue study, and earn a 

Master’s degree from WUT (WUT, 2021b). This mode allows students to earn two Master’s 

degrees in three years. 

 

A noticable practice of WUT in postgraduate education is that it initiates a unique mode of 

team-based postgraduate education in Chinese higher education: 

  

WUT is piloting a new mode of team-based postgraduate education based on its synegetic 

innovation team of Highly Efficient Energy Conversion and New Materials for Energy Storage, 

which is a part of the DWC Project at WUT. Over the last 5 years, the team has gradauted 105 

students, and published over 160 SCI papers, including the Nature, having been cited for over 

6,000 times. 45% of masters students pursue their doctorates in WCUs like Harvard and Oxford. 

40% of PhD graduates are working overseas in famous universities. The unique mode of 

postgraduate cultivation has received a broad coverage by national media like the People’s 

Daily, and Guangming Daily (p4). 

 

Based on high-quality research platforms such as international joint laboratories, and 

beneficial from stable long-term relations with world-class universities and research institutes, 

WUT enjoys an opportunity to send a selected number of postgraduate students to overseas 

partners for joint supervision, invite world-class professors for academic exchanges, and 

undertake high-level academic conferences, which has greatly promoted students’ academic 

competencies and their international vision (China Education Daily, 2019). 

 

7.3.3 Innovation and Entrepreneurship Education 

The WUT progress report outlines a clear pyramid model for innovation and entrepreneurship 

education to promote the cultivation of top-level innovative talents: (p4) 

 

 
Figure 7. 1: Pyramid Model for Innovation and Entrepreneurship Education at WUT 

 

This mode of innovation and entrepreneurship education has proved to be effective, 

evidenced by ‘Students has won 23 awards in national-level contests, a 43.7% increase on last 

year’ (p5). Innovation and entrepreneurship education at WUT and the other two case 
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universities has been an institutional response to national policy papers such as Basic 

Teaching Requirements of Entrepreneurship Education in Universities (provisional) issued in 

2012 by the MOE (MOE, 2012). The implementation of these policies at HEIs has brought 

much isomorphism in in-class activities, extracurricular activities and social practice, the 

effectiveness of which has been solely evaluated by various national-level contests. 

 

7.3.4 Achievement of Student Cultivation 

In 2018, the discipline has 2,931 undergraduates, and 2,137 postgraduates (525 doctoral 

students). The employment rate of undergraduate students is 96.77%, and postgraduates 

98.32%, with a high proportion in strategic emerging industries like new energy, new materials, 

and information (p5).  

 

The ratio of postgraduate to undergraduate of the discipline is much higher than the 

university’s average, showing a stronger research orientation of the discipline than other 

disciplines in WUT. The 2018 WUT Graduate Employment Quality Report showed that both 

undergraduate and postgraduate employment rates were higher than the university’s average 

(WUT, 2018a).  

 

7.4 Faculty Development 

The university has further invested in disciplinary leaders and academic backbones, and newly 

recruited 4 strategic scientists in materials science, 1 academician of World Ceramic Society, 

1 academician of the Academy of Europe, and three national-level professionals. The 

university focuses on promoting faculty’s capacity in internationalisation, and practice and 

innovation. (p5) 

 

With high-quality faculty members joining in the discipline, the disciplinary competitiveness 

has been further strengthened. In the survey conducted among the 2018 graduates, the three 

main aspects that graduates thought WUT should further improve are: practice and internship; 

innovation capacity; and career planning (WUT, 2018a). Students’ voice has been reflected in 

the faculty development plan. 

 

7.5 Research and Social Services 

For the materials discipline, the university received a total funding of 216 million Yuan, a 30% 

increase than last year. The materials discipline won some national and provincial awards for 

technical inventions, published 805 SCI papers and 21 highly cited ESI papers, and obtained 

152 patents. (p6) 
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In the materials discipline, quality research and quality faculty and students have mutually 

promoted each other, forming a virtuous circle. Quality research has brought more funds 

from government and industry, whist quality students and researchers have been attracted 

by the discipline and produced more quality papers and research outcomes.  

 

7.6 Inheritance and Innovation in Fine Culture 

Surrounding the basic task of fostering virtue through education, and incorporating the core 

socialist values into the whole process of talent cultivation, the materials discipline has 

organised various cultural activities. (p9) 

 

‘The inheritance and innovation in fine culture’ has been stipulated in national and institutional 

policies regarding the DWC Project, which shows the importance attached by the government; 

however, there is a lack of definition of this ‘fine culture’ and of the way to promote it among 

the DWC members. As the inadequacy of direction and guidance, WUT did not provide much 

information regarding this aspect.  

 

7.7 International Collaboration and Exchange 

Regarding international collaboration and exchange of the materials discipline, it focused on 

three aspects: international research collaboration and academic exchange; 

internationalisation of Chinses students; and international students. 

 

The discipline newly added an Innovation and Intelligence Base in Environment-friendly 

Building Materials under the umbrella of 111 Project. Currently the university has 11 joint 

laboratories by working with WCUs like University of Michigan and University of California-

Davies. In 2018, the materials discipline gained funds of 15.6 million Yuan for 6 new 

international collaborative programmes. The university hosted or organised 13 international 

conferences, among which the Micro-nano Functional Materials International Conference was 

co-hosted by WUT and Cambridge University, exerting an important and far-reaching impact 

for the solution of important issues and new direction in the field of micro-nano functional 

materials. (p9) 

 

The joint laboratories between WUT and world-class institutions have played a key role in the 

disciplinary development. WUT and its students have benefited from the joint laboratories in 

many ways such as increased international reputation and visibility; attraction to quality staff 

and students; and government and industry contracts. 

 

Regarding the cultivation of internationalised domestic students, the materials discipline 

newly recruited 13 foreign researchers and guest professors to deliver modules or lectures. In 

2018, the International School of Materials Science and Engineering signed long-term or 
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short-term collaboration agreements with WCUs like Monash University in Australia, Queen 

Mary University in the UK, and Massachusetts Institute of Technology in the US. The materials 

discipline sent 81 students to top universities like Harvard, Cambridge and Tokyo, among 

whom 5 are for doctoral studies, and 7 are for Master’s studies. (p9) 

 

As a discipline of materials science of the national highest level, it works mainly with WCUs. A 

selected number of quality students enjoy the opportunity to receive further education in 

world-class partners, which benefits all parties.  

 

Regarding the cultivation of international students, the materials discipline recruited 21 

international students, among who 10 are for doctoral studies, 10 for Master’s studies and 1 

for undergraduate study. The discipline also received 16 international students for short-term 

exchange. International postgraduate students published 20 high-quality academic papers, 

1.25 papers per student. (p10) 

 

Although the number of international students of this discipline is small, the quality is high as 

all students are receiving degree programmes, particularly higher degree programmes. 

Quality postgraduate students, by publishing quality academic papers, have contributed to 

the research quality of this discipline. 

 

7.8 The Overall Performance of the University as a Whole 

Driven by the model effect of WCD construction, the university has comprehensively boosted 

its disciplines in an overall manner. The WCD construction has demonstrated the university’s 

characteristics and exemplified a new model for disciplinary construction. The university has 

comprehensively enhanced its capabilities in student cultivation, scientific and technological 

innovation, social services, cultural inheritance and innovation, and international collaboration 

and exchange. (p10) 

 

The overall development strategy of WUT is distinct from the two case universities aiming for 

WCU status. A number of institutional changes (often termed as ‘reform’ or ‘innovation’ in 

Chinese HE context) were firstly initiated by the discipline of materials science and engineering; 

best practices were identified and spread university-wide. During this process, mimetic and 

professional isomorphic changes took place, such as the promotion of synergetic innovation 

teams in other disciplines. 

 

7.8.1 Student Cultivation and Quality 

Institutional changes in student cultivation focused on strategic emerging industries: 

 

The university established the School for Advanced Manufacturing and Informatisation to 
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serve the development of strategic emerging industries like advanced manufacturing and 

artificial intelligence. The university has been approved three Emerging Engineering 

Programmes of Data Science and Big Data Technology, Intelligent Manufacturing Engineering, 

and Artificial Intelligence by the MOE. Based on the three Emerging Engineering Programmes 

and 24 Synergetic Cultivation Programmes for Integration between Industry and Education 

under the MOE, the university is pushing forward with the transformation and upgrading of 

both piloting Excellence Programmes and traditional disciplines (p10). 

 

The Chinese government, in recent years, has attached increasing importance to emerging 

industries and has deployed huge resources in its higher education sector, such as the 

Emerging Engineering Programmes in many of its universities. The MOE has issued a series 

of policy papers to ensure its implementation (MOE, 2018e, MOE, 2017b, MOE, 2017a, MOE, 

2018b). The rationale for implementing the Emerging Engineering Programmes is to support 

the nation’s major strategies such as the innovation-driven development, the Belt and Road 

Initiative, Made in China Initiative, and Internet Plus (MOE, 2019). 

 

The university is vigorously promoting online modules. Over 600 online modules for 

undergraduate education are in production. Over 130 modules are delivered online via 

platforms like MOOC or SPOC, with 10 modules accredited by the MOE as national-level high 

quality modules, and 3 modules accredited by the Provincial Government as provincial-level 

high quality modules. The university is promoting pedagogy reform, and has selected 192 

classes for mixed method of online and offline teaching, and similar-style teaching (p10).  

 

The development of online modules reflects WUT’s conformity with the MOE’s instruction to 

promote the application and management of online modules. In 2015, the MOE issued a 

policy paper on online module construction, stipulating seven major tasks for universities: the 

construction of a number of MOOC modules; the accreditation of a number of national-level 

quality online modules; the construction of some public service platforms for online modules; 

promotion of the extensive application of online modules, particularly in western China; the 

import and export of online modules; training for teachers and technicians; and recognition 

of credits for online modules (MOE, 2015). It is envisaged that the nation will further 

strengthen its online module construction to provide more learning resources for students, 

particular those in the underdeveloped western regions. 

 

7.8.2 Faculty Development 

The university has various schemes for attracting quality faculty at national level, provincial 

level, and university strategic level: 

 

The research funds in 2018 total 860 million Yuan, a significant increase of 13.16% than last 

year. The research project, entitled Aesthetic Design Technique for Cruise Ships supported by 

multi-disciplines in art and design, shipbuilding and oceanography engineering, and 

materials science and engineering, was approved by the Ministry of Industry and Information 
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Technology as national major project, and gained research funds of 129 million Yuan. (p11) 

 

The university established the Knowledge Transfer Centre, creating a synergetic platform for 

knowledge transfer both on campus and between the university and local governments. The 

amount of research funding and the number of patents increased noticeably. (p12) 

 

Considerable progress has been made by the university to serve local economic and social 

development. The university is actively seeking to link up with the strategic development of 

Wuhan, the capital city of the province, and jointly develop the economic innovation circle of 

WUT.  

 

7.8.3 Inheritance and Innovation in Fine Culture 

Regarding cultural inheritance and innovation, a noticeable practice is that the Heritage 

Centre of Han Drama, a state-level non-material cultural heritage based at the university was 

selected as one of the nation’s first batch of bases for the inheritance of fine traditional 

Chinese culture. (p12) 

 

Inheritance and innovation in traditional culture has been regarded as an important task of 

the DWC Project. In 2018, the MOE published a policy paper titled Notice to Construct 

Inheritance Centres for Fine Traditional Chinese Culture, planning to establish around 100 

such centres nationwide by 2020 to further explore the value and stimulate the vitality of fine 

traditional Chinese culture, and to further enhance cultural awareness and confidence (MOE, 

2018c).  

 

7.8.4 International Collaboration and Exchange 

Different from the disciplinary development strategy of materials science and engineering, 

which focuses on joint laboratories with WCUs, the university as a whole works extensively 

with both well-known and little-known international universities: 

 

The MOE has approved a joint college by WUT and Aix-Marseille University, a French 

university. The college is a non-independent legal entity for Sino-Foreign collaboration based 

in Wuhan with student number capped at 1,200. The university signed new collaboration 

agreement with 24 foreign universities including University of California-Irvine. The university 

further strengthened its collaboration with the University of Wale Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) 

in the UK, and established WUT Overseas Practice Base, Talent Training Centre of Materials 

Science and Engineering, Research Centre of Oriental Art and Cultural Innovation, and 

Research Centre on Emergency Management. WUT and UWTSD jointly developed a new 

“3+1+1” mode of combining undergraduate and postgraduate studies, and sent 225 students 

to UWTSD. (p13) 
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Mainly based on the joint training programmes with Birmingham University in the UK and 

Monash University in Australia, and three Sino-foreign collaborative programmes approved 

by the MOE, the university sent 345 students overseas for further studies. In 2018, the number 

of Chinese students for academic exchange and summer school programmes in foreign 

countries reached to nearly 900. The university recruited 1,717 international students, among 

whom 1352 are for degree programmes (339 doctoral students; 442 masters students) (p13). 

 

In Chinese universities, there are two major forms of Sino-foreign higher education 

collaboration, which are institution (dependent or independent) and programmes. WUT has 

both forms of collaboration. This study finds that WUT takes a clear path of ‘walking on two 

legs’ (i.e., in a balanced manner) for its internationalisation strategy. On one hand, it works 

with WCUs like Harvard and Cambridge to conduct high-quality research. This is of high 

importance to the university, however the number of staff and students participating in this 

kind of collaboration is limited. On the other hand, it works extensively with relatively little-

known universities like UWTSD in the UK, offering a large number of students with various 

degree programmes. This, to a considerable extent, promotes the degree of 

internationalisation of the university, which meets the national call for higher education 

internationalisation and promote the position in the global rankings. 

 

7.9 Institutional Mechanism Development 

The success of the implementation of the DWC Project at WUT has been recognised by the 

MOE, and its best practices have been promoted nation-wide by the MOE – ‘the construction 

mode at WUT is the only exemplary case promoted by the MOE to other DWC universities’ 

(p14). The success can be summarised as four innovations in thinking, mode, mechanism and 

evaluation criteria (WUT, 2018b), which will be discussed in Section 6.11.  

 

7.9. 1 Leadership and Management of the DWC Project at WUT 

As a public university, WUT must exercise the dual leadership system of university president 

and CPC secretary. The three-level management system of the DWC Project at WUT has been 

clearly stated and well exercised. WUT is distinct in the DWC Project as it has established and 

given full play to three boards of directors:  

 

WUT sticks to and continues to improve the president’s responsibility system under the 

leadership of CPC, and the University Party Committee’s principal responsibility for ensuring 

full and strict governance over the Party (p14). For the WCD construction, the university 

implements a three-level management system, i.e., steering group of disciplinary construction, 

chief expert of the discipline, and chief project expert of the disciplinary field. The steering 

group is responsible for important issues of the DWC Project at WUT, like construction plan, 
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and reform system. The discipline chief expert is responsible for the overall planning and 

direction of the DWC Project, and the selection of chief project expert and the compile of the 

DWC Project plan. The chief project expert is responsible is responsible for the selection of 

team members, and the implementation (p14). 

 

The university allows full play to the three Boards of Directors in major industries including 

building materials, transportation, and automobile, and further improves the government-

industry-university-research collaboration (p14). These boards are very distinct in the DWC 

members and provide a featured government-industry-university-research collaboration 

model: 

 

The role of three boards for major industries of building materials, transportation, and 

automobile is a highlight of the government-industry-university-research collaboration at 

WUT. The Board of Building Materials and Construction Industry was established as early as 

1993. Senior officials from the State Construction Materials Industry Administration serve as 

the chairman and senior adviser of the board. Senior members of the board also include 

senior managers of WUT, renowned academics, and senior managers of large-scale 

enterprises and research institutes. There are over 60 members, including large corporations, 

industry associations, and research institutes across the nation. The collaboration effectively 

connects the university with society, by building a win-win mechanism of ‘two-way service, 

two-way involvement, reciprocity and mutual benefit, and common development’. The board 

has promoted the rapid development of the university and industry, by driving the 

interactions between enterprises, university and research institutes (WUT, 2021a). 

 

WUT Board of Transportation Industry was established in 2001, consisting of the State 

transport authorities, related enterprises, and WUT. The board structure is similar as the Board 

of Building Materials and Construction Industry, and comprised of chairman, vice presidents, 

executive directors, and directors. There are over 50 members, among which five companies 

are top 100 in China, and the win-win principle is also similar (WUT, 2021a).  

 

WUT Board of Automobile Industry was formed in 1988 and consists of 68 members including 

the Hubei Provincial Government, Wuhan Municipal Government, and a number of large 

automobile companies. Based on a similar win-win principle, the board has actively played 

the role of bridging the university with the automobile industry and related enterprises. The 

board has made an important contribution to the development of disciplines such as 

automobile, mechanical and electrical engineering, information and management (WUT, 

2021c). 

 

Industry-university collaboration at WUT has been ahead of national educational policy on 

industry-university collaboration for many years. The two guiding policy papers from the 

central government on the integration of education with industry and university-industry 

collaboration are Implementation Guidelines on Deepening the Reform of Innovation and 

Entrepreneurship Education in Higher Education Institutions issued in 2015 (State Coucil, 

2015), and Guidelines on the Integration Between Education and Industry issued in 2017 
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(State Coucil, 2017). WUT has gained advantages and much experience in the government-

industry-university-research collaboration as a forerunner, by giving the full play to the three 

boards for major industries.  

 

A new mode in university-industry collaboration emerges at WUT and some DWC members. 

In November 2020, The Shaoguan Institute of WUT was inaugurated in Shaoguan City, 

Guangdong Province. The establishment of the institute aims to benefit WUT with scientific 

innovation and knowledge transfer, and boost the quality of inland river port and navigation 

industry in Guangdong Province (People's Daily, 2020). Traditionally, only the most 

competitive universities like Tsinghua have the competencies to work with local governments 

beyond their locality. We have discussed the extensive collaboration between Tsinghua and 

local governments in the Tsinghua case. A latest move in national leading universities is that 

they walk out the cities they are based in and work with local governments within or outside 

their provinces. We have more discussions in the next chapter on this mode of university-

industry collaboration. 

 

7.9.2 Evaluation Mechanism 

The university has introduced the WUT Plan for Synergetic Innovation Team Management 

under the DWC Project, and implemented a system of annual evaluation based on stated task 

completion and indicative outcomes, and dynamic investment and mid-term knockout. The 

accompanying personnel regulations clearly stipulated the decision power of chief project 

expert on technical path, personnel introduction and evaluation, funding usage, and 

established a flow mechanism for team members (p14). 

 

7.10 Existing Problems and Measures for Improvements 

7.10.1 Existing Problems 

The university identified two major problems in its 2018 annual progress report: 

 

The first problem is that ‘the cross-disciplinary research at WUT between materials science 

and engineering, and chemistry, physics, information and mechanical engineering is at early 

stage. The discipline is insufficient in synergy to conduct high level research to tackle key 

issues in key disciplinary areas, and in producing jointly cultivated top talents (p15)’. The 

second problem is that ‘the indicative research outcomes of the discipline are insufficient. 

Regarding faculty development, the number of state-level talents is relatively low. Regarding 

social services, the degree of knowledge transfer in major key technologies to support the 

transformation and upgrading of building materials industry, and strategic emerging 

industries, need to be heightened (p15)’. 
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WUT has only one selected discipline, whist it has a number of nationally strong disciplines. 

SRC (2021e) views WUT as ‘nationally leading in materials and shipping disciplines, a talent 

cradle of building materials and transportation industry’. Besides materials science and 

engineering, WUT is also strong in shipbuilding and oceanography engineering; 

transportation engineering; design science; mechanical engineering; civil engineering; 

information and communication engineering; and public administration. How to balance the 

development of the selected discipline and other disciplines forms a significant challenge for 

WUT. The number of quality faculty, particular those at national level, has been stated as 

‘insufficient’ by WUT. There might be ‘war’ for talent between the DWC members and non-

DWC universities, which has posed a challenge for the next stage of the DWC Project. 

 

7.10.2 Measures for Improvement 

The integration of the selected discipline of the DWC Project and other disciplines within the 

university is the major measure for improvement: 

 

The university is pushing forward with deeper integration between disciplines.  

Based on the experience of the 3 piloting synergetic innovation teams, the university is to 

promote such new mode of ‘disciplinary integration + synergetic innovation team’ in the 

whole discipline of materials science and engineering in 2019 (p15). 

 

Focusing on key issues and technologies in key areas in emerging cross-disciplines, and 

guided by the major development needs of the building materials industry and emerging 

materials industry, the university strives to make major breakthroughs. The discipline aims to 

have 1-2 academicians and 6-8 state-level top talents in its faculty (p16). 

 

The cross-disciplinary development or the integration tends to promote the balance of 

development between the selected discipline and other disciplines, and drive the 

development of other disciplines. 

 

DISCUSSION OF THE WUT CASE 

Although the 2018 annual progress report reflects an early stage of the DWC Project at WUT, 

the implementation can be regarded as a success. Firstly, the practice at WUT has been 

endorsed by the MOE; it is the only university in the DWC Project that is set as an exemplar 

and introduced to the public. Secondly, the results of national subject assessment, and the 

performance in the ESI, have also confirmed the top 3 position and international leading 

position of its Material Science and Engineering. Thirdly, global rankings like ARWU, THE and 

the US News also show the remarkable improvement in the position of the university. 
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7.11 Institutional Changes Leading to WUT’s Success in DWC Project Implementation 

This study finds some major reasons for the success of its Material Science and Engineering, 

and the improvement of WUT’s overall performance. These reasons have been reflected in a 

series of institutional changes, some of which have been identified as best practices by the 

MOE and promoted among the DWC members (WUT, 2018b). We summarise them as below: 

 

Firstly, the strategic planning was explained in a clear and practical way - the overall 

development of the university has been driven by the DWC Project; directed by the strategic 

needs of three key industries; and ensured by sufficient resources.  

 

Secondly, the synergetic innovation teams were a new effective form of organisational unit 

within the university. A number of synergetic innovation teams were created spanning various 

colleges and research institutes. These teams highlighted the integration of multi-disciplines 

and were driven by strong and featured disciplines. Three forms of synergies were promoted 

by the university, which are science-education synergy, industry synergy, and international 

synergy, focusing on the collaboration with world-class universities and research institutes, 

and large-scale enterprises.  

 

Thirdly, regarding personnel management, the chief expert responsibility system was clearly 

defined and exercised. The three-level management system was clearly defined, with 

discipline chief expert responsible for the overall planning and direction of the DWC Project. 

Regarding postgraduate education, a joint supervision system was formed, and a new model 

of joint training was established by working with some WCUs. 

 

Lastly, the evaluation system was revisited and updated. At WUT, the DWC Project was divided 

into sub-projects with three levels of importance. The performance measurement criteria 

were differentiated according to disciplinary nature (science and engineering; or humanities 

and social sciences). The evaluation criteria started to be based on completion of objectives 

and indicative outcomes. Based on annual evaluation, funding and level of importance should 

be dynamically adjusted. 

 

7.12 Synergies from National and International Research Networks 

Wagner (2018) points out that there are two modes for understanding science, existing in 

parallel. Mode 1 is academic and disciplinary science, identified as traditional knowledge 

generated within a specific disciplinary, cognitive and primarily academic context. Mode 2 is 

knowledge generated outside academic institutions in broader, trans-disciplinary social and 

economic contexts, often to meet a specific need or goal. Much more science is being done 

according to the Mode 2 model than Mode 1. Knowledge produced in Mode 2 could be 

characterized as “trans-disciplinarity” or outside of the disciplinary structure that exists within 

academe. Mode 2 processes creates knowledge by using a complex network of linkages 
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drawn from wherever knowledge could be useful. The practice at WUT proves the growing 

popularity of Mode 2 knowledge production in Chinese universities. 

 

National systems supporting national and international cooperation in science varies. Wagner 

(2018) argues that a wide range of organisations support and fund national and international 

cooperation, including governmental agencies; non-governmental scientific and professional 

membership societies; academies of science, engineering and/or medicine; and philanthropic 

groups. In the three cases, it is mainly the central government and its agencies, and local 

governments that support national and international cooperation. Various governmental 

funding sources are available for attracting high-level talents. Under the umbrella of the DWC 

Project, the university receives numerous types of national and provincial/ministerial funding 

to attract high-level talents and ensure that activities can be conducted with high quality.  

 

The team-mode postgraduate education in the Materials Science and Engineering discipline 

demonstrates a unique ecosystem for a synergetic approach to international and national 

networks. High-level academics supervise talented postgraduates on their research in a 

favourable research environment, and high-quality papers are produced. Students are 

provided with opportunities for doctoral studies at world’s finest institutions as a result of the 

high reputation being enjoyed by the discipline; high-quality research outcomes produced 

by faculty and students; and the extensive international network of the discipline. Doctoral 

students, whilst they are studying in world’s top universities or working after they earn their 

doctorates in usually world-renowned universities, expand the influence of WUT. A virtuous 

circle is thus established, promoting and strengthening the international and national 

networks. 

 

7.13 Isomorphism in DWC Project Implementation at WUT 

The isomorphic changes having taken place in WUT are mainly caused by coercive pressures 

from the government. Zhao and You (2019) argue that demand of the state to employ specific 

structures or practices are prototypical examples of coercive pressures. Greenwood et al. 

(2017) argue that these coercive pressures are not only ‘by fiat’ but also heavily associated 

with ‘resource dependence’. To gain critical resources from the Chinese government, WUT 

has to adopt similar structures and practices, which have been identified and discussed as 

follows. 

 

University activities at WUT have to satisfy the strategic needs of central and local 

governments. WUT has linked its education and research closely with strategic emerging 

industries such as green manufacturing of building materials, advanced manufacturing, and 

artificial intelligence; and with the strategic development of Wuhan City where it is based in. 

This can be viewed from the perspective of coercive isomorphism or resource dependence. 

 

Some isomorphic practices at WUT can be viewed as coercive or normative. In undergraduate 

and postgraduate education, WUT sought accreditations from professional bodies and 
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actively provided online modules to students. ‘Science-education synergy’ and ‘university-

industry synergy’ have been practiced at WUT as a response to central policy. Innovation and 

entrepreneurship education is also isomorphic among the DWC members. WUT also stressed 

the moral and ethical aspect of their faculty. Regarding research, WUT used its positions in 

some major rankings as an indicator, and stressed its connections with national strategic 

needs. Regarding innovation and inheritance of fine culture, one thing in common among 

the case universities is that they all emphasised socialist core value. WUT also stressed the 

CPC leadership and exercises the dual leadership of university president and CPC secretary 

which should be regarded as coercive isomorphism in Chinese universities. We did not see 

many mimetic practices at WUT. The mode of ‘synergetic innovation team’ in postgraduate 

education of the Materials Science and Engineering, having been proved to be very effective 

and promoted university-wide and beyond, can be viewed as professional isomorphism at 

institutional and sectorial levels. 

 

7.14 Diversification in DWC Project Implementation at WUT 

Government intervention, in the China context, has been the primary force driving 

isomorphism in university structure and behaviours, however Fumasoli and Huisman (2013) 

argue that government intervention does not necessarily limit diversity. Although a number 

of isomorphic changes have taken place in WUT, diversification of institutional behaviours is 

also evident. The DWC membership is limited and can be seen as positional goods. To win 

the competition and gain the membership, and to maintain as a member and remain 

‘legitimate’, universities have to highlight their strengths and characteristics, leading to 

diversification in institutional behaviours (Zhao and You, 2019).  

 

At strategic level, the development approach of WUT is distinct from the other two case 

universities. Tsinghua has 34 disciplines aiming for world-class status and XJU has three, whist 

WUT has only one discipline to construct. The selected discipline has been working as an 

exemplar for other disciplines, and also as the driver to promote other disciplines. The three 

boards of directors for three key industries have been playing an important role in directing 

the strategic development of the university. 

 

At operational level, this study has identified a number of institutional behaviours that 

differentiate WUT from other DWC members. The undergraduate education at WUT has 

benefited from its exploration of the unique cultivation mode of ‘three synergies’. The 

postgraduate students enjoy a flexible ‘1+N’ education mode. The team-mode postgraduate 

education is the first of its kind in China, and has been regarded by the MOE as a best practice 

and introduced to other DWC members. The internationalisation strategy of WUT is distinctive: 

it works with a small number of WCUs on high-quality research and postgraduate education, 

whilst collaborating extensively with some little-known international universities. In doing so, 

both quality and quantity of internationalisation have been secured. The three-level 

management system of the DWC Project - steering group of disciplinary construction; chief 

expert of the discipline; and chief project expert of the disciplinary field- is also distinct from 
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other DWC members. 

 

7.15 Conclusion 

In this chapter, we have discussed how the DWC Project had been implemented at WUT, an 

institution aiming not for world-class status, but for a WCD. Three forms of isomorphism co-

exist in WUT, with coercive isomorphism from the central government as the main form. WUT 

has exercised a number of distinctive practices, such as synergetic innovation teams.  

 

The next chapter, by integrating theoretical framework with the implementation of the DWC 

Project at both governmental and institutional levels, will provide a comprehensive discussion 

of the three research questions. 
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CHAPTER 8 DISCUSSION 

 

8.1 Introduction 

Based on the cross-case comparison of the annual progress reports of the three case 

universities and evaluation on some national policy papers, and by drawing upon literature 

and theoretical framework, this chapter will discuss the themes arising from data across the 

three central research questions.  

 

To discuss the DWC Project, we should understand that concurrent higher education projects 

at various levels are taking place in China, with the DWC Project playing the lead. There are 

stratifications and multi-level interactions between various Chinese higher education projects, 

and the importance, scale, effect, and timespan of these projects vary significantly. The DWC 

Project is an educational initiative classified as at national level, the same as its predecessors 

of 211 and 985 Projects, which are major national policy decisions made by the State Council. 

The State Council, also called the Central People’s Government, is the highest state 

administrative organ, consisting of a premier, vice premiers, state councillors, ministers of 

ministries, ministers of commissions, an auditor general, and a secretary-general (State Coucil, 

2019). The State Council is the executive organ of the National People’s Congress, which is 

the highest state organ of power. Educational policies discussed in this chapter include 

policies both at national level, and at ministerial/provincial level. When we discuss the design, 

implementation and effect of DWC Project, it is impossible to completely detach it from other 

national or ministerial/provincial/municipal higher education projects, as these projects 

interplay and intertwine with each other. 

 

8.2 Response to Research Question 1: Rationale for Implementing the DWC Project 

The rationale for the implementation of the DWC Project lies in the core value of being ‘world-

class’ and ‘with Chinese Characteristics’. Regarding ‘world-class’, although there is no 

universally accepted definition of a ‘WCU’, it is widely understood to involve high positions in 

a number of influential global rankings such as QS, THE, ARWU and US News. WCUs share 

some commonalities, such as strong competitiveness, outstanding contribution to social and 

economic development, and international reputation (Chen and Qiu, 2021). However, in terms 

of what constitutes Chinese Characteristics, despite it being a most frequently quoted concept 

among Chinese academics in the field of higher education, there is little discussion of 

definitions in the literature. By answering Research Question 1, this study contributes some 

insights into the understanding of higher education with Chinese Characteristics. 

 

Chinese higher education should take on Chinese Characteristics, as required by central state 
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leadership. On 4
th
 May 2014, when visiting Peking University, a national flagship university, 

President Jinping Xi stated that ‘Chinese WCUs should have Chinese Characteristics. There will 

not be a second Harvard, Oxford, Stanford, MIT and Cambridge in the world, but there will 

be a first batch of prestigious Chinese universities like Peking, Tsinghua, Zhejiang, Fudan and 

Nanjing Universities. We should not only earnestly absorb world’s advanced experience in 

managing and governing universities, but also follow the law of education and run universities 

taking root in China’ (CNR, 2016). Chen and Qiu (2021) argue that this speech from President 

Jinping Xi provides the direction and principle to follow in building ‘WCUs that take root in 

China’; the core value of the DWC Project. 

 

China’s success as one of the modern world’s economic superpowers, as its leaders claim, is 

grounded on a model of modern development called ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’. 

Modern Chinese political ideologies engage with a wide variety of dilemmas that mark 

modern life experience for many people around the globe. At the same time, they offer a 

series of reflections on distinctive themes that recur throughout much Chinese twentieth-

century debate, including the role of educated elites in political decision-making; the 

importance of individual moral aptitudes over political institutions; and the capacity of 

revolution to sustain political life (Freeden and Stears, 2013).  

 

The case studies support King (2010) in challenging the over-simple binary distinction 

between policy divergence and convergence. Policies are under the co-influence of the global 

and the local. The ‘world-class’ aspect of the DWC Project shows policy convergence that 

Chinese universities are actively participating in global science system and in elite university 

research (integration with global higher education). Meanwhile the aspect of ‘with Chinese 

characteristics’ reflects national priorities, national strategic needs, and national strategies. 

This value reflects a ‘dialectic of the global and local’ (Arnove, 1999), incorporating global, 

national and micro-level elements. 

 

From a broader international perspective, each education system has developed its own 

distinctive character (Cowen, 2000) and China is no exception. Local nuances such as 

language, culture, population, political stance and institutions influence education systems, 

therefore certain measures undertaken to improve such systems can be difficult to implement 

in other jurisdictions (Chong and Graham, 2013). Meanwhile, same challenges have brought 

about different significances in different contexts (King, 2000). From this study, we can see 

how significantly state leaders and their political ideology affect higher education, and how 

political influences are exerted on the DWC Project.  

 

8.2.1 World-class Universities and Positional Goods 

In Chapter 2, we reviewed Hirsch’s concept of positional goods. This concept can be 

employed not only in a certain national context, but also between different national systems. 

The places in global and national rankings and national excellence initiatives are limited, which 

make these places positional goods. The intrinsic scarcity of these places can provide social 
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status. The rationales for countries to design and implement excellence initiatives might be 

very different, but one of the commonalities is that they all want one or more WCUs. In 

Chapter 2, we reviewed some excellence initiatives by countries such as Germany, France and 

Russia. French universities, mainly through mergers, have increased their visibilities in the top 

100 of ARWU. However - although both countries allocated much funding to excellence 

initiatives - we did not see more places for German and Russian universities in the top 100 of 

ARWU. This is also the case for many OECD countries, which have national excellence 

initiatives ongoing, but have not achieved the expected goal of added visibilities in global 

rankings. When many nations expend resources in national excellence initiatives, ‘they end up 

with the same position’ (Hirsch, 1977). 

 

In the competition between nations for WCUs, some nations, particularly western nations, are 

faced with dilemma. Without strong state intervention, it might be difficult to pool sufficient 

resources into universities having potentials to become WCUs. However, the national culture 

of strong individualism holds back state invention in view of threating the social foundations 

of liberal state. Regarding individualism and collectivism - and other dimensions of national 

cultures, that might affect the approach to implementing national excellence initiatives - a 

useful model from Hofstede (2005) on national culture dimensions can be referred to for 

more details. China is a nation with a strong collectivist character, therefore the growing 

presence of China in the ARWU top 100/top 200 can be seen as an outcome of strong state 

intervention.  

 

Elite Chinese higher education - such as that is provided by the Category A universities in the 

DWC Project - are positional goods of the third and fourth types as defined by Hirsch (1977). 

As the number of WCUs is limited - and the places in theses universities are also limited - the 

membership and places are finite and negative interdependent. Marginson (2004) stresses 

the economic feature of positional goods, and this study also looks at the political, socio-

cultural and technological characteristics of such goods. 

 

8.2.2 ‘Nesting Doll’ Analogy for the DWC Project 

This study characterises the design and implementation of national educational policy such 

as the DWC Project, as a ‘Nesting Doll’ analogy. A nesting doll (also known as a Russian doll) 

opens to reveal increasingly smaller versions of the same doll, one within another. The 

relationship between educational policies at different levels can be explored using the analogy 

of the nesting doll. The nesting doll exhibits a number of features that can reflect the 

characteristics of Chinese higher education policies. The nesting doll analogy can act as a 

framework to explore the design and implementation of the DWC Project more explicitly and 

systematically. 

 

The design and implementation of the DWC Project can be viewed in three or four layers 

(Figure 7.1). A macro-level view of policies from the central government enables the 

understanding of influences on the structure and shape of higher education as a whole. The 
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meso-level view of the ministerial/provincial (/municipal) policies acts as a link between 

policies from the central government and their implementation at individual institutions. The 

micro-level institutional policy documents reflect how individual universities implement the 

DWC Project, and point to the dominant themes, patterns, differences and similarities of the 

case universities - and in a broader sense, the DWC universities. The multi-layered nesting 

doll structure of the policy implementation can also be extended to faculty, school and 

programme levels. 

 

The findings outlined in Chapters 4 to 6 suggest that national policies are implemented like a 

nesting doll in a strict top-down approach from central government, via ministerial agents 

and provincial governments, to individual universities, guided by the integration of long-and 

short-term national goals. Such an approach exists not only in higher education sector but in 

all sectors of the Chinese state, and they act in a synchronised manner. 

 

 

Figure 8. 1: Nesting Doll Analogy to the DWC Project 

 

8.2.3 Informed Top-down Approach to Institutional Changes in the DWC Project 

China embodies a very distinctive pattern of university governance, which is a top-down 

approach. Huang (2018) argues that, although China is under the influence of factors such as 

new public management and entrepreneurialism, has been influenced by Anglo-Saxon and 

American models and shares many common features with other countries, the fundamental 

characteristics of university governance style remain basically unchanged. Unlike Japan - 

which is also culturally rooted in a Confucian Model - but has adopted largely a bottom-up 

approach to university governance - China adheres to a top-down model. 

 

In the study of national policy papers and institutional reports, top-level design and a top-

down approach of policy implementation have appeared many times and are key terms for 

the understanding of the rationale for implementing the DWC Project. What should be 

stressed, however, is that Chinese HE policy-making is not a purely one-way flow from higher 

authorities to lower subordinates; rather the design and implementation of DWC Project 

could be considered as an ‘informed’ top-down approach. This ‘informed’ approach lies in 

the group-study system of the senior officials at central-government level (and re-study 

system of the ‘spirit’ of these sessions at ministerial/provincial/municipal/institutional levels). 

Central Government Policy

Ministerial/Pr
ovincial 
Policy

Municiapal 
Policy

Inistitutional 
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The current 19
th
 Political Bureau of the Central Committee of the CPC, has conducted 29 

group study sessions from October 2017 to April 2021. The previous 18
th
 Political Bureau 

conducted 43 group study sessions, from November 2012 when Jinping Xi assumed his office 

to September 2017 when the 18
th
 Political Bureau ended (Organization Department of the 

CPC Central Committee, 2021). 

 

The Central Government’s group study sessions and major national policies in all sectors -

including the DWC Project - are closely linked. In these sessions chaired by President Jinping 

Xi, national top experts from elite universities or research institutions are invited to deliver 

lectures, make comments and give advice. Jinping Xi delivers speeches at each group study 

session, and afterwards the ‘spirit’ of the sessions is diffused nationwide. The group study 

session is a useful window through which to observe trends in Chinese higher education. An 

account of the 24
th
 Group Study Session on Quantum Science and Technology is provided in 

a later section as an example. 

 

Resource dependence theory argues that universities need to appear ‘legitimate’ in the eyes 

of the most important resource holders (Berthod, 2018). In this case, the central and local 

governments are the most important resource holders. The actions of the universities should 

be regarded as desirable, proper or appropriate, as argued by Suchman (1995). Universities 

should adopt design features and practices seen as legitimate by governments. In the case of 

DWC Project, the central government, in its General Plan to Boost the Implementation of ‘the 

Double World-Class Project’, has stipulated 10 aspects for universities to focus on (State 

Council, 2015); universities have to strictly abide by this plan, which is reflected in the structure 

and contents of the annual progress reports. Institutional changes to accommodate the DWC 

Project are closely in line with the ideology of the central government, embodying the core 

value of ‘World-class and with Chinese Characteristics’.  

 

The annual progress reports of all three case-study universities demonstrate this top-down 

approach with high consistency between various national policies and university practices. All 

major university activities at institutional level are mirroring and congruent with policy and 

practice at national level. Major institutional activities are well grounded in national policy 

documents such as the CPC National Congress Reports, Five-year Plans, and leader speeches, 

whilst universities retain some autonomy within a controlled framework. 

 

The political ideology of the central government guides every aspect of the management of 

universities. The political ideology under the leadership of Jinping Xi can be summarised as 

‘eight make-clears’ put forward by Jinping Xi in his report delivered at the 19
th
 National 

Congress of the CPC in 2017 (State Council, 2017). These ‘make clears’ answer a question of 

national and global importance: what kind of Socialism with Chinese characteristics China 

upholds and develops. Please refer to Appendix 5 for more details.  

 

This model of ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’ has also been fully reflected and enacted 

in China’s higher education, and results in a strong coercive isomorphism in Chinese 

universities. The policies and developments in the higher education sector are largely a 
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scaled-down version of those at national level. For instance, the fourth ‘make-clear’ is 

articulated as: ‘It makes clear that the overall goal of deepening reform in every field is to 

improve and develop the system of socialism with Chinese characteristics and modernise 

China’s system and capacity for governance’ , whilst the eighth ‘make-clear’ states that ‘the 

defining feature of socialism with Chinese characteristics is the leadership of the CPC’ (State 

Council, 2017). From institutional reports and policy papers, we can observe that universities 

are articulating their progress strictly in line with national statements. For example, university 

practice of dual leadership between university president and secretary general of the CPC, 

reflects the strengthening of the role of CPC in universities, thus increasing the homogeneity 

of structure and practices. 

 

The parallel role of president and secretary general is a feature of higher education with 

Chinese Characteristics. The changing power and responsibility of the president and secretary 

general of the university with time has been the subject of heated discussion. The President 

of a Chinese university is its administrative head, whilst the Secretary General is head of the 

Party Committee which leads the management of the university. Wang (2014) describes this 

system as a two-pronged approach of ‘steering a boat’ and ‘rowing a boat’. On the one hand, 

this arrangement may cause some ambiguities and complexities in university management; 

on the other hand, it promotes and ensures both ‘academic correctness’ and ‘political 

correctness’ for universities to gain legitimacy. 

 

8.2.4 The Emerging of Confucian-Model World-class Universities  

Over a decade ago, Marginson (2011) noted the rise of a Confucian Model in Chinese higher 

education. The second decade of the 21
st
 century has seen the rapid growth and increasing 

influence of this model, which is very different from those in the US, the UK and Western 

Europe. In 2021, much of what Marginson argued is still the case, whilst some features are 

shifting with time.  

 

On the one hand, China continues to invest significantly in higher education. Marginson (2011) 

points out that the Confucian political economy has cultural roots in that investment in higher 

education infrastructure is essential to educational growth. China continues to invest heavily 

in research, particularly basic research. Marginson (2011) considers strong state support for 

research as a hallmark of a Confucian system of higher education. We should bear in mind 

that the Confucian Model also exists in some diversified forms. For instance, although Japan 

is also deeply influenced by Confucian culture, Japanese higher education is largely 

characterised by a bottom-up style (Huang, 2018). In this study, the discussion of the 

Confucian Model refers in particular to mainland China. 

 

On the other hand, that Confucian HE policy strongly favours the sciences and technologies 

over the humanities and the social sciences- and applied and commercial research are 

strongly favoured over academically-controlled ‘basic research’ – is still largely the case, but 

is changing. The Chinese government is now emphasising more basic research, and non-
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STEM subjects have been strengthened and expanded in the DWC Project, evidenced by the 

inclusion of 25 new members of various types not previously included in either Project 985 or 

Project 211. Marginson (2011) argues that Confucian universities are more impressive in 

research quantity than quality. This is also changing. The Chinese government is now steering 

its higher education towards the development of ‘substance’, focusing more on quality rather 

than quantity. China is now in second place globally regarding the number of high-quality 

international papers. The performance of Chinese universities in global rankings, and in the 

ESI ranking continues to improve. 

 

Findings from this study support the arguments made a decade ago by authors such as 

Hayhoe and Marginson, that a Chinese Model different from the Anglo-American norm is 

emerging. Hayhoe (2004) points out that the fundamental features of Western WCUs are 

autonomy and academic freedom, inherited from the medieval European universities. 

However, in the China context, the core values are self-mastery and intellectual freedom, 

differing from the dominant Anglo-Saxon and American models. The success from flagship 

universities like Tsinghua and Peking supports the contention that a unique model of building 

WCUs has emerged, which is described by the Chinese government as ‘world-class AND with 

Chinese Characteristics’. 

 

In the following section, we attempt to distil these Chinese Characteristics, which also shed 

light on the Chinese government’s rationale for the implementation of the DWC Project. 

 

7.2.5 Characteristic 1: In the long run, the DWC Project is to serve the overarching goal for 

the nation to realise socialist modernisation and national rejuvenation, in two steps (2020-

2035-2050).  

 

Higher education provides resources for the realisation of national overarching goals. 

President Jinping Xi, in his visit to Tsinghua, stated that the building of a modern socialist 

China - and the cause of the CPC and the country - are in unprecedented need of universities, 

knowledge and talents. Higher education should make a contribution to the country’s 

prosperity, the Chinese nation’s rejuvenation and Chinese people’s wellbeing (Xinhuanet, 

2021). Marginson (2011) argues that in the political economy approach, national states act as 

‘competition states’ for whom higher education provides resources for economic innovation, 

social opportunity as well as global competitiveness. The timeline for the realisation of socialist 

modernisation and national rejuvenation was clearly set by President Jinping Xi in his speech 

at the 19
th
 CPC National Congress in 2017. 
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Figure 8. 2: China’s Overarching Goal by 2050, adapted from State Council (2017) 

 

The decisive policy paper underpinning the DWC Project is the General Plan to Boost the 

Implementation of ‘the Double World-Class Project’, approved in 2015 by the Central Leading 

Group for Comprehensively Continuing the Reform, led by Jinping Xi. In this policy paper, the 

timeline for the DWC Project is set as follows: 

 
Figure 8.3: Long-term Objectives of Chinese Higher Education, adapted from State Council (2015) 

 

By comparing the nation’s overarching goal and the long-term goal for higher education 

sector, we find that the two timelines set by the central government led by Jinping Xi basically 

coincide. This reflects the Chinese model of top-down approach to decision-making and 

implementation in the higher education sector.  

 

Higher Education acts as the instrument and means of reaching the overarching goal. The 

goals in the higher education sector are broken down and supported by plans and 

implementation at national, provincial, and institutional levels, in a top-down approach. These 

plans, having different life cycles, synchronise with one another.  

 

By 2020, 

to 
build a moderately prosper
-ous society in all respects

By 2035,  

to achieve basic socialist 
modernization

By 2050, 

to become a great modern 
socialist country in every 
dimension

By 2020

A certain number of universities 
and a batch of disciplines 
become world class

A certain number of disciplines 
are at the forefront of WCDs

By 2030

More universities and disciplines become world class

A certain number of universities are at the forefront of 
WCUs

A batch of disciplines are at the forefront of WCDs

The overall strength of higher education is significantly 
enhanced

By 2050

The number and strength of 
world-class universities and 
disciplines are at the forefront in 
the world

China basically becomes a 
global educational power
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7.2.6 Characteristic 2: In the short-and-medium term, the DWC Project is to serve national 

strategic needs that are adjusted with time and guided by governmental plans. 

 

In the Tsinghua case, we have identified close correspondence between the DWC 

construction at Tsinghua and the national strategies stipulated in the 13th Five-year Plan 

(2016-2020). In the WUT and XJU cases, the role of the DWC Project to serve the regional 

development and national needs is also distinct. Marginson (2011) argues that the Confucian 

Model has different laws of motion compared with the state-managed and primarily state-

funded autonomous British universities; the state-administered and funded Humboldtian 

universities in Germany; and the private elite and public flagship universities in the US. Chinese 

universities enjoy a certain degree of autonomy, but they are bound by and must serve the 

national short-term, medium-term or long-term agenda in a centrally-planned manner. 

 

Within the DWC Project, various national-level and provincial-level initiatives are unified in a 

centrally-planned approach. We have discussed the talent attraction programmes supported 

by a number of ministries individually or collectively, together with programmes to support 

undergraduate and postgraduate education, research, internationalisation, politics and 

ideology. Academics interested in the development of Chinese higher education in the next 

five to fifteen years can refer to the latest policy documents: The Fourteenth Five-Year Plan 

for the National Economic and Social Development of the People's Republic of China and the 

Outline of the Long-range Goals to 2035, issued in 2021; and Modernisation of Chinese 

Education 2035. From these two policy documents of paramount importance to the economic 

and social development, we can see what China wants to achieve and how Chinese 

universities - particularly those DWC members - can support the implementation of these 

plans. 

 

7.2.7 Characteristic 3: The DWC Project is under the strict leadership of the CPC.  

 

In Jinping Xi’s Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics in a New Era, he states: 

‘It makes clear that the defining feature of socialism with Chinese Characteristics is the 

leadership of the CPC. The Party is the highest force for political leadership. The Thought 

sets forth for the general requirements for Party building in the new era and underlines 

the importance of political work in Party building.’ (ChinaDaily, 2017) 

 

In all three case study universities, the presidential responsibility under the leadership of CPC 

(the ‘dual-head’ system), is a reflection of such political ideology. The exercise of veto power 

towards faculty’s ethics and morality, and the intensive political and ideological study by 

faculty and students is a reflection of the strengthening of political correctness and 

centredness in the higher education environment. 

 

7.2.8 Characteristic 4: The DWC Project has a number of distinctive features which differ from 

its predecessors: Projects 211 and 985. 

 

Under Xi’s leadership, the overall objectives of the DWC Project are set out more clearly than 
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those of its predecessors: Projects 211 and 985, with an explicit statement on timeline, 

destination, and roadmap, as has been discussed. Drawing on lessons and experience from 

the previous projects, the DWC Project has instituted some innovative practices: 

 

Firstly, the DWC Project attaches more importance to process management than its 

predecessors. In the construction of Projects 211 and 985, the central government selected 

members first and then provided funding. In the construction of the DWC Project, the central 

government issued the decisive policy paper titled General Plan to Boost the Implementation 

of the Double World-Class Project in 2015 as a guideline, then allowed two years for 

universities to construct themselves. Based on a comprehensive evaluation - although the 

criteria are not made public - in 2017 the list of DWC members was revealed.  

 

Secondly, as distinct from the Projects 211 and 985, in which the memberships are fixed and 

permanent, the construction cycle of the DWC Project repeats every five years. With a 

controlled number, more open competition and dynamic adjustment of membership, it is 

envisaged that a more open, dynamic and diversified competition between leading Chinese 

universities will ensue. 

 

Thirdly, the DWC Project differentiated its members by categorising them into three groups, 

which are WCUs (Category A, 36 members), WCUs (Category B, 6 members) and WCDs (95 

members). Previously, the focus of the central government and the MOE was on either the 

disciplines or whole universities. The DWC Project harmonises and unifies the two approaches 

as one through top-level design.  

 

Fourthly, as distinct from Projects 211 and 985 - which focus on the construction of individual 

universities - the DWC Project is largely based on the merit of individual disciplines within 

universities. Of course, there are some exceptions such as XJU, whose overall competitiveness 

and disciplinary strength are not strong enough to be included in the list, judged purely from 

an academic perspective. The rationale for the selection of DWC members is stated by the 

MOE as supporting disciplines of excellence, of strategic importance to the national needs, of 

particularity and of newness (Guangming Daily, 2017). The support provided to Tsinghua and 

WUT is mainly based on their disciplinary excellence (as well as strategic importance and 

emerging fields or newness), and meanwhile the support provided to XJU reflects the 

geographical and political particularity of Xinjiang, which has been discussed in the XJU case.  

 

Lastly, the disciplinary distribution of the DWC Project is more diversified and balanced. The 

DWC Project still attaches much importance to STEM subjects, but it also includes 25 new 

members (neither in Project 211 nor Project 985), many of whose chosen subjects are not 

STEM subjects. Please see Appendix 3 for more details. 

 

The inclusion of these new members reflects comprehensive considerations from the central 

government, integrating political, economic, and socio-cultural factors. This rationale can be 

traced back to Jinping Xi’s ideology embodied in the Five-sphere Integrated Plan, for building 

socialism with Chinese characteristics; that is, to promote coordinated progress in the 
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economic, political, cultural, social and eco-environmental fields (ChinaDaily, 2021b). For 

instance, the development of Traditional Chinese Medicine has been promoted as a national-

level strategy. Jinping Xi has, on many occasions, addressed the importance of Traditional 

Chinese Medicine to the wellbeing of people, and to the promotion of Chinese culture. Please 

see Appendix 6 for more details. Five universities specialising in Traditional Chinese Medicine 

constitute a considerable proportion of the new members, showing the importance attached 

by the central government. The inclusion of music and art universities - although their 

rankings are relatively low - shows a cultural consideration from the central government. The 

inclusion of universities specialising in public securities, sports, fishery, forestry etc., also links 

closely with the central government’s ideology of state governance and strategic 

developments. 

 

This study considers the policy design as a multi-factor decision from the central government, 

not purely based on institutional competitiveness. The inclusion of Tsinghua and Peking 

Universities is no doubt to make them world-class and even among the best globally. The 

inclusion of other members of the 985 Project is also designed to make them world-class. 

The selection of the majority of the other members is to make some of their disciplines world-

class. The selection also considers political, economic, sociocultural and technological factors. 

For instance, the study finds XJU’s strategic location to be one of the important reasons for it 

to be included in the WCUs. The inclusion of five new members specialising in traditional 

Chinese medicine shows that the Chinese government is encouraging the inheritance of its 

traditional culture, and meanwhile employs it as a soft power similar to the role played by 

hundreds of Confucius Institutes globally. Findings from this study agree with Song et al. (2021) 

that there is evident ambiguity in policy contents in such as the selection criteria of members 

of the DWC Project, but that this ambiguity simultaneously creates some flexibility for the next 

round of assessment and adjustment of members of DWC Project. 

 

The central policy has been designed to increase institutional differentiation and 

diversification of national leading universities. On the one hand, the Chinese government 

wants flagship universities like Tsinghua and Peking Universities and other 985 Project 

members to be world-class; such universities have performed significantly better over the last 

few years with continuous investment from central and local governments, which has been 

reflected in some major international rankings such as THE, QS, and ARWU. On the other 

hand, regarding ‘with Chinese Characteristics’, for some selected universities who are not 

strong enough comprehensively to be world-class, their featured or unique disciplines might 

achieve world-class status. 
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8.3 Response to Research Question 2: The Ways in Which the Chinese Government and 

Individual Universities Have Implemented the DWC Project 

8.3.1 Promotion of Isomorphic Changes as well as Diversification 

The Chinese government is implementing the DWC Project in a strict top-down approach. 

The 10 major tasks were stipulated in the decisive policy paper entitled General Plan to Boost 

the Implementation of ‘the Double World-Class Project’ issued in 2015 ahead of the 

implementation, which marked the formal initiation of the DWC Project. Since then, 

universities who want to be included in the project have needed to focus on fulfilling these 

tasks, and in 2017 when the list of project members were confirmed, universities have needed 

to continue to follow these tasks to remain ‘legitimate’. Individual universities are 

implementing largely the same tasks allocated by the government, which will tend to promote 

isomorphic changes; however, the success criteria for the tasks were not clearly defined and 

thus not able to be assessed in an objective manner, although all three case universities stated 

that they have completed their annual objectives.  

 

The 2018 progress reports of Tsinghua and XJU provided an Introduction section; both 

universities stressed that the universities are under the guidance of Jinping Xi’s Thought on 

Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era, and implement the project in the spirit 

of 19th CPC National Congress and the National Education Conference. Both institutions 

demonstrated their high compliance with the leadership of the CPC. WUT did not provide an 

Introduction section, but started with annual objectives and completion in their report, which 

is rare. The general practice is that universities, in the most eye-catching first paragraph in 

their various reports, state that their activities are under the guidance of the CPC leadership, 

to be implemented in the spirit of some national ethos, or to serve the national or regional 

strategies, reflecting a compliant manner in response to the higher authorities. 

 

The reports of Tsinghua and WUT provided a summary of annual objectives and completion, 

but that of XJU did not provide such summary. The summary of Tsinghua was well 

substantiated with numbers, figures and evidence. The summaries of Tsinghua and WUT 

shared some similarities: both institutions stressed their overall and disciplinary global 

rankings; both universities stressed their performance in the 4
th
 National Subject Assessment; 

both universities stressed their performance in the ESI; both universities highlighted the 

obtainment of national awards. XJU, in contrast, did not mention any national or international 

rankings in its report. This might partly be because of its relatively low position; although it 

has made huge progression in national league tables, it has no presence in major global 

rankings. 
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8.3.2 Funding and Usage 

None of the three case-study universities disclosed the detailed funding and usage of 

resources from the DWC Project. Only WUT provided a very brief statement that it had 

compiled the budgeting and reservation plan and implemented accordingly. From WUT’s 

annual progress report it appears that funding has mainly been used in the building of 

laboratories and a student innovation park. Although there is no specific funding and usage 

information available in relation to the DWC Project, all three universities have made their 

overall budgeting plans available online (see Appendix 7 for more details). As the spending 

on building WCUs is huge, in addition to the recent global economic and political instability, 

governments have to ensure that universities spend this public money in an effective and 

efficient manner (Powell et al., 2012).  

 

This study has compared the total revenue and expenditure of the three case universities. We 

categorise total revenue into three types: fiscal appropriation from the government, 

undertaking revenue, and other revenue (including operating revenue, donations and others). 

As is general practice in Chinese universities, we categorise total expenditure into two types:  

basic expenditure; project expenditure (on wage and remuneration, goods and services, 

individual and family subsidies, debt interest, and others). The budgets for Tsinghua, XJU and 

WUT (Appendix 7) largely reflect the financial revenue and expenditure - and overall 

development of DWC Project - in higher-ranking lower-ranking universities respectively, 

regardless of the groups (WCU or WCD) to which they belong. 

 

There exists a huge imbalance of governmental funding between universities. The fiscal 

proportion from central and local governments reflects a strong geographical and economic 

relevance. Budget statements for the three cases show that government funding on a year-

on-year basis to both higher- and lower-ranking universities remains largely stable (XJU 

declining in 2017 and 2018). However, there is a huge gap between government funding for 

universities with different national and international standing. Funding gained from central 

and local governments by Tsinghua and WUT is several times higher than that of XJU, 

demonstrating a huge imbalance in funding between the economically-developed East China, 

Central China and the relatively under-developed West China. Lower-ranking universities rely 

more on the fiscal appropriation from the central and local governments. Though Tsinghua 

and WUT, having strong advantages in engineering related subjects, still depend heavily on 

governmental funding, the ratio between governmental funding and undertakings revenues 

has declined, as a result of growing government-industry-university-research connections.  

 

Research from Wu et al. (2018) on DWC members regarding their financial budgeting and 

accounting reports 2015-2017 shows that for most universities, government funding is a 

major source of revenue. Generally speaking, the higher the ranking, the more government 

funding. For some elite universities, their undertaking revenue has exceeded funding received 

from the central and local governments.  

 

From the undertaking revenue reported by the three case universities, we find that the 
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difference in scale of government-industry-university-research connections between higher-

ranking universities and lower-ranking universities is widening. The undertaking revenue of 

Tsinghua and WUT is growing, while that of XJU is stagnant. Due to their competitiveness - 

particularly in the engineering field - Tsinghua and WUT have continuously expanded and 

strengthened their links with local governments and industries. With more efficient and 

effective management, more quality staff and students, stronger research capabilities and 

more interactions with the community, together with stronger and growing national and 

international influence, it is envisaged that the undertaking revenue of higher-ranking 

universities will continue to grow and that of lower-ranking universities will stay stagnant or 

even shrink. The total revenue of Tsinghua and WUT continues to grow, while that of XJU is 

stagnant. If the central and local governments do not increase the investment substantially, it 

is likely that the imbalance will continue to grow. The scale of total expenditure at Tsinghua 

and WUT is several times larger than that at XJU, while the proportion of basic and project 

expenditures of the two universities remains little different.  

 

From the above analysis, it is clear that there is an expanding imbalance of development 

between the DWC universities, with hugely differentiated governmental funding and revenues 

gained with the interactions with stakeholders. There is also an expanding imbalance between 

the DWC members and a large number of other universities not in the list. The DWC Project 

widens the imbalance between DWC members and local universities. Take Liaoning Province 

as an example: in 2015, it had four universities in the national top 100, respectively taking 

positions of 18 (Dalian University of Technology, DUT), 30 (North-eastern University, NEU), 

73, and 92. In 2020, it only has two universities in the top 100, with DUT dropping to 27, and 

NEU to 37. Within the province, the gap between the DWC members and local universities 

has been broadened. DWC universities and local universities in the Northeast China (covering 

Heilongjiang, Jilin and Liaoning Provinces) are faced with similar situations, as their economy 

stays stagnant as a traditionally heavy industry centre of China. 

 

This study finds that the DWC Project is, to some degree, confirming the Matthew Effect that 

the strong universities are becoming stronger, whilst the weak universities are staying weak if 

not becoming weaker, had the government not provided preferential policy support to the 

DWC members in western China. This supports findings from Song et al. (2021) that the 

uneven funding plans by central and local governments shape non-competitive environments 

for universities, hindering the dynamic adjustment of the DWC Project. However, Chinese 

higher education as a whole has made significant progress over the last two decades, as can 

be evidenced from major global rankings. 

 

Some universities - such as XJU and other category B universities - are in an anomalous 

situation. As has been discussed, XJU was included in Category B mainly based on national 

strategic political considerations. Since 2017, when the list of members in the DWC Project 

was announced, the central and local governments did not increase their funding to XJU, 

whilst its ability to create income is also very limited compared with national leading 

universities. It is therefore foreseen that XJU’s relative position (among the DWC members, 

not in comparison with local universities) will be declining without a strong financial 
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intervention from the government. XJU is in an awkward situation for the next round of 

adjustment of members. 

 

Let us examine the competitiveness of the six Category B universities, by observing their 

positions in national and global rankings (Tables 8.1 and Table 8.2): 

 

SRC National ranking 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 

north-eastern University 55 42 40 37 36 

Zhengzhou University 143 147 126 83 53 

Hunan University 31 31 28 31 32 

Yunnan University 121 121 133 84 83 

Northwest A&F University 92 86 81 68 76 

Xinjiang University 426 308 268 153 129 

Table 8. 1: SRC National Rankings of Category B Universities from 2017 to 2021 

 

SRC Global Ranking (ARWU) 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

North-eastern University / 401-500 401-500 401-500 301-400 

Zhengzhou University / 501-600 501-600 401-500 301-400 

Hunan University 401-500 301-400 301-400 301-400 201-300 

Yunnan University / 701-800 701-800 801-900 801-900 

Northwest A&F University / 501-600 501-600 501-600 501-600 

Xinjiang University / / / / / 

Table 8. 2: ARWU Rankings of Category B Universities from 2016 to 2020 

 

Two universities (North-eastern, and Hunan) in Category B remain stable in national rankings, 

but move forward significantly in the ARWU, which to some degree show the success of the 

implementation of the DWC Project from a global perspective. Zhengzhou climbs steeply in 

both national ranking and global ranking. Yunnan and Xinjiang, both in the underdeveloped 

western regions - although having made significant progress in national ranking - are still the 

lowest-ranking universities in the DWC Project aiming for world-class status. To make a bold 

prediction, the university to leave in the next round of adjustment might be Northwest A&F 

University, as both Yunnan and Xinjiang are politically important regions, with Yunnan 

bordering three countries, and Xinjiang bordering eight countries. 

 

The funding of excellence initiatives in China and other countries share similarities and 

differences. Excellence initiatives in many countries, including China, support the 

establishment of new centres of excellence or the strengthening of existing ones, with a focus 

on multidisciplinary approaches. Conversely, one of the major benefits of excellence initiatives 

in OECD countries has been to provide funding for high-impact/high-risk basic research, 

together with interdisciplinary and cooperative research endeavours (Salmi, 2016). As distinct 

from these countries, the funding for the DWC Project in China is discipline-based. 
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8.3.3 Disciplinary Development 

The development of disciplines in elite universities like Tsinghua and lower ranking universities 

like XJU in the DWC Project aiming for WCU status displays significant differences. Tsinghua 

has developed in an all-round way in the fields of engineering science and technology, natural 

sciences, humanities, and bioscience and medicine. Cross-disciplines were given priorities for 

development, and a number of research centres for cross-disciplinary studies and emerging 

subjects were established. In contrast, lower ranking universities have focused on a limited 

number of disciplines; the development strategy of XJU is to adjust its disciplines by shifting 

focus to STEM subjects and increasing its postgraduate programmes. As an autonomous 

region for ethnic minorities, it is politically expedient for XJU to provide favoured support 

towards the study of Sinicisation of Marxism (adaptation of Marxism to Chinese conditions) 

and the study of Community for the Chinese Nation.  

 

The pairing system between 12 leading universities and XJU demonstrates a collective mode 

of building WCUs, although its effectiveness is yet to be evaluated. Individual faculties and 

schools at XJU were supported by partners whose disciplinary areas are nationally strong (as 

evidenced in the National Subject Assessment). Such collaboration has helped XJU in moving 

towards WCU status, and has also promoted isomorphic changes through normative and 

professional practices. 

 

The development strategy of universities aiming for WCDs - like WUT - is to drive the overall 

quality and competitiveness of the university through the guiding and exemplary role of the 

selected discipline(s). This has proved to be successful, as the global rankings of the university 

and the selected discipline have significantly lifted since the implementation of the DWC 

Project.  

 

The position in the ESI has been acting as an important indicator for the assessment of 

disciplinary performance of Chinese universities. According to Zhao et al. (2021), in 34 

provincial-level administrative regions in China, 11 have the number of subjects in the ESI top 

1% or top 1‰ as a success indicator for mid or long term development of their subjects. All 

three case universities use ESI to evaluate their disciplinary development. Recent research 

from Zhao et al. (2021) analysed the performance of members of the DWC Project by 

employing ESI as their research perspective. They analysed ESI data from November 2015 to 

November 2019, concluding that universities in mainland China had improved their 

performance since the implementation of the DWC Project.  
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Below is a summary of number of universities in mainland China and their subjects in the ESI 

top 1%: 

ESI Publication Year 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Type/No. Uni Subject Uni Subject Uni Subject Uni Subject Uni Subject 

University 169 646 193 775 216 878 247 1,005 278 1,177 

DWC University 99 531 106 611 108 678 111 728 114 805 

Non-DWC 

University 

70 115 87 164 108 200 136 277 164 372 

DWC University not 

in ESI 

38  31  29  26  23  

Table 8. 3: number of universities in mainland China and their subjects in the ESI top 1%, Zhao et 

al. (2021) 

 

As can be seen from Table 8.3, there has been a steady year-on-year growth in the number 

of top 1% subjects for both DWC universities and non-DWC universities. From 2015 to 2019, 

15 universities entered the ESI top 1% as new entrants, with the majority of their subjects 

prioritised by the DWC Project. XJU was one of the 15 new entrants, with chemistry and 

engineering entering the ESI top 1%. However, their 3 disciplines aiming for world-class status 

are Marxist Theory, Chemistry, and Computer Science and Technology, which are not 

currently listed, suggesting some deviation from core DWC objectives. 

 

Challenging the perspective that STEM subjects are highly prioritised in Chinese higher 

education, this study concludes that although STEM subjects are still highly important to DWC 

universities, they tend to be more ‘adjusted’ than deliberately ‘prioritised’. This view is 

supported by the latest decision from the MOE on subject restructuring of undergraduate 

programmes announced in February 2021. Nationwide, the MOE has decided to withdraw 

518 subjects and add 37 new subjects. Both the withdrawn and added subjects cover STEM 

subjects and other subjects. The following is a summary of the newly added subjects (MOE, 

2021d): Law (3); Education (1); History (1); Science (3); Engineering (14); Agriculture (5); 

Medicine (3); Management (4); Art (3). 

 

8.3.4 Student Cultivation 

By comparing findings from the three case universities, we can see that the reform in student 

cultivation among the DWC universities and in the wider context of Chinese higher education 

follows a certain pattern. We will discuss this pattern at international, national and institutional 

levels: 

 

This study has observed a pattern in Chinese universities of learning from WCUs in the West. 

We may refer to this phenomenon as professional isomorphism at an international level. To 

tackle issues in Chinese higher education, a batch of national leading universities - such as 

the members of the Project 985, often referred to as ‘piloting universities’ - learn international 

best practices or advanced experience from the West. After testing and adjustment for some 
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years to fit in the national context, such practices are promoted in more Chinese universities. 

For example, in undergraduate education, Tsinghua and some national leading universities 

have introduced a broad education curriculum and collegiate system. In postgraduate 

education, Tsinghua and other piloting universities have introduced the application-

evaluation system for doctoral studies, a parallel with its own national examination system, 

whilst also initiating the practice for outstanding undergraduates to directly embark on 

doctoral programmes. It is noticeable that such borrowing practices are not totally mimicry 

and uncritical acceptance: they start with the well-managed elite universities, adjust to the 

national or local context, and then spread to more universities. This pattern can be exemplified 

in the implementation of collegiate systems in Chinese universities: 

 

To further improve in undergraduate education, a small number of leading Chinese 

universities are introducing and starting to practice a modern collegiate system. The collegiate 

system originated in England in the Middle Ages, however, nowadays, only three universities 

- namely Oxford, Cambridge and Durham - still implement this educational system in the UK. 

In the collegiate system, colleges are small, multidisciplinary communities, and all students 

belong to a department or faculty, and a college or hall. The college can provide support, 

facilities, and membership of a friendly and stimulating academic community (Oxford 

University, 2020). Based upon their surroundings, colleges provide students with supervisors, 

and encourage a mix habitation of students from different grades and programmes 

(Guangming Daily, 2020). The plethora of non-formal learning opportunities offered by the 

colleges complement the formal curricula, nurture students’ interpersonal skills and cultural 

sensitivity, and build up their confidence and sense of social responsibility (CUHK, 2020). 

 

Apart from learning from their Western counterparts, the DWC members also explore national 

best practices. For example, synergetic innovation teams have been introduced at WUT, which 

has produced a considerable number of quality international papers and cultivated a number 

of graduates having earned or been pursuing doctorates from WCUs. WUT is the only one of 

the 137 members of the DWC Project that has been commended by the MOE for its best 

practice. This mode of synergetic innovation team will be promoted among Chinese leading 

universities. 

 

From the 3 case studies, we can see that best practices at elite universities spread to more 

universities through three isomorphic processes. Higher authorities, like the MOE or the State 

Council, confirm the legitimacy of practices with formal policy papers, which then spread to 

more universities. We may see this as coercive isomorphism in Chinese higher education; the 

introduction of the application-evaluation system in doctoral programmes can be seen as 

this form of isomorphism. Best practices can also spread via activities like formal training, 

meetings and conferences; this can be seen as a form of normative isomorphism. Best 

practices can also be promoted via professional isomorphism, like staff members sent from 

XJU to Tsinghua for higher degrees, and 12 national leading universities pairing with XJU. 

 

We have identified evident institutional differentiation and institutional focus in the three case 

universities. In business, Porter (1985) argues that a company’s relative position within its 
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industry determines whether its profitability is above or below the industry average. The 

fundamental basis for the success in the long run is sustainable competitive advantages. There 

are three generic strategies to possess competitive advantages, which are overall cost 

leadership, differentiation and focus. The first two strategies apply to large companies, which 

hold sufficient resources, whilst the last strategy applies to small and medium sized companies, 

whose resources are relatively limited. Porter’s three generic strategies to achieve competitive 

advantages also apply in the higher education context. National flagship universities like 

Tsinghua and Peking Universities enjoy and maintain their competitive advantages. For 

instance, with top quality students and faculty, teaching and research, Tsinghua is able to 

differentiate itself from other universities in an overall manner. For lower ranking universities 

like XJU, with relatively limited resources, it is wise to focus on some relatively strong 

disciplines. 

 

Higher-ranking universities have a higher ratio of postgraduate students to undergraduate 

students and are also able to attract more high-quality international students (Table 8.4): 

 

University No. of PG 

Students 

No. of UG 

Students 

PG/UG Ratio No. of 

International 

Students 

Tsinghua 32,298 15,707 2.06 3,096 

WUT 15,796 36,736 0.43 1,352 

XJU 6,814 21,232 0.32 322 

Table 8. 4: Number of Undergraduate, Postgraduate, and International Students at Three Case 

Universities, adapted from SRC (2021f) 

 

All 3 case universities are promoting online module construction. In particular, Tsinghua 

employs online modules widely to support universities in West China and promote 

educational equality. According to Baosheng Chen, the Education Minister, China ranks first 

globally regarding the number of MOOCs and viewers. The country is committed to the 

sharing of its quality MOOC resources both at home and abroad. By 2020, China had over 30 

MOOC platforms and 34,000 modules; 150 million college students have gained credits via 

these platforms. To cope with the challenges for teaching brought by the COVID-19, nearly 

all Chinese universities moved their modules online in the Spring term 2020, having further 

strengthened the impact of online delivery. MOOCs and online education is argued to have 

been leveraged to promote education equality (ChinaDaily, 2020).  

 

8.3.5 Faculty Development 

A number of commonalities in faculty development were identified in annual progress reports 

of the three case universities, which might be seen as a form of coercive isomorphism from 

the central government. ‘Fostering virtue through education’ is regarded by the Chinese state 

as the fundamental tasks of universities. Faculty members are requested to uphold the CPC 

leadership and the guiding role of Marxism. Professional ethics and competence are given 
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priority. Both Tsinghua and XJU mentioned their exercises of a veto power towards 

misconduct in morality and ethics. Zhao (2018b) argues that unlike his predecessors from 

Xiaoping Deng, Zemin Jiang to Jintao Hu, Jinping Xi shows stronger adherence to Mao’s 

ideology and practices. The findings from the three case studies agree with Zhao (2018b) that 

Jinping Xi’s emphasis on ideology has significantly affected how political education is 

conducted in universities. 

 

The strategies for attracting quality academic talents between China and some Western 

countries are different. Salmi (2016) stresses the promotion of internationalisation as a 

mechanism for attracting top talents to increase the research capacity of leading universities. 

However, we have no strong evidence from either practice at leading Chinese universities, or 

in the policy papers, that China emphasises internationalisation as a main strategy to attract 

quality faculty. Data from Tsinghua suggest that leading Chinese universities focus on the 

attraction and retention of quality talents cultivated by themselves and that returnees are 

particularly welcomed. This does not imply that high-quality international faculty are not 

welcomed - we have discussed the role played by international experts in International School 

of Materials Science and Engineering at WUT. However, due to the limited level of 

internationalisation in DWC universities, currently, international faculty have not been the 

mainstream of faculty constitution. 

 

Regarding the development strategy for quality faculty, all three case universities have 

emphasised both the introduction of talents from outside, and promotion of talents from 

inside. All three report that their faculty quality has been strengthened - as has been 

manifested in the national and global rankings - yet needs to be further strengthened. Some 

Chinese universities advertise that their priority is those who have received their doctorates 

from world top 100 universities in major international league tables. The central government 

attaches importance to the introduction of high-quality talents (both domestic and overseas) 

and has designed various talent schemes to attract the talents. For instance, in 2012, 11 

departments and ministries jointly announced the National Special Support Scheme for High-

level Talents. It is very rare for so many central government agencies to jointly make a 

statement, showing the great importance attached to this issue by the central government. 

In the launch document, it states that centring on the strategic deployment of the construction 

of innovation-oriented country, the scheme will, in 10 years, support 10,000 ‘Outstanding 

Talents’, ‘Pioneering Talents’ and ‘Young Talents’ in the fields of natural science, engineering 

and technology, and philosophy and social sciences.  

 

8.3.6 Research and Social Services 

All three case universities attach great importance to their links with national and regional 

strategic development. For example, Tsinghua has signed collaboration agreements with all 

provincial and municipal governments. The extent of collaboration by WUT and XJU is 

comparatively limited, focusing on the city or region they are situated in. 
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All three case universities are attaching importance to industry-university collaboration. 

Tsinghua has developed unparalleled industry-university collaboration among the DWC 

members. WUT is also strong in industry-university links. Comparatively, XJU is weak in this 

respect. The central government stipulated four considerations in making industry-university 

collaboration as one of the important tasks for higher education reform and development. 

Firstly, such collaboration should reflect the characteristics of the current stage of Chinese 

higher education, transforming from massification to universality. The diversified demand for 

talent and innovation in economic and social development has driven profound changes in 

the positioning and functioning of universities to better serve the economic and social needs 

of the nation. Secondly, collaboration needs to reflect the structural adjustment of Chinese 

higher education. Deepening the integration between education and industry at multi-levels 

and promoting quality through structural adjustment have become a consensus in either 

application-oriented undergraduate colleges or high-level comprehensive universities. 

Thirdly, collaboration needs to address the growing conflict between a historic high record of 

graduates and their employment. It is urgent to accelerate the transformation of higher 

education by classifying academic talents, applied talents, general education and professional 

education. Lastly, collaboration should reflect the acceleration of knowledge transfer from 

universities to industries. It helps shorten the period of knowledge transfer, and accelerate 

the transformation of innovation capacities of universities into industrial competitiveness 

(MOE, 2017c).  

 

Research at Tsinghua and WUT, particularly in the field of engineering, has been benefiting 

from their global research network. Building WCUs and WCDs is a process of working with 

others to form a cooperative and win-win relationship. The global research network provides 

an opportunity for academics from different cultures, regions, and disciplinary backgrounds 

to transcend boundaries and work with each other, to promote the highly interconnected 

sharing of information, resources and talents, with the facilitation of the Internet. Tsinghua, 

since 2016, has been implementing the Global University Strategic Research Cooperation 

Programme. From 2017 to 2018, Tsinghua successively carried out 48 projects of cooperation 

with 5 universities in 4 countries in more than 10 fields, including quantum computing, 

advanced manufacturing, smart city, biomedicine, energy and environment, chemical 

materials, and international commercial law. Through joint seed funding, joint teaching, and 

lectures, Tsinghua has improved its level of scientific research, promoted the cultivation of 

internationalised students, and improved the internationalised teaching system. A number of 

joint papers and patents have been produced via this Programme (Tsinghua, 2018). Research 

at WUT also benefits from its global research network, such as its synergetic innovation team, 

which has been recommended by the MOE to the public.  

 

8.3.7 Inheritance and Innovation in Fine Culture 

This study finds that there is a disparity between central government policy and its 

implementation at institutional level, regarding inheritance and innovation in fine culture. In 

other words, practices regarding this respect at the case study universities are ceremonial 
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probably as a result of lack of policy guidance.   

 

At central government level, unprecedented importance has been paid to fine traditional 

Chinese culture by the central leadership. Traditional Chinese culture has been regarded as a 

spiritual strength for coping with national and international major challenges, and for the 

rejuvenation of Chinese nation, and the construction of ‘a community with a shared future for 

mankind’ (CPCNEWS, 2017). The path of socialism with Chinese characteristics is a 

combination of Marxism and fine traditional culture, and a process of Sinicisation of Marxism. 

The competition between nations lies increasingly in soft power, and fine traditional culture 

provides such soft power for China (ChinaDaily, 2021a).  

 

However, at institutional level, all 3 case universities did not provide substantive contents 

regarding the inheritance and innovation in fine culture, probably because of the lack of 

directions or instructions on the constituents of fine culture from the central government. One 

thing in common, is that 3 universities all stress socialist core values, and highlight their 

implementation of Jinping Xi’s speeches and CPC policies. It is envisaged that policy guidance 

on the promotion of fine culture will be introduced, and Chinese universities, particularly the 

DWC members, will continue some major movements in paying tribute to and learning from 

traditional culture. 

 

8.3.8 International Collaboration and Exchange 

Higher ranking universities, when choosing their overseas partners, tend to apply the principle 

of equivalency, which means the foreign partners of elite Chinese universities are generally 

internationally-renowned universities. From the Tsinghua case, we can see that their overseas 

partners are global players. But the WUT case provides a distinctive model of 

internationalisation strategy. On the one hand, WUT conducts quality research and sends 

postgraduate students by working with the world’s best universities; on the other hand, WUT 

works with universities like UWTSD extensively. This strategy ensures both the quality and 

quantity of internationalised activities on campus, meeting the expectations of the 

government and meanwhile benefitting WUT’s global rankings, with internationalisation as 

an important indicator.  

 

In comparison, lower ranking universities like XJU, collaborate with limited number of 

medium-quality higher education providers. The imbalance of internationalisation between 

DWC universities is huge. Compared with Tsinghua, the number of international students at 

XJU is quite small, and the quality is inferior.  

 

The leading Chinese universities are implementing the ‘Go Global’ Strategy by increasing their 

overseas presence, to promote their international influence and competitiveness. Traditionally, 

Chinese universities are importers of Western higher education. However, over the last 

decade, along with the expansion of China’s international influence and the growing 

competitiveness of Chinese universities, some higher education products are being exported 
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to the West. Two of our case universities - Tsinghua and WUT - both have overseas presence, 

as has been discussed in the previous chapter. Peking University has established a UK campus, 

for the first time a Chinese university going abroad as an independent organisation for 

investment, operation and management. Peking University has also established the Chicago 

Centre in the US (Peking University, 2019). The presence of elite Chinese universities in 

Western countries has, to a certain extent, promoted the brand, reputation and influence of 

Chinese higher education.  

 

8.3.9 Institutional Mechanism Development 

Regarding organisational leadership, all 3 case universities stress the strengthening of CPC 

leadership, and the exercising of full and strict Party self-governance. Tsinghua and WUT, in 

their reports, underline the presidential responsibility system under the leadership of Party 

Committee. The strengthening of CPC leadership and the implementation of the dual 

leadership of university president and the CPC secretary can be viewed as coercive 

isomorphism ubiquitous not only in the DWC universities but in Chinese higher education. 

 

Regarding the construction of the DWC Project, all three universities established specific 

teams to ensure the implementation. Of the three progress reports, WUT has the clearest 

account of its management system of the DWC Project. Although all case study universities 

have organised specific teams responsible for the implementation, which might lead to some 

similar structures and practices, we have also seen clear differentiation among them.  

 

Regarding evaluation mechanism, all 3 case universities stress the autonomy of schools and 

disciplinary units, whilst WUT has the clearest definition of the decision-making rights of 

different levels of the management team. Tsinghua and XJU stated to get rid of five manias 

for scores, enrolment rates, academic qualifications, published papers and titles, when 

assessing faculty performance. The reform in evaluation mechanism and expansion of 

autonomy have been a hot debate in DWC universities. From a top-down approach, since 

2018 when President Jinping Xi addressed the 18
th
 Conference of Academicians of CAS and 

CAE, the MOE has been working on the design of a new evaluation mechanism and 

introduced a provisional policy on evaluation in March 2021 (MOE, 2021a). At institutional 

level there might be a ‘messy’ period of time for the DWC universities to adapt to new 

evaluation methods. 

 

8.4 Response to Research Question 3: Accomplishments, Current Issues, Future 

Challenges and Possible Solutions 

The DWC Project cannot be treated in isolation from other Chinese HE programmes at various 

levels. As can be seen from the annual progress reports of the case universities, this project is 

carried out alongside many national, provincial and institutional projects. For example, 
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regarding faculty development, Tsinghua has been involved in a number of national-level 

talent programmes such as Chang Jiang Scholars Programme, Excellent Young Teachers 

Programme, and the National Science Fund for Distinguished Young Scholars. Therefore, the 

evaluation of current issues should bear in mind the larger picture of higher education sector 

and wider context of national policy. 

 

8.4.1 Aspects for Evaluation on the Implementation of the DWC Project 

A review of the timeline of the DWC Project is as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. 4: Timeline of the DWC Project 

 

Due to the breakout of Coronavirus in December 2019, the landscape of global higher 

education has been deeply affected and changed, and Chinese higher education is no 

exception. This study is mainly based on the 2018 annual progress reports of 3 case 

universities, which were published in Spring 2019 and henceforth have not been updated.  

 

From the perspective of political economy, the heterogeneous use values of higher education 

can be identified, but cannot be quantified. Marginson (2004) argues that a range of outputs 

is produced by HE, including students enrolled, graduates, credentials/qualifications, skills and 

knowledge, ancillary services like welfare and cultural activities, and even the contribution to 

literacy and civilisation. For the DWC Project, the outputs are categorised into 10 dimensions, 

as stated in various policy papers regarding the DWC Project, and in the annual progress 

reports of the case universities. Some aspects of the DWC Project are measurable, but others 

are not. A significant difference is that what are thought of as ancillary services like cultural 

activities from Marginson’s perspective are ascribed much more importance by the Chinese 

government and individual universities. 

 

8.4.2 Accomplishments of the DWC Project 

This study evaluates the accomplishments of the DWC Project mainly from the perspective of 

global rankings. Comparing data from the ARWU top 100 and top 200 from 2015 when the 

DWC Project was announced and 2020, suggests that with huge state revenue pouring into 

the DWC Project, Chinese universities have climbed up major global rankings quickly, in terms 
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of both position and number:  

 

No. of Chinese Universities (in Mainland) in ARWU Global Ranking 

Year 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Top 100 0 2 2 3 4 6 

101-150 4 4 4 4 4 7 

151-200 3 3 3 5 9 9 

Total 7 9 9 12 17 22 

Table 8. 5: No. of Chinese Universities (in Mainland) in ARWU Global Ranking 

 

The performance of Chinese universities in the ARWU, since the implementation of the DWC 

Project, is remarkable, and challenges the statement from Salmi (2016) that it is unlikely that 

scientific production of beneficiary universities would increase significantly within the first few 

years of the implementation of excellence initiatives. This progress assuages the doubt 

expressed by Ngok and Guo (2008) that ‘whether the government-dominated campaign is 

effective is subject to suspicion’ and challenges their view that the consideration of world-

class status within China seems largely imitative rather than creative with Chinese top 

universities perceived to lack the long history of top Western universities and the financial 

resources they enjoy, making it unlikely that even top universities in China can compete 

directly in many areas of academic life. 

 

Data from ARWU show that from 2015, when China started its DWC Project, to 2020, the fifth 

year of implementation, the number of top 100 universities grew from zero to six and 

universities between 101 to 200 from seven to sixteen, which is a remarkable success in a 

growing competitive global higher education environment. The national and international 

standing of the Southern University of Science and Technology (SUST), founded in 2010 in 

Shenzhen, and Shanghai Tech University (STU), founded in 2013 in Shanghai, both of which 

are non-DWC universities, also challenges Salmi’s statement, and the widespread view that it 

may take decades to build a high-quality university. It only took ten years for SUST to progress 

from foundation to top 50 nationally and 301-400 globally; and only seven years for STU to 

emerge to top 100 nationally, and 401-500 globally.  

 

8.4.3 Current Issues and Improvement Measures 

This section is based on the statement of Existing Problems and Measures for Improvements 

of the Tsinghua and WUT (XJU did not provide this section in its 2018 progress report). The 

current issues in WCUs like Tsinghua and WCDs like WUT are as follows: 

 

Both universities want to expand faculty autonomy, to improve faculty quality, and to improve 

their cross-disciplinary research. Tsinghua, as a national flagship university, has to consider 

issues broader like the balance between disciplinary scale and quality, service to the nation’s 

strategic needs, and piloting practice of broad-category cultivation of undergraduate 

students. Therefore, Tsinghua proposed to improve its top-level design. WUT, states that 
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regarding faculty development, the number of national level academics either introduced 

from outside or trained from inside is insufficient. Regarding social services, the number of 

significant research achievements is insufficient. War for high-quality academics in the DWC 

universities will become fiercer.  

 

This study identifies two major themes of the DWC Project, i.e., the balance between quantity 

and quality in education provision and research output, and the balance of development 

between universities in the east and universities in the west. 

 

Chinese universities, particularly members of the DWC Project, have been focusing more on 

quality than equality. The fostering or development of ‘substance’ in higher education is one 

of the core concepts in the present Chinese higher education, however there is no official 

statement on what the substance constitutes. Yong Qiu, President of Tsinghua, argues that 

higher education in different development stages takes on different features, and currently 

the most defined feature of Chinese higher education is the development of substance. He 

argues 3 points for the development of substance (Qiu, 2019).  

 

Firstly, universities should be inhibited from the obsession of becoming big, and courting 

expansion in scale and increase in number. Universities should focus not on quantity but on 

quality of students, and not on quantity but on quality of faculty. Regarding disciplinary 

development, universities should adopt the strategy of focus, rather than diversification. The 

publication of academic papers should highlight the significance and contribution, rather than 

quantity. Secondly, universities should not seek short-term success and quick profits, and 

should focus on student cultivation, and academic and research. Thirdly, universities should 

promote cultural tastes, shaped by the university’s historical and cultural traditions, and 

shared values and beliefs. Universities should continue to improve their institutional and 

governance systems. This interpretation of the development of substance of Chinese higher 

education by president of Tsinghua stresses the quality of all aspects of universities activities. 

This can be regarded as one of the major themes of Chinese higher education for quite a 

long time to come. 

 

Findings from this study do not support the assertion that the DWC Project gives fuller 

consideration to balance between the east and the west of China than the previous Projects 

211 and 985. The distribution of DWC universities is geographically imbalanced. For instance, 

the number of DWC universities in Beijing, Shanghai, Chengdu, Xi’an and Wuhan, is 34, 14, 7, 

7, and 7 respectively, far ahead of Lanzhou in the Northwest, and Shenyang and Changchun 

in the Northeast, with 1, 2, and 2 representatives. Evidence from the XJU case, Tsinghua’s 

assistance to the universities in the West China, and the ongoing national strategy of western 

region development shows that the central government is attempting to address the 

inequality between the east and west China, however this study supports research from Zhao 

(2018b) that the radical shift in the distribution of educational opportunities favouring the 

disadvantaged will not take place in the short term.  

 

An urgent task for the Chinese government to implement the DWC initiative is to develop a 
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comprehensive system of performance assessment. Although obvious achievements have 

been made in the areas of governance, talent cultivation, scientific research, public services, 

culture inheritance and innovation, and international exchange and collaboration, some issues 

have been identified. Hao (2020) summarises these issues as follows: 

 

⚫ Regarding DWC construction achievements that have been made, some universities 

over-emphasise superficial figures and typical cases, when reporting to the higher 

authorities. They enumerate the research funding gained, increased area of campus, 

escalated number of high-level talents introduced, however they lack insightful summary 

of experience and thoughtful conclusion.  

⚫ Regarding rankings and awards, some universities lack the courage to compare 

themselves with ‘real’ WCUs. They intentionally highlight the rankings from league tables 

that favour them, and number of awards focusing on national but not international 

competitions. 

⚫ Regarding research outcomes, some universities have more superficial, applied and 

ordinary than profound, basic and revolutionary outcomes. 

⚫ Regarding problem and shortcoming statement, some universities excessively stress 

objective reasons like stagnation of local economy, insufficiency of funding, inadequacy 

of governmental attention and societal support. They lack the examination of subjective 

causes, identification of gap and self-targeted resolution. 

 

The Chinese higher education sector is reforming its performance assessment system to 

address the issues caused by the over-reliance on SCI as a key performance indicator. In 

recent years, performance indicators like number of SCI papers, citation frequency, highly 

cited papers, impact factor, and ESI ranking, have become the core indicators for academic 

evaluation, title assessment, disciplinary evaluation, resource allocation, and university 

rankings. MOE (2021b) argues that the excessive pursuit in SCI papers and relevant targets 

like high impact factor papers, and highly cited papers in universities, has led to value 

distortion in scientific innovation, together with the pursuit of instant success and quick profits, 

which go against the development of a high-quality higher education.  

 

The Chinese government has taken some measures to improve the assessment criteria. To 

tackle the issue, the MOE and the MOST have jointly issued a policy paper titled Guidelines 

on the Use of SCI Indicators to Correctly Direct the Assessment to the DWC Universities. In 

this policy paper, The MOE presented three guidelines to improve the assessment criteria. 

Firstly, the assessment system should be categorised by basic research; applied research and 

innovation; and national defence science and technology, giving papers different weightings 

according to category. Secondly, the assessment system should improve the peer-review 

system and introduce a credit system for the assessment experts. Thirdly, the assessment 

system should reduce the assessment items, and take the advice from the science and 

technology management department and researchers. DWC universities are requested to 

review their relevant institutional policy documents, and to report their implementation and 

experience to the MOE (MOE and MOST, 2020). With the old assessment criteria abolished 

and the new criteria just formed, it is envisaged that the performance assessment for DWC 



133 

 

universities will remain unclear for some period. 

 

The central government has taken some measures to ensure the implementation of the DWC 

Project. Priority has been given to support the cultivation of talents in tackling key 

technological issues. Universities are encouraged to introduce high-level talents. The central 

government will strengthen its support to the DWC Project by increasing funding. The central 

government will enhance its support in technological innovation and basic research, and 

encourage young academics and postgraduates to conduct basic, fundamental and strategic 

research. The central government will improve funding management, so that key universities 

can enjoy more autonomy in use of funding in a centrally planned approach (Lv, 2020). 

 

8.4.4 Future Challenges 

The innovation-driven development strategy being advanced by the central government will 

continue the widening stratification of Chinese higher education sector in favour of elite 

universities like the WCUs. The stratification is multi-layered, and has been manifested 

between economically developed provinces and relatively less-developed provinces at 

national level, between the capital cities and the rest at provincial level, and between DWC 

members and non-members at institutional level. Let us take Guangdong, an economically 

developed province, and Liaoning, a less-developed province, as an example. In 2015, 

Liaoning has four universities in top 100, and in 2021, it only has two. In 2015, Guangdong 

has five in top 100, and in 2021, the number increased to eight. Due to continuous huge 

investment, some of the non-DWC members in the affluent Guangdong Province are 

outperforming their DWC peers. For instance, the Southern University of Science and 

Technology, established in 2010, ranks 41 nationally and 301-400 globally by the SRC, which 

is a remarkable achievement for a university with only ten-year history. Another non-DWC 

star in Guangdong is Shenzhen University, established in 1983. It ranks 70 nationally and 201-

300 globally by the SRC. 

 

One of the downsides of building WCUs via initiatives like the DWC Project, is that it is difficult 

to improve the quality in a large number of lower status public and private institutions that 

gain little or fall out of the state funding. How to balance the development between national 

key universities such as the DWC members and a huge number of local universities constitutes 

a great challenge for the Chinese government to improve overall high education quality. The 

central government has advanced some measures, but the outcomes are yet to be seen: 

Firstly, to promote some universities to transform into application-oriented undergraduate 

universities. Secondly, to improve the basic capacity of universities in the western and central 

regions), focusing on practical teaching. Thirdly, to continue supporting national leading 

universities in disciplinary development, so as to transform their disciplinary and talent 

advantages into innovation and industrial competitive advantages (MOE, 2017c). 

 

There tends to be a fiercer ‘war’ for talent and resources, which will affect many stakeholders 

including the DWC universities, non-DWC universities, and local governments. One of our 
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case study universities has stated that one of their major problems is the ‘insufficiency’ of 

quality faculty. In the long run, this ‘insufficiency’ might be addressed by attracting more 

talents from overseas or training within the system. However, in a short term, top-level 

academics are positional goods and the competition for them is a zero-sum game in Chinese 

universities, with the flow of talents from non-DWC members to DWC members, and from 

the underdeveloped western regions to economically developed eastern regions. 

 

The competition among the DWC members and between the DWC universities and non-

DWC universities will be stiffer. For instance, to gain more resources and further increase their 

competitiveness, in recent years, leading Chinese universities are extending their operations 

from the cities and provinces where they are based, by working with other cities and provinces 

in the forms of research institutes, colleges or campuses. It is envisaged that such 

collaboration will further expand in the next few years. Please see Appendix 8 for a summary 

of this latest development.  

 

On the one hand, the presence of ‘immigrant’ universities may strengthen the higher 

education competitivness of the cities, provide more quality talents and technological support, 

and increase the employment. Elite universities based in the underdeveloped Western China 

like Lanzhou University and Xi’an Jiao tong University has been suffering from major issues 

for many years like the brain drain, shortage of educational resources, and quality 

students.Their presence in the most affluent cities might help them gain competitiveness by 

attracting talents and resources. Elite universities from international cities like Beijing and 

Shanghai, by their presence beyond their localities, are provided with more favourable 

facilities, which will promote their quality research, further strengthen their national and 

international influence, and contribute to their DWC Project construction.  

 

On the other hand, it may further widen the inequality between the DWC universities and 

local universities. The long-term impact on stakeholders such as local universities and 

industries is yet to be examined. For example, will the limited revenues of local universities be 

squeezed as a result of the presence of stronger universities? How to balance the 

development of the DWC members and a huge number of non-members poses a great 

challenge for Chinese higher education. 

 

8.4.5 Latest Development and Trends of the DWC Project 

China is attaching greater importance to ‘basic’ subjects in its strongest universities. To attract 

the most brightest students nationwide for undergraduate programmes in basic subjects, the 

MOE (2020a) issued a policy paper entitled Guidelines on Pilot Reform Program of Enrolment 

for Basic Sciences at Some Universities, selecting36 Category A universities of the DWC Project 

as pilot units. The aim of this pilot programme is to train top talents to serve the major national 

strategies. According to the MOE’s Guidelines, these top talents will serve in the key areas of 

high-end chips and software; intelligent technology; new materials; advanced manufacturing; 

and national securities, as well as some areas of humanities and social sciences. The ‘basic’ 
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undergraduate programmes should focus on mathematics, physics, chemistry, biology and 

history, philosophy, and palaeography. Again, the chosen disciplines in theses national 

strongest universities are subject to adjustment. Please see Appendix 9 for more details. 

 

China is now upgrading its disciplinary system; universities, particularly the DWC members, 

are requested by the government to target the frontiers and key areas of science and 

technology. Leading Chinese universities are encouraged to tackle problems in research that 

hinder the development of the nation (Xinhuanet, 2021). To boost the construction of the 

DWC Project, the central government has decided to establish a number of Centres of Frontier 

Subjects. In July 2018, the MOE issued the University Everest Plan for Basic Research, with the 

aim to form ‘great’ world-class innovation teams, to establish ‘great’ world-leading research 

platforms, to cultivate ‘great’ science and technology programmes at ‘commanding heights’, 

and to continuously produce ‘great’ steering and innovative outputs. The purpose of the plan 

is to strengthen the source of supply for independent innovation in national key areas; to 

boost the construction of the DWC Project and realise the ‘connotative development’ of 

higher education; and to drive universities to become the strategic supporting power for the 

national strategy of rejuvenation through education, and science and technology. As part of 

the plan, the MOE subsequently established 14 centres based in national top universities, like 

Tsinghua, Peking and Shanghai Jiao tong (MOE, 2020c). According to the scheme, the centres 

should be driven by frontier issues, and function as scientific innovation bases, carrying out 

foresighted, strategic and cutting-edge basic research. The scheme aims to build about 40 

centres by 2025 (MOE, 2020c). 

 

In the meantime, the MOE argues that it has always paid attention to the construction of 

scientific innovation platforms in local universities. Taking Fujian Province as an example, by 

working with Xiamen and Fuzhou Universities (DWC Project), and Fujian Agriculture and 

Forestry University (local university), the MOE has jointly established 14 key laboratories under 

the MOE, 12 engineering research centres under the MOE. The MOE also works with Fujian 

Province to build 5 collaborative innovation centres based in Fuzhou University and Fujian 

Agriculture and Forestry University. 

 

However, the MOE currently lacks full consideration and detailed planning in supporting local 

universities for their innovation. The suggestion from the MOE is that local universities should 

thoroughly examine related policies and procedures on construction of the innovation 

platforms, and attempt to gain support from local governments. The attitude from the MOE 

is that local universities can construct their innovation platforms first, and in due course, the 

MOE might recognise and provide support (MOE, 2020c).  

 

China is respecting its traditions, and meanwhile facing the future. In May 2021, the MOE 

approved 12 Colleges of Future Technology based in 12 national elite universities (members 

of the previous 985 Project, and Category A WCUs). The objective of establishing a small 

number of elite colleges based in elite universities is to cultivate leading personnel for cutting-

edge, revolutionary and transformative technologies in the next 10-15 years, and to promote 

the transformation and upgrading from ‘made in China’ to ‘created in China’. 
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Chinese universities have been initiating a new round of disciplinary adjustments, following 

the MOE’s instructions, since 2020. Over 500 undergraduate programmes, including a 

number of STEM programmes in a number of universities have been annulled. 37 new 

disciplines such as Quantum Science and Technology, Palaeography, and Protection of 

Intangible Cultural Heritage were approved by the MOE, reflecting the increasing importance 

to technological innovation and traditional Chinese culture attached by the central 

government led by Jinping Xi. Please see Appendix 7 for more details. 

 

We have discussed the inheritance of traditional culture and the importance paid by Jinping 

Xi and the central government, which is a reflection of the central leadership’s respect to the 

Chinese traditions. On the other hand, the provision of Quantum Science and Technology 

and other cutting-edge technological subjects at national leading universities, is a typical case 

of the central government’s strong will for higher education to promote the nation’s 

technological innovation. 

 

8.4.6 DWC Project: the Next Round 

The logic and criteria for the inclusion of DWC members are elusive, which might create some 

ambiguities for the next round of member adjustment. Theoretically, WCUs should be more 

competitive (as reflected by national and international rankings) and have more disciplines 

for construction than WCDs, however this is not always the case. For instance, the number of 

disciplines in construction at XJU is three, fewer than a number of universities aiming for WCDs. 

Please refer to Appendix 10 for more details. Without clear selection criteria, relatively strong 

universities with potential to enter the WCD list, may be prevented from steering their 

resources effectively towards the endeavours to become a member. 

 

It is envisaged that there will be a multi-faceted game played between governments and 

universities for the next phase of DWC Project. In line with the central government’s plan, the 

next round of evaluation and adjustment of members is ongoing. As distinct from the previous 

two national projects in which the members are fixed, the DWC Project is stated to be dynamic 

and members are adjustable. It appears that there will be no problem for the nation’s 

strongest universities, like Tsinghua and those in the previous 985 Project list, to keep their 

places in the next round of competition. However, how to adjust the members of the Category 

B of WCUs and the members of the WCDs will pose a difficult situation for governments and 

universities.  

 

Findings from this study suggest that opaqueness is a feature of policy and governance in 

Chinese higher education. Ambiguity and uncertainty, flexibility and adjustability do not 

apparently contradict each other in the China context, from national policies to institutional 

arrangements. We do not see a clear statement of standard or criteria in the selection of 

members of many national projects in higher education; rather there exists a combination of 

objective evaluation and subjective evaluation. When deciding the members of the DWC 
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Project, the criteria were not published and thus unclear to an outside perspective. Unlike 

practices from many other countries, the evaluation and selection criteria are not objective 

and clearly stated by the MOE. For instance, the criteria of China University Subject Rankings 

under the administration of the MOE are clearly stated to be ‘a combination of objective 

evaluation and subjective evaluation’ (CDGDC, 2017). Therefore, it is foreseeable that the 

adjustment for next round of DWC Project is still like playing Tai chi. Tai chi is an ancient 

Chinese tradition for self-defence and practiced worldwide. In the context of the DWC Project, 

it helps increase flexibility and balance, whilst at the same time, also creating ambiguity and 

uncertainty. The adjustment should be a comprehensive consideration and gaming from a 

number of stakeholders with not only institutional competitiveness ruling, but also politics 

playing a major part. 

 

8.5 Conclusion 

This study does not fully support the statement from Vught (2008) that government policy 

and rankings can lead to increased imitation practices and less diversity in higher education. 

From the studies of case universities, we can observe the synchronisation of imitation 

practices and diversity in Chinese higher education. There is a hierarchical structure of 

imitation and diversity, which can coexist. The major structure, as a coercive isomorphism in 

Chinese universities - like the dual leadership and the strengthening of CPC leadership, has 

been increasingly similar at universities - however we can observe the diversity of university 

types in the DWC Project, and innovative and differentiated practices at different universities. 
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CHAPTER 9 CONCLUSION 

9.1 Introduction 

Most current international literature relates excellence initiatives to building WCUs. This study 

goes further by interrogating the broader and deeper rationales for China to implement these 

national excellence initiatives, in addition to building WCUs. Much literature shows that many 

countries focus on the economic benefits brought about to nations by the implementation of 

national excellence initiatives. This study finds the rationales of China’s excellence initiatives 

go far beyond serving the economic development, and can be reflected in its core value of 

‘World-class and with Chinese Characteristics’. Though the definition of ‘WCU’ and criteria in 

the major global ranking systems are, to some degree, problematic, nevertheless many 

countries including China still use these conceptions to evaluate the ‘excellence’ of their 

higher education systems. In this respect of ‘world-class’, Chinese universities are no 

difference from their foreign counterparts, and their status is confirmed by their positions in 

major global rankings. By identifying, analysing, and evaluating various national policy papers 

and institutional reports relating to the DWC Project, this study has met its three major 

research objectives: analysing the policy rationales; describing the implementation of the 

DWC project in three member universities; and evaluating the outcomes of this excellence 

initiative.  

 

9.2 Contribution to Knowledge 

The theories used in this thesis for discussion of the DWC Project are political economy theory, 

and institutional organisation theory.  

 

Political economy theory has been employed to respond to the first research question, and it 

stresses the role that the nation plays in major policy initiatives. China’s political economy is 

argued by Marginson (2011) as a distinctive post-Confucian approach, in which universities 

are providing resources for economic innovation and global competitiveness. One of the 

contributions of this study is to attempt to further discuss the Confucian Model of building 

WCUs. This study defines the design and implementation of the DWC Project as a Nesting 

Doll model, consisting of multi-layers of central government, provinces/municipalities, and 

universities. The institutional changes at DWC members have been brought about through a 

top-down approach. This study has identified and discussed four major characteristics of the 

DWC Project, forming the most prominent rationales for this excellence initiative. These 

constitute the ‘Chinese characteristics’ stressed by China’s leadership but not previously 

defined in academic literature: 

 

Characteristic 1: In the long run, the DWC Project is to serve the overarching goal for the 

nation to realise socialist modernisation and national rejuvenation. 
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The rationales of this excellence initiative are very different from those in Western countries. 

The DWC Project is to serve the overarching goal of modernisation up to 2050, not only in 

economic respects, but much more widely. The project is planned in five-year phases from 

2015 till 2050, which is much longer than most of the excellence initiatives in Western 

countries. The central government plays a decisive role in designing and implementing the 

project. The role of the leadership of President Jinping Xi, and his political ideology has 

significant impact on its strategic direction.  

 

Characteristic 2: In the short-and-medium term, the DWC Project is to serve national 

strategic needs that are adjusted with time and guided by governmental plans. 

The DWC Project serves national strategic needs, which are changing and being adjusted to 

accommodate the global situation and national needs, which can be reflected in China’s Five-

year Plan. All three case universities show strong alignment between their disciplinary and 

overall development and national strategic needs.  

 

Characteristic 3: The DWC Project is under the strict leadership of the Chinese Communist 

Party (CPC).  

As distinct from the neoliberalism underpinning the excellence initiatives in many western 

countries, the DWC Project is under the strict leadership of the CPC, with President Jinping Xi 

at the core. Socialist values are being strengthened in all member universities. 

 

Characteristic 4: The DWC Project has a number of distinctive features which differ from its 

predecessors: Projects 211 and 985. 

The DWC Project more stresses process management than Projects 211 and 985, and the 

guidelines are clearer. The membership of the DWC Project is no longer fixed and will be 

adjusted based on evaluation, although the criteria have not yet been revealed. The DWC 

Project has classified its members into two main groups: those who are aiming for world-

class status and those who are aiming for WCDs. The world-class status group has been 

further divided into two sub-groups. By comparison, members of the previous Projects 211 

and 985 were not classified. The DWC Project is more diversified, and includes 25 new 

members of various types. Among these 25 new members, five are institutions specialising in 

Traditional Chinese Medicine, which show the importance attached from the central 

government to both medicine and traditional culture. 

 

The concept of positional goods by Hirsch (1977) is also employed in answering the first 

question. WCUs constitute a ‘field’ in which a certain number of universities are eligible to be 

regarded as ‘world-class’ - no matter how we define the term - such as those in the top 100 

in the ARWU. The places in the global rankings are limited, and nations are competing for 

these positional goods within a zero-sum game. The concept of positional goods is also 

applicable to the analysis of competition between Chinese universities for DWC membership.   

 

To answer the second and third research questions, three case universities representing the 

three main groups within the DWC have been selected. Institutional organisation theory has 

been used to frame the analysis in response to these research questions. Although there is a 
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debate between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ versions of this theory, this study supports a hybrid model, 

by employing the concepts of resource dependence, legitimacy, homogeneity, isomorphism, 

organisational changes, etc. The analysis of the annual progress reports of the three 

universities reveals both commonalities and differences in implementation and outcomes of 

the DWC Projects.  

 

A contribution of this study is the identification of forms of isomorphism which operate within 

a state-socialist economy such as China. The implementation of the DWC Project by the 

Chinese government and the project members is promoting isomorphic changes, whilst 

conversely also pushing differentiation and diversification. From national policy level to 

institutional level, a number of practices are reflecting the coercive isomorphic pressure from 

the government. To benefit from the membership of the project, remain ‘legitimate’, and gain 

funding and resources, universities have to adopt similar features mandated by the central 

government. The ten aspects stipulated in the 2015 policy paper are what universities should 

focus on, and this is reflected in the annual progress reports of highly similar structure. This 

promotes extensive isomorphic changes in the DWC members, as universities increasingly 

conform to a model of ‘World-class with Chinese Characteristics’.  

 

Conversely, differentiation and diversification are driven at two levels: central-government 

and institutional levels. At the top-design central-government level, the DWC Project is based 

on disciplines rather than individual universities. The DWC Project is based on 465 disciplines 

in 137 universities - more diversified than university-based Projects 211 and 985. More 

universities of various types have been included in the latest project. At institutional level, 

although the management and operations of the DWC members are strictly under the 

leadership of the CPC, universities still enjoy some degree of autonomy - and in some cases 

expanding autonomy – to develop these disciplines in a diversified way to achieve institutional 

differentiation. 

 

9.3 Professional Contribution 

This study makes a contribution to professional practice in HE institutions seeking to attain 

world-class status, as there is much to learn from the DWC Project. In particular, there is a 

number of features of exemplary implementation featured in Annual Progression Reports:  

aspects of funding and usage; disciplinary development; student cultivation; faculty 

development, research and social services; inheritance and innovation in traditional culture; 

international collaboration and exchange; and institutional mechanism.  

 

1. Regarding funding, there is a huge imbalance between ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ universities in 

the DWC Project. Although government funding is the most important source of revenue, 

particularly for the lower ranking universities, higher ranking universities have been 

expanding their undertaking revenues as a result of stronger government-industry-

university-research collaboration. Without strong intervention from the government, this 

trend of imbalance tends to expand as many of the lower ranking universities are in the 
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underdeveloped west China. Governments seeking to implement excellence initiatives 

need to address funding inequalities as they arise. 

 

2. Regarding disciplinary development, DWC universities have adopted different strategies. 

High-ranking universities, aiming for world-class status, have implemented a 

comprehensive and overall development strategy. Conversely, universities aiming to build 

WCDs, tend to focus on the selected disciplines and drive their overall competitiveness 

by employing the selected disciplines as models and exemplars. Lower-ranking 

universities aiming for world-class status, need to reorganise their disciplines and 

programmes, focusing more on STEM subjects.  

 

3. Regarding student cultivation, this study has identified and discussed a number of 

isomorphic changes at international, national and institutional levels. Leading Chinese 

universities are borrowing best practices from their foreign counterparts, such as the 

collegiate system, general education, and application-evaluation system. Chinese 

universities are learning from each other, in practices such as the synergetic innovation 

team in postgraduate education by WUT, with the MOE as a mediator. Best practices are 

flowing from higher ranking universities to lower ranking universities. For instance, 

normative and professional practices spread to XJU from the group of 12 national leading 

universities, led and coordinated by the MOE. Higher-ranking universities need to support 

their lower-ranking counterparts in order to build a ‘world-class system’ for the benefit 

of students.  

 

4. A feature very different from Western universities in faculty development, is that Chinese 

universities stress the political correctness and socialist ideology, and the ethics and 

morality of their staff. The DWC members particularly welcome young academics who 

earn their doctorates from WCUs worldwide. Although it has not been a large-scale 

practice in leading Chinese universities, some universities - supported by ministerial 

agencies - have introduced some initiatives to attract foreign talent for medium-to-long-

term contracts. Any university seeking world-class status needs to carefully consider its 

talent management strategies. 

 

5. Regarding research and social services at the DWC members, the most prominent feature 

is the direct linkage between their research and national and local development strategies. 

Lower-ranking universities focus on working with their provincial and municipal 

governments where they are based. Higher ranking universities have reached out to wider 

geographical areas. Elite universities such as Tsinghua have nationwide relationship with 

local governments; much more extensive university-industry connections; and direct 

benefit from the global research network. 

 

6. Regarding the inheritance and innovation in fine culture, two practices are noticeable, 

both of which are impacted by the politics and ideology of central government. The first 

practice in promotion is the ‘red culture’, referring to the ideology formed by the CPC in 

leading Chinese people to realise national liberation. The second is the promotion of 



142 

 

traditional fine culture, such as the construction of Inheritance Centres for Fine Traditional 

Chinese Culture. Currently there is no specific higher education policy to guide the 

promotion of fine culture from the central government, however it has been identified by 

this study that the DWC Project pays more attention to culture than Projects 211 and 985, 

with various types of universities being included such as traditional Chinese medicine, 

teacher education, fine art, drama and music. Although political cultures differ between 

states, excellence initiatives need to take seriously the contribution of HE to the public 

good. 

 

7. Regarding international collaboration and exchange, different universities in the DWC 

Project employ different strategies and demonstrate different outlooks. Higher-ranking 

universities such as Tsinghua, work extensively with global players in higher education, 

whilst lower-ranking universities such as XJU, work with a limited number of similar 

universities. An interesting phenomenon of international collaboration is taking place in 

universities like WUT. On the one hand, it works with a small number of WCUs on high-

quality research and postgraduate education; on the other hand, it works with lower-

ranking international institutions on a number of programmes. The benefits of such 

strategy are many, and have been discussed in Chapter 7. Leading Chinese universities 

are no longer content with the one-way flow of sending students overseas and inviting 

foreign universities to their campuses; they are receiving more international students and 

going out to run campuses and joint research institutes. Aspiring WCUs elsewhere need 

to be cognisant of these shifting dynamics of internationalisation. 

 

8. Regarding institutional mechanism development, the focus within the DWC Project is on 

the leadership of the CPC. The case-study universities have all formed a team designated 

for the implementation of the DWC Project led by senior university managers, although 

the forms may vary. All case universities stress autonomy within their progress reports, 

however with the stronger exertion of CPC leadership, how to expand university 

autonomy in China remains uncertain. Nevertheless, the DWC Project demonstrates that 

it is possible to build WCUs without the degree of institutional autonomy which is often 

assumed to be necessary. 

 

9.4 Limitations of the Research 

The first limitation of this research is the small number of case studies. The three case 

universities are selected from 137 universities; although they represent the three main groups 

there are limitations for the generalisability of the results to the whole population of DWC 

members.  

 

The second limitation is relevant to the research strategy, more specifically, the method of 

collecting data. This study is based on secondary documentary data such as policy texts and 

institutional reports. Due to the breakout of COVID-19 in December 2019 and strict control 

measures afterwards, it has not been possible to collect primary data such as interviews within 
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the scheduled time-frame for the study.  

 

The third limitation is in relation to the recency of documents used in this study. The 

documents for analysis in this study can be divided into two categories: the first category is 

government policy documents, which cover a range of areas and are up-to-date. The second 

category is the 2018 Annual Progress Reports of three case universities. The case studies are 

based upon the discussion of these reports, so can only reflect the implementation before 

2019. Due to the pandemic, universities have not produced annual progress reports since 

2018. To update findings to reflect the implementation in 2019 and 2020, news coverage from 

the selected universities and professional websites has been included in the dataset. 

 

9.5 Recommendations for Future Research 

By examining the latest policy papers from the MOE, this study has identified some recent 

developments in the DWC members, which have been discussed in Section 7.4.5., and might 

be worth future research. These latest developments include further promotion of fine 

traditional culture; new approach to university-government collaboration, the strengthening 

of basic and frontier subjects; the establishment of a number of colleges of future technology, 

and undergraduate programme adjustment. These latest developments point to the direction 

for the next round of development, whilst also indicating the development trend of leading 

Chinese universities. These latest developments can be summarised as ‘learn from the 

tradition, look into the future’. The information of the latest developments might be valuable 

to some stakeholders including foreign government agencies who want to understand 

China’s technological development and higher education sector; potential partner universities 

who want to enter or maintain their position within the important higher education market of 

China; non-DWC universities who might wish to participate in future.  

 

Particular research attention might be paid to the 25 institutions newly included in the DWC 

Project, but not in the previous 211 Project and 985 Project. This reflects a significant shift of 

Chinese government in directing its universities from STEM-subject focus to diversification-

orientation. Many of these new members are not comprehensive universities, and their 

specialisations vary from medicine, teacher education, foreign affairs, public security, music, 

fine art, forestry, petroleum, to post and communications. Interestingly, of these 25 

universities, five are specialising in traditional Chinese medicine. They are based in five major 

cities in China -Tianjin, Shanghai, Nanjing, Guangzhou, and Chengdu - all of which are capital 

cities of their provinces or municipalities directly under the administration of the central 

government. Further analysis could be undertaken of speeches from President Jinping Xi - 

from the portal website of Xinhua News Agency, the official press agency and the largest 

news agency of China, as well as the portal website of the State Council; covering all Xi’s 

speeches at various important occasions on traditional Chinese medicine since his presidency 

in 2013.  

 

Research could also be undertaken on some non-DWC universities, which have also 
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developed remarkably in their international competitiveness over a short period. For instance, 

two phenomenal universities, i.e., Shanghai Tech University, established in 2013, and Southern 

University of Science and Technology, are worth studying. Shanghai Tech University, within a 

decade of establishment, ranks in top 100 nationally and 401-500 globally in the ARWU. 

Southern University of Science and Technology, after only ten years’ development, ranks top 

50 nationally and 301-400 globally in the ARWU. 

 

The connections between the DWC Project and the Belt and Road Initiative are also worth 

studying. Both Tsinghua and XJU have stated their connections with the BRI. With the 

increasing conflict between China and the US, the Chinese government will attach more 

importance to the BRI members, which will highly affect the higher education landscape of 

China and beyond.  

 

9.6 Professional Reflections 

The researcher has been working in WUT, one of the case universities, from 2003 to 2018, in 

different positions, either administrative or academic, in the field of international education. 

The researcher has seen the acceleration of higher education internationalisation at WUT 

particularly in recent years.  

 

The researcher, at the outset, worked as an administrator in a programme delivering Higher 

National Diploma (HND) of the Scottish Qualifications’ Authority (SQA) at WUT. In 2003, when 

the SQA HND was introduced in China, the quality and quantity of international collaboration 

at WUT - and Chinese universities as a whole - were limited. It was not long since the 

expansion and massification of Chinese higher education in the late 1990s. The introduction 

of foreign resources was in line with the trend of such massification, however the introduction 

of a diploma-level programme in a national leading university could be seen as profit seeking 

and introducing an ‘inferior quality’ of students. WUT is not a unique case, and we have seen 

the introduction of this diploma-level programme in a number of leading and even elite 

universities.  

 

In 2007, as the UWTSD in Wales became one of the largest receivers of HND students from 

WUT, the researcher was sent by WUT to support the collaboration between the two 

institutions, and in the meantime, pursued his MBA and MA in Education at UWTSD, following 

this with the DBA at Bath. The researcher has seen and contributed to the expansion in 

collaboration from only top-up undergraduate programmes, to a number of programmes of 

various levels and quality. The researcher has also seen the quality aspect of university 

internationalisation in the building of a WCD at WUT. We have examined and discussed the 

collaboration between WUT and WCUs such as Harvard, and the outcomes of the 

collaborations such as high-quality international papers, and high-quality young academics 

(with doctorates earned as a result of the collaboration). In summary, the researcher has 

witnessed the implementation of a distinctive internationalisation strategy at WUT, very 

different from Tsinghua who works with world-class players, and from XJU which works with 
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limited number of similar institutions in world’s higher education. Undertaking this study has 

contributed significantly to the researcher’s understanding of the role of internationalisation 

in the development of WCUs and WCDs in China through the DWC Project. 

 

(WORD COUNT: 57,285) 

  



146 

 

REFENRECE LIST 

Adams, J. 2012. Collaborations: The rise of research networks. Nature (London), 490, 335-336. 

Allen, R. M. 2019. Commensuration of the Globalised Higher Education Sector: how university 

rankings act as a credential for world-class status in China. Compare: A Journal of 

Comparative and International Education, 1-19. 

Amaral, A., et al. 2019. Encyclopedia of International Higher Education Systems and Institutions, 

Dordrecht, Springer Netherlands. 

Arnove, R. F. 1999. Reframing comparative education: The dialectic of the global and the local. 

Comparative education: The dialectic of the global and the local, 1-23. 

Australian Government. 2017. “Double First-Class” Initiative Disciplines Development List (Sorted 

by Discipline) [Online]. Available: https://internationaleducation.gov.au/international-

network/china/PolicyUpdates-

China/Documents/DFC%20initiative%20disciplines%20development%20list%20(Sorted%20b

y%20discipline).pdf [Accessed 04/07/2021]. 

Baidu. 2020. This DWC University, Assisted by 12 Leading Universities, to Make Breakthrough in 

the Fifth Round of Subject Evaluation [Online]. Baidu. Available: 

https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1677276049762621810&wfr=spider&for=pc [Accessed 

09/03/2021]. 

Barley, S. R. & Tolbert, P. S. 2016. Institutionalization and Structuration: Studying the Links between 

Action and Institution. Organization studies, 18, 93-117. 

Berthod, O. 2018. Institutional Theory of Organizations. Global Encyclopedia of Public 

Administration, Public Policy, and Governance, 1-5. 

Blaikie, N. 1993. Approaches To Social Enquiry, Cambridge, Polity Press. 

Bowen, G. A. 2009. Document Analysis as a Qualitative Research Method. Qualitative research 

journal, 9, 27-40. 

Braun, V. & Clarke, V. 2006. Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology. Qualitative Research in 

Psychology, 3, 77-101. 

Cardno, C. 2019. Policy Document Analysis: A Practical Educational Leadership Tool and a 

Qualitative Research Method. Educational Administration: Theory and Practice, 24. 

CDGDC. 2017. Publication of Results of the Fourth Round of National Subject Evaluation [Online]. 

CDGDC. Available: http://www.cdgdc.edu.cn/xwyyjsjyxx/xkpgjg/ [Accessed 12/04/2021]. 

Chen, X. & Qiu, Y. 2021. Building World-class Universities That Take Roots in China. People's Daily, 

19/04/2021. 

China Education Daily. 2019. Documentary on WUT's Postgraduate Education [Online]. Available: 

http://www.henangx.cn/gaozhong/20190523/8745.html [Accessed 01/08/2021]. 

China Youth Daily. 2020. China's Innvation Engine Upgraded [Online]. Available: 

https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1679978417755303954&wfr=spider&for=pc [Accessed 

16/04/2021]. 

Chinadaily. 2016. New Highlights in the 2016 Government Work Report [Online]. Available: 

http://language.chinadaily.com.cn/2016-03/05/content_23750026.htm [Accessed 

23/03/2021]. 

Chinadaily. 2017. the Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era [Online]. 

https://internationaleducation.gov.au/international-network/china/PolicyUpdates-China/Documents/DFC%20initiative%20disciplines%20development%20list%20(Sorted%20by%20discipline).pdf
https://internationaleducation.gov.au/international-network/china/PolicyUpdates-China/Documents/DFC%20initiative%20disciplines%20development%20list%20(Sorted%20by%20discipline).pdf
https://internationaleducation.gov.au/international-network/china/PolicyUpdates-China/Documents/DFC%20initiative%20disciplines%20development%20list%20(Sorted%20by%20discipline).pdf
https://internationaleducation.gov.au/international-network/china/PolicyUpdates-China/Documents/DFC%20initiative%20disciplines%20development%20list%20(Sorted%20by%20discipline).pdf
https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1677276049762621810&wfr=spider&for=pc
http://www.cdgdc.edu.cn/xwyyjsjyxx/xkpgjg/
http://www.henangx.cn/gaozhong/20190523/8745.html
https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1679978417755303954&wfr=spider&for=pc
http://language.chinadaily.com.cn/2016-03/05/content_23750026.htm


147 

 

Available: http://news.cyol.com/content/2017-10/19/content_16600816.htm [Accessed 

27/05/2021]. 

Chinadaily. 2020. China Becomes World's No. 1 in Number and Scale of MOOC Applications 

[Online]. Available: 

https://language.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202012/14/WS5fd6f663a31024ad0ba9bb0e.html 

[Accessed 22/05/2021]. 

Chinadaily. 2021a. Fine Traditional Chinese Culture [Online]. Available: 

https://language.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202105/12/WS609b9913a31024ad0babd797.html 

[Accessed 25/05/2021]. 

Chinadaily. 2021b. Jinping Xi on State Governance: Importance Concepts [Online]. Available: 

https://language.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202105/27/WS60af042ba31024ad0bac1cb9.html 

[Accessed 28/05/2021]. 

Chong, P. W. & Graham, L. J. 2013. The 'Russian Doll' Approach: Developing Nested Case-studies 

to Support International Comparative Research in Education. International Journal of 

Research & Method in Education, 36, 23-32. 

CNR. 2016. Jinping Xi's 100 Sentences on the Country's Governance: to Promote a Number of 

World-class Universities and Disciplines [Online]. Available: 

http://edu.cnr.cn/list/20160202/t20160202_521309730.shtml [Accessed 16/05/2021]. 

Cowen, R. 2000. Comparing Futures or Comparing Pasts? Comparative Education, 36, 333-342. 

CPCNEWS. 2017. Jinping Xi and Fine Traditional Chinese Culture [Online]. Available: 

http://theory.people.com.cn/n1/2017/1221/c40531-29721761.html [Accessed 

25/05/2021]. 

Creswell, J. W. 2007. Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design : Choosing Among Five Approaches, 

London, SAGE. 

Crotty, M. 1998. The Foundations of Social Research : Meaning and Perspective in the Research 

Process, London, SAGE. 

CUHK. 2020. Experience CUHK [Online]. CUHK. Available: 

http://admission.cuhk.edu.hk/colleges.html [Accessed 19/01/2021/2021]. 

Denscombe, M. 2014. The Good Research Guide: For Small Scale Social Research Projects, 5th 

Edition, Maidenhead, Open University Press. 

Denzin, N. K. & Lincoln, Y. S. 2005. The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research, London, SAGE. 

Denzin, N. K. & Lincoln, Y. S. 2018. The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research, 5th edition, Los 

Angeles, SAGE. 

Dill, D. D. & Soo, M. 2005. Academic Quality, League Tables, and Public Policy: A Cross-national 

Analysis of University Ranking Systems. Higher Education, 49, 495-533. 

Dimaggio, P. J. & Powell, W. W. 1983. The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional Isomorphism and 

Collective Rationality in Organizational Fields. American sociological review, 48, 147-160. 

Enders, J. & Jongbloed, B. 2015. Public-Private Dynamics in Higher Education : Expectations, 

Developments and Outcomes, Bielefeld, Transcript-Verlag. 

Erkkilä, T. 2014. Global University Rankings, Transnational Policy Discourse and Higher Education 

in Europe. European Journal of Education, 49, 91-101. 

Falkenheim, V. C. 2021. Xinjiang Autonomous Region, China [Online]. Available: 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Xinjiang [Accessed 11/03/2021]. 

Fligstein, N. 1985. The Spread of the Multidivisional Form Among Large Firms, 1919-1979. 

http://news.cyol.com/content/2017-10/19/content_16600816.htm
https://language.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202012/14/WS5fd6f663a31024ad0ba9bb0e.html
https://language.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202105/12/WS609b9913a31024ad0babd797.html
https://language.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202105/27/WS60af042ba31024ad0bac1cb9.html
http://edu.cnr.cn/list/20160202/t20160202_521309730.shtml
http://theory.people.com.cn/n1/2017/1221/c40531-29721761.html
http://admission.cuhk.edu.hk/colleges.html
https://www.britannica.com/place/Xinjiang


148 

 

American sociological review, 50, 377-391. 

Foshan Daily. 2019. Foshan+Tsinghua to jointly build International Science and Technology 

Innovation Center of the Greater Bay Area [Online]. Available: 

http://epaper.fsonline.com.cn/fsrb/html/2019-12/27/content_29051_157692.htm 

[Accessed 25/03/2021]. 

Freeden, M. & Stears, M. 2013. The Oxford Handbook of Political Ideologies, Oxford, Oxford 

University Press. 

Fumasoli, T. & Huisman, J. 2013. Strategic agency and system diversity: Conceptualizing 

institutional positioning in higher education. Minerva (London), 51, 155-169. 

GII. 2020. About the Global Innovation Index [Online]. Available: 

https://www.globalinnovationindex.org/about-gii#reports [Accessed 16/04/2021]. 

Greenwood, R., Oliver, C., LAWRENCE, T. B. & MEYER, R. E. 2017. The SAGE Handbook of 

Organizational Institutionalism, London, SAGE Publications. 

Guangming Daily. 2017. Support Universities of Excellence, of Strategic Importance to National 

Needs, of Speciality and of Newness, Build Global Higher Education Power [Online]. 

Available: http://www.xinhuanet.com/2017-01/26/c_1120384818.htm [Accessed 

28/05/2021]. 

Guangming Daily. 2020. Collegiate System and Collegiate Association to Develop New Mode of 

Higher Education Delivery [Online]. Beijing: Guangming Daily. Available: 

https://news.gmw.cn/2020-04/30/content_33796754.htm [Accessed 19/01/2021]. 

Hannan, M. T. & Freeman, J. 1977. The Population Ecology of Organizations. The American journal 

of sociology, 82, 929-964. 

Hao, Q. 2020. It Is Urgent to Develop Performance Appraisal Criteria for the Double World-class 

Project [Online]. Beijing: MOE. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/xw_zt/moe_357/jyzt_2020n/2020_zt21/zhuanjiawenzh

ang/202012/t20201204_503511.html [Accessed 20/01/2021]. 

Hay, C. 2002. Political analysis, Basingstoke, England, Palgrave. 

Hayhoe, R. 2004. China's Universities, 1895-1995: A Century of Cultural Conflict, New York, Garland 

Publishing, Inc. 

Hayhoe, R., et al. 2012. Portraits of 21st Century Chinese Universities: In the Move to Mass Higher 

Education, London, Springer Science & Business Media. 

Hayhoe, R., et al. 2014. Responses to Yang Rui’s “China’s Strategy for Internationalization of Higher 

Education: An Overview”. Frontiers of Education in China, 9, 163-187. 

Hirsch, F. 1977. Social Limits to Growth, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul. 

Hofstede, G. 2005. Cultures and Organizations : Software of the Mind, London, McGraw-Hill. 

Hofstede G. 2021. Compare Countries [Online]. Available: https://www.hofstede-

insights.com/product/compare-countries/ [Accessed 27/03/2021]. 

Huang, F. 2018. University Governance in China and Japan: Major Findings from National Surveys. 

International Journal of Educational Development, 63, 12-19. 

King, E. 2000. A century of evolution in comparative studies: Comparative Education for the 

Twenty-first Century. Comparative education, 36, 267-277. 

King, R., et al. 2011. Handbook on Globalization and Higher Education, Cheltenham, 

Gloucestershire, Edward Elgar Publishing. 

King, R. P. 2010. Policy internationalization, national variety and governance: Global models and 

http://epaper.fsonline.com.cn/fsrb/html/2019-12/27/content_29051_157692.htm
https://www.globalinnovationindex.org/about-gii#reports
http://www.xinhuanet.com/2017-01/26/c_1120384818.htm
https://news.gmw.cn/2020-04/30/content_33796754.htm
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/xw_zt/moe_357/jyzt_2020n/2020_zt21/zhuanjiawenzhang/202012/t20201204_503511.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/xw_zt/moe_357/jyzt_2020n/2020_zt21/zhuanjiawenzhang/202012/t20201204_503511.html
https://www.hofstede-insights.com/product/compare-countries/
https://www.hofstede-insights.com/product/compare-countries/


149 

 

network power in higher education states. Higher education, 60, 583-594. 

Kuckartz, U. 2014. Qualitative Text Analysis: A Guide to Methods, Practice &amp; Using Software. 

London: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

LI, J. 2012b. World-Class Higher Education and the Emerging Chinese Model of the University. 

Prospects: Quarterly Review of Comparative Education, 42, 319-339. 

Li, K. 2021. the 2021 Government Work Report [Online]. Available: 

https://language.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202103/15/WS604ed1cfa31024ad0baaf337.html 

[Accessed 24/03/2021]. 

Liu, Q., et al. 2019. The “Double First-Class Initiative” in China: Background, Implementation, and 

Potential Problems. 1, 92. 

Liu, et al. 2018. Financial Reports of the DWC Project Universities [Online]. Available: 

http://m.thepaper.cn/rss_newsDetail_3036012 [Accessed 29/03/2021]. 

Lu, X. 2017. Why Is Broad Category Education So Important? [Online]. China Science Daily. 

Available: https://news.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/1013/66154.htm [Accessed 29/07/2021]. 

Lv, J. 2020. Improve the Investment Mechanism for Postgraduate Education, Boost the Reform and 

Development of Postgraduate Education [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/fbh/live/2020/52461/sfcl/202009/t20200922_489538.html 

[Accessed 25/05/2021]. 

Ma, H. 2018. Constantly Strengthen 'Five Recognitions', and the Sense of Community of Chinese 

Nation [Online]. Available: http://www.cssn.cn/mzx/201804/t20180408_3899890.shtml 

[Accessed 27/03/2021]. 

Marginson, S. 2004. A Revised Marxist Political Economy of National Education Markets. Policy 

Futures in Education, 2, 439-453. 

Marginson, S. 2011. Higher education in East Asia and Singapore: Rise of the Confucian Model. 

Higher Education, 61, 587-611. 

Marginson, S. 2013. Emerging Higher Education in the Post-Confucian Heritage Zone, New York, 

Routledge. 

Marginson, S. 2016. The Dream Is Over : The Crisis of Clark Kerr's California Idea of Higher 

Education, Berkeley, CA, Berkeley, CA : University of California Press. 

Marginson, S. 2018. Higher Education, Economic Inequality and Social Mobility: Implications for 

Emerging East Asia. International Journal of Educational Development, 63, 4-11. 

Menter, M., et al. 2018. In Search of Excellence: a Case Study of the First Excellence Initiative of 

Germany. Journal of Business Economics, 88, 1105-1132. 

Meyer, J. W. & Rowan, B. 1977. Institutionalized Organizations: Formal Structure as Myth and 

Ceremony. The American journal of sociology, 83, 340-363. 

Milian, R. P., et al. 2016. Barriers to Differentiation: Applying Organizational Studies to Ontario 

Higher Education. Canadian Journal of Higher Education, 46, 19-37. 

Ministry of Commerce. 2015. Vision and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 

21st-Century Maritime Silk Road [Online]. Beijing: Ministry of Commerce. Available: 

http://www.mofcom.gov.cn/article/ae/ai/201503/20150300928878.shtml [Accessed 

08/03/2021]. 

Mizruchi, M. S. & Fein, L. C. 1999. The Social Construction of Organizational Knowledge: A Study 

of the Uses of Coercive, Mimetic, and Normative Isomorphism. Administrative science 

quarterly, 44, 653-683. 

https://language.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202103/15/WS604ed1cfa31024ad0baaf337.html
http://m.thepaper.cn/rss_newsDetail_3036012
https://news.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/1013/66154.htm
http://www.moe.gov.cn/fbh/live/2020/52461/sfcl/202009/t20200922_489538.html
http://www.cssn.cn/mzx/201804/t20180408_3899890.shtml
http://www.mofcom.gov.cn/article/ae/ai/201503/20150300928878.shtml


150 

 

MOE. 2011. Notification to Publish the List of Degrees and Fields of Disciplines for Talent 

Cultivation [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/moe_833/201103/t20110308_116439.html 

[Accessed 25/03/2021]. 

MOE. 2012. Basic Teaching Requirements of Entrepreneurship Education in Universities 

(provisional) [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s5672/201208/t20120801_140455.html [Accessed 

30/07/2021]. 

MOE. 2015. MOE's Guideline on the Application and Mangement of Online Modules for Higher 

Education Institutions [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201504/t20150416_189454.html [Accessed 

10/05/2021]. 

MOE. 2016. the Announcement of List of University-Industry Collaboration Projects (first batch in 

2016) [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A08/tongzhi/201612/t20161219_292410.html [Accessed 

31/07/2021]. 

MOE. 2017a. Notice from the Department of Higher Education, MOE to Implement the Research 

and Practice Programme of Emerging Engineering [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A08/tongzhi/201702/t20170223_297158.html [Accessed 

10/05/2021]. 

MOE. 2017b. Notice from the General Office of the Ministry of Education to Recommend the 

Research and Practice Programme of Emerging Engineering [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201707/t20170703_308464.html [Accessed 

10/05/2021]. 

MOE. 2017c. Officials from the National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) Answered 

Reporters' Questions on the Guidelines on Deepening the Integration of Industry and 

Education [Online]. Available: http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2017-

12/19/content_5248610.htm [Accessed 23/06/2021]. 

MOE. 2017d. Press Conference on Educational Reform and Development by Baosheng Chen 

[Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/gzdt_gzdt/moe_1485/201703/t20170313_299293.html 

[Accessed 19/05/2021]. 

MOE. 2018a. MOE's Decision to Quicken the Construction of High-quality Undergraduate 

Education and Comprehensively Boost the Capabilities of Cultivating Talents [Online]. 

Available: http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201810/t20181017_351887.html 

[Accessed 09/05/2021]. 

MOE. 2018b. MOE's Notice to Issue the Action Plan for Innovation in Artificial Intelligence in Higher 

Education Institutions [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/s7062/201804/t20180410_332722.html [Accessed 

10/05/2021]. 

MOE. 2018c. the MOE’s Notice to Construct Inheritance Centres for Fine Traditional Chinese 

Culture [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A17/moe_794/moe_628/201805/t20180523_336874.html 

[Accessed 22/06/2021]. 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/moe_833/201103/t20110308_116439.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s5672/201208/t20120801_140455.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201504/t20150416_189454.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A08/tongzhi/201612/t20161219_292410.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A08/tongzhi/201702/t20170223_297158.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201707/t20170703_308464.html
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2017-12/19/content_5248610.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2017-12/19/content_5248610.htm
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/gzdt_gzdt/moe_1485/201703/t20170313_299293.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201810/t20181017_351887.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/s7062/201804/t20180410_332722.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A17/moe_794/moe_628/201805/t20180523_336874.html


151 

 

MOE. 2018d. MOST and MOE Signed an Aagreement on Cooperation in Science and Education 

[Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/gzdt_gzdt/moe_1485/201806/t20180612_339345.html 

[Accessed 31/07/2021]. 

MOE. 2018e. Notice from the General Office of the Ministry of Education to Announce the First 

Batch of Research and Practice Programme of Emerging Engineering [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201803/t20180329_331767.html [Accessed 

09/05/2021]. 

MOE. 2018f. Notice of Universities Gaining Independent Audit Power from the Academic Degrees 

Committee of the State Council [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/yjss_xwgl/moe_818/201804/t20180427_334450.html 

[Accessed 25/03/2021]. 

MOE. 2018g. Notice to Conduct Speacial Actions on Cleansing 'Paper, Position, Title, Qualification, 

and Award' Based Inappropriate Assessment [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/s7062/201811/t20181113_354444.html [Accessed 

29/03/2021]. 

MOE. 2019. Reply to the Proposal (No. 2397) at the 2nd Session, the 13th National Committee of 

the CPPCC [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xxgk/xxgk_jyta/jyta_gaojiaosi/202002/t20200210_419650.ht

ml [Accessed 10/05/2021]. 

MOE. 2020a. MOE's Guidelines on Pilot Reform Program of Enrollment for Basic Sciences at Some 

Universities [Online]. Beijing: MOE. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A15/moe_776/s3258/202001/t20200115_415589.html 

[Accessed 11/02/2021]. 

MOE. 2020b. Notice of Withdrawal and Addition of Degree Programmes by Universities with 

Independent Audit Power 2019 [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A22/xwb_left/zcywlm_xwgl/moe_818/202004/t20200402_43

7603.html [Accessed 25/03/2021]. 

MOE. 2020c. Reply to Suggestions at the 3rd Session of the National People's Congress, No: 9164 

[Online]. Beijing: MOE. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xxgk/xxgk_jyta/jyta_kjs/202010/t20201013_494241.html 

[Accessed 07/02/2021/2021]. 

MOE. 2021a. Assessment Methods of the DWC Project (provisional) Published-Highlight on the 

Cultivation of First-class Talents, and the Production of First-class Research [Online]. 

Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/s5147/202103/t20210324_522219.html?authkey=boxd

r3 [Accessed 02/06/2021]. 

MOE. 2021b. Get Rid of SCI Mania, and Establish Correct Evaluation Direction [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/s271/202002/t20200223_423331.html [Accessed 

19/05/2021]. 

MOE. 2021c. the MOE Adds the Field of 'Cross-disciplines' and Two Primary Categories [Online]. 

Beijing: MOE. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/s5147/202101/t20210114_509760.html [Accessed 

25/03/2021]. 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/gzdt_gzdt/moe_1485/201806/t20180612_339345.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201803/t20180329_331767.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/yjss_xwgl/moe_818/201804/t20180427_334450.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/s7062/201811/t20181113_354444.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xxgk/xxgk_jyta/jyta_gaojiaosi/202002/t20200210_419650.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xxgk/xxgk_jyta/jyta_gaojiaosi/202002/t20200210_419650.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A15/moe_776/s3258/202001/t20200115_415589.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A22/xwb_left/zcywlm_xwgl/moe_818/202004/t20200402_437603.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A22/xwb_left/zcywlm_xwgl/moe_818/202004/t20200402_437603.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xxgk/xxgk_jyta/jyta_kjs/202010/t20201013_494241.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/s5147/202103/t20210324_522219.html?authkey=boxdr3
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/s5147/202103/t20210324_522219.html?authkey=boxdr3
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/s271/202002/t20200223_423331.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/s5147/202101/t20210114_509760.html


152 

 

MOE. 2021d. Notice from the MOE on Outcomes of Filing and Approval of Undergraduate 

Programmes in Higher Education Institutions 2020 [Online]. Beijing: MOE. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/moe_1034/s4930/202103/t20210301_516076.html 

[Accessed 12/03/2021]. 

MOE. 2021e. Strive to Development cross-disciplines, Improve Disciplinary System of Higher 

Education in the New Era [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/s271/202101/t20210113_509682.html [Accessed 

25/03/2021]. 

MOE, MOF & NDRC. 2017. Notification on the List of Higher Education Institutions in the 

Construction of ‘the Double World-Class Project’ [Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/moe_843/201709/t20170921_314942.html 

[Accessed 23/12/2018]. 

MOE AND MOST. 2020. Guidelines on the Use of SCI Indicators to Correctly Direct the Assessment 

[Online]. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/moe_784/202002/t20200223_423334.html 

[Accessed 31/05/2021]. 

Mundy, K. 2009. The New Institutionalism in Education. Comparative education review, 53, 150-

152. 

Ngok, K. & Guo, W. 2008. The Quest for World Class Universities in China: Critical Reflections. 

Policy Futures in Education, 6, 545-557. 

NPC. 2015. Jinping Xi Attends Plenary Session of the Military Delegates [Online]. Available: 

http://www.npc.gov.cn/zgrdw/pc/12_3/2015-03/13/content_1925799.htm [Accessed 

26/03/2021]. 

OECD 2014. Promoting Research Excellence : New Approaches to Funding, Paris, OECD. 

Organization Department of the CPC Central Committee. 2021. The Group Study Session of the 

Political Bureau of the CPC Central Committee [Online]. Available: 

http://www.12371.cn/special/lnzzjjtxx/ [Accessed 31/05/2021]. 

Oxford University. 2020. What Is an Oxford College? [Online]. Oxford: Oxford University,.  

[Accessed 19/01/2021]. 

P. R. Newswire 2017. Royal Society of Chemistry Accreditation First for Sino-foreign University in 

China. XI'AN-Jiaotong-edu. Y. 

Peking University. 2016. Plan for Boosting Model Internationalised Colleges [Online]. Available: 

http://www.oir.pku.edu.cn/info/1069/2889.htm [Accessed 09/05/2021]. 

Peking University. 2019. 2018 Annual Progress Report [Online]. Available: 

https://xkb.pku.edu.cn/sylm/gzdt/90652.htm [Accessed 26/05/2021]. 

People's Daily. 2012a. Adhere to the Socialist Path with Chinese Characteristics, Strive for the 

Building a Moderately Prosperous Society in all Respects [Online]. Available: 

http://politics.people.com.cn/n/2012/1109/c1001-19529890.html [Accessed 27/03/2021]. 

People's Daily. 2012b. Go into and Promote the Top-down Design of Reform [Online]. Available: 

https://www.chinanews.com/gn/2012/06-25/3982491.shtml [Accessed 24/03/2021]. 

People's Daily. 2020. The Shaoguan Institute of Wuhan University of Technology Inaugurated 

[Online]. Available: http://gd.people.com.cn/n2/2020/1130/c123932-34445998.html 

[Accessed 23/06/2021]. 

Pfeffer, J. 2003. The External Control of Organizations : a resource dependence perspective, 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/moe_1034/s4930/202103/t20210301_516076.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/s271/202101/t20210113_509682.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/moe_843/201709/t20170921_314942.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/moe_784/202002/t20200223_423334.html
http://www.npc.gov.cn/zgrdw/pc/12_3/2015-03/13/content_1925799.htm
http://www.12371.cn/special/lnzzjjtxx/
http://www.oir.pku.edu.cn/info/1069/2889.htm
https://xkb.pku.edu.cn/sylm/gzdt/90652.htm
http://politics.people.com.cn/n/2012/1109/c1001-19529890.html
https://www.chinanews.com/gn/2012/06-25/3982491.shtml
http://gd.people.com.cn/n2/2020/1130/c123932-34445998.html


153 

 

Stanford, Stanford Business Books. 

Porter, M. 1985. Competitive Advantage, New York, The Free Press. 

Powell, B. A., et al. 2012. Expenditures, Efficiency, and Effectiveness in U.S. Undergraduate Higher 

Education: A National Benchmark Model. The Journal of Higher Education, 83, 102-127. 

Prior, L. 2008. Repositioning Documents in Social Research. Sociology, 42, 821-836. 

Qian, Y. 2016. 'Academic Issues' and 'Administrative Issues' in University Governance [Online]. 

Available: https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/24444900 [Accessed 29/07/2021]. 

Qiu, Y. 2019. Stick to the Fostering of Substance in Higher Education [Online]. Available: 

http://theory.people.com.cn/n1/2019/0312/c40531-30970894.html [Accessed 

18/05/2021]. 

Quirin, S. 2017. Plans to promote German research excellence come under fire. Nature, 551, 15. 

Rauhvargers, A. 2014. Where Are the Global Rankings Leading Us? An Analysis of Recent 

Methodological Changes and New Developments. European Journal of Education, 49, 29-

44. 

Rueschemeyer, D., et al. 1985. Bringing the State Back In, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press  

SAC. 2009. Classification and Code of Disciplines [Online]. Available: 

http://openstd.samr.gov.cn/bzgk/gb/newGbInfo?hcno=4C13F521FD6ECB6E5EC026FCD

779986E [Accessed 04/07/2021]. 

Salmi, J. 2016. Excellence Initiatives to Create World-Class Universities. International higher 

education, 17-18. 

Samuelson, P. A. 1954. The Pure Theory of Public Expenditure. The review of economics and 

statistics, 36, 387-389. 

Saunders, M. N. K., et al. 2019. Research Methods for Business Students, Harlow, United Kingdom, 

Harlow, United Kingdom: Pearson Education Limited. 

Schofer, E. & Meyer, J. W. 2005. The worldwide expansion of higher education in the twentieth 

century. American sociological review, 70, 898-920. 

Science and Technology Daily. 2020. Statistics on Sci-tech Papers of 2019 Published, High Quality 

International Papers Taking the Word's Second Place [Online]. Available: 

https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1687394472328589924&wfr=spider&for=pc [Accessed 

18/04/2021]. 

Scott, J. 2006. Documentary Research - Sage Benchmarks in Social Research Methods, Thousand 

Oaks, CA, SAGE Publications. 

Scott, W. R. 2014. Institutions and organizations : ideas, interests, and identities, London, Thousand 

Oaks and London : SAGE. 

Seawright, J. & Gerring, J. 2008. Case Selection Techniques in Case Study Research: A Menu of 

Qualitative and Quantitative Options. Political research quarterly, 61, 294-308. 

Selznick, P. 1996. Institutionalism "Old" and "New". Administrative science quarterly, 41, 270-277. 

Shin, J. C., et al. 2011. University Rankings: Theoretical Basis, Methodology and Impacts on Global 

Higher Education, Dordrecht, Springer Science & Business Media. 

Silverman, D. 1993. Interpreting Qualitative Data. Methods for Analyzing Talk, Text and Interaction, 

London, SAGE. 

Song, J., et al. 2021. Policy Decoupling in Strategic Response to the Double World-class Project: 

evidence from elite universities in China. Higher education, 1-18. 

SRC. 2020. A Number of DWC Project Universties Operates Outside the Locality, New Ace 

https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/24444900
http://theory.people.com.cn/n1/2019/0312/c40531-30970894.html
http://openstd.samr.gov.cn/bzgk/gb/newGbInfo?hcno=4C13F521FD6ECB6E5EC026FCD779986E
http://openstd.samr.gov.cn/bzgk/gb/newGbInfo?hcno=4C13F521FD6ECB6E5EC026FCD779986E
https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1687394472328589924&wfr=spider&for=pc


154 

 

Universties Are Coming into Being? [Online]. Available: 

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/YeZvry-um2-MctIYEmxRPw [Accessed 26/05/2021]. 

SRC. 2021a. Academic Ranking of World Universities 2020 [Online]. Available: 

http://www.shanghairanking.com/ARWU2020.html [Accessed 24/03/2021]. 

SRC. 2021b. Global Ranking of Academic Subjects [Online]. Shanghai: SRC. Available: 

https://www.shanghairanking.cn/rankings/gras/2017/RS0201 [Accessed 25/03/2021]. 

SRC. 2021c. ShanghaiRanking's Academic Ranking of World Universities Methodology 2020 

[Online]. Available: http://www.shanghairanking.com/methodology/arwu/2020 [Accessed 

21/06/2021]. 

SRC. 2021d. ShanghaiRanking's Global Ranking of Academic Subjects 2020 - Materials Science & 

Engineering [Online]. Available: http://www.shanghairanking.com/Shanghairanking-

Subject-Rankings/materials-science-engineering.html [Accessed 05/05/2021]. 

SRC. 2021e. Wuhan University of Technology [Online]. Available: 

https://www.shanghairanking.cn/institution/wuhan-university-of-technology [Accessed 

08/05/2021]. 

SRC. 2021f. Xinjiang University [Online]. Available: 

https://www.shanghairanking.cn/institution/xinjiang-university [Accessed 20/05/2021]. 

State Council. 2006. Two Government Agencies Decided to Jointly Implement 'the Programme of 

Introducing Talents of Discipline to Universities' [Online].  [Accessed 09/05/2021]. 

State Council. 2010. the State Council's Decision on Accelerating the Cultivation and Development 

of Strategic Emerging Industries [Online]. Available: http://www.gov.cn/zwgk/2010-

10/18/content_1724848.htm [Accessed 09/05/2021]. 

State Council. 2014. the First Meeting of the National Security Commission of the CPC Central 

Committee Convened, Jinping Xi Made an Important Speech [Online]. Available: 

http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2014-04/15/content_2659641.htm [Accessed 25/03/2021]. 

State Council. 2015. Implementation Guidelines on Deepening the Reform of Innovation and 

Entrepreneurship Education in Higher Education Institutions [Online]. Available: 

http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2015-05/13/content_9740.htm [Accessed 

23/06/2021]. 

State Council. 2017. Guidelines on the Integration Between Education and Industry [Online]. 

Available: http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2017-12/19/content_5248564.htm 

[Accessed 23/06/2021]. 

State Council. 2019. the State Council [Online]. Beijing: State Council. Available: 

http://english.www.gov.cn/archive/chinaabc/201911/22/content_WS5ed77233c6d0b3f0

e9499854.html [Accessed 07/04/2021]. 

State Council. 2010. National Medium and Long-term Educational Development Plan (2010-2020) 

[Online]. Beijing: State Council. Available: http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2010-

07/29/content_1667143.htm [Accessed 22/01/2021]. 

State Council.  2015. General Plan to Boost the Implementation of ‘the Double World-Class Project’ 

[Online]. Beijing: MOE. Available: 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xxgk/moe_1777/moe_1778/201511/t20151105_217823.html 

[Accessed 23/12/2019]. 

State Council. 2017. Jinping Xi's Report at the 19th National Congress of Communist Party of China 

[Online]. Beijing: State Council. Available: http://www.gov.cn/zhuanti/2017-

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/YeZvry-um2-MctIYEmxRPw
http://www.shanghairanking.com/ARWU2020.html
https://www.shanghairanking.cn/rankings/gras/2017/RS0201
http://www.shanghairanking.com/methodology/arwu/2020
http://www.shanghairanking.com/Shanghairanking-Subject-Rankings/materials-science-engineering.html
http://www.shanghairanking.com/Shanghairanking-Subject-Rankings/materials-science-engineering.html
https://www.shanghairanking.cn/institution/wuhan-university-of-technology
https://www.shanghairanking.cn/institution/xinjiang-university
http://www.gov.cn/zwgk/2010-10/18/content_1724848.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zwgk/2010-10/18/content_1724848.htm
http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2014-04/15/content_2659641.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2015-05/13/content_9740.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2017-12/19/content_5248564.htm
http://english.www.gov.cn/archive/chinaabc/201911/22/content_WS5ed77233c6d0b3f0e9499854.html
http://english.www.gov.cn/archive/chinaabc/201911/22/content_WS5ed77233c6d0b3f0e9499854.html
http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2010-07/29/content_1667143.htm
http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2010-07/29/content_1667143.htm
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xxgk/moe_1777/moe_1778/201511/t20151105_217823.html
http://www.gov.cn/zhuanti/2017-10/27/content_5234876.htm


155 

 

10/27/content_5234876.htm [Accessed 11/02/2021]. 

Steven, B., et al. 2012. The Market Model and the Growth and Decline of Academic Fields in U.S. 

Four-Year Colleges and Universities, 1980—2000. Sociological forum (Randolph, N.J.), 27, 

275-299. 

Suchman, M. C. 1995. Managing Legitimacy: Strategic and Institutional Approaches. The Academy 

of Management review, 20, 571-610. 

Symon, G. & CASSELL, C. 2012. Qualitative Organizational Research : Core Methods and Current 

Challenges, London, SAGE Publications. 

The Government of Xinjiang. 2019. About Xinjiang [Online]. Xinjiang: the Government of Xinjiang. 

Available: http://en.xinjiang.gov.cn/xj_yw/c100075/common_list_detail.shtml [Accessed 

11/03/2021]. 

Tsinghua. 2015a. Deepen Teaching Reform with Triad Educational Ideology [Online]. Available: 

https://news.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/1003/25736.htm [Accessed 25/03 2021]. 

Tsinghua. 2015b. Tsinghua University and Suzhou City Signed Innovation Action Plan [Online]. 

Available: https://news.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/1012/60009.htm [Accessed 03/25 2021]. 

Tsinghua. 2017. Enrollment and Cultivation of Tsinghua University Come to 16 Broad Categories 

[Online]. Beijing: Tsinghua University. Available: 

https://news.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/1013/66120.htm [Accessed 14/02/2021]. 

Tsinghua. 2018. Tsinghua University Holds the Global Research Strategic Partnership Seminar 

[Online]. Available: https://news.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/1013/67797.htm [Accessed 25/06 

2021]. 

Tsinghua. 2021. Financial Accounting Information [Online]. Available: 

https://www.tsinghua.edu.cn/publish/newthu/openness/cwzcjsfxx/cwjsxx_all2020.htm 

[Accessed 2021/29/03]. 

Tu, D. 2009. Education Policy Text Analysis and Its Application. Fudan Education Forum, 2009, 22-

27. 

Van Vught, F. A. & Ziegele, F. 2012. Multidimensional Ranking: the Design and Development of 

U-Multirank, Dordrecht, Springer Science & Business Media. 

Vught, F. V. 2008. Mission Diversity and Reputation in Higher Education. Higher education policy, 

21, 151-174. 

Wagner, C. S. 2018. The Collaborative Era in Science : Governing the Network, Cham, Springer 

International Publishing. 

Wang, R. 2014. Two Pronged Approach of President Responsibility System Under the Leadership 

of the Party Committee [Online]. Available: 

http://cpc.people.com.cn/pinglun/n/2014/1017/c241220-25857122.html [Accessed 

29/03/2021]. 

World Bank. 2021. Research and development expenditure (% of GDP) - China [Online]. Available: 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/GB.XPD.RSDV.GD.ZS?end=2018&locations=CN&st

art=1996&view=chart [Accessed 18/04/2021]. 

Wu, S. 2020. No. of International High-quality Papers from China Takes World's Second Place, with 

Eight Subjects in the First Place, in 2019 [Online]. Yicai. Available: 

https://www.yicai.com/news/100895931.html [Accessed 27/06/2021]. 

WUT. 2018a. 2018 WUT Graduate Employment Quality Report [Online]. Available: 

http://xxgk.whut.edu.cn/xsgl/xsjy/zlnb/201902/t20190215_353194.shtml [Accessed 

http://www.gov.cn/zhuanti/2017-10/27/content_5234876.htm
http://en.xinjiang.gov.cn/xj_yw/c100075/common_list_detail.shtml
https://news.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/1003/25736.htm
https://news.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/1012/60009.htm
https://news.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/1013/66120.htm
https://news.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/1013/67797.htm
https://www.tsinghua.edu.cn/publish/newthu/openness/cwzcjsfxx/cwjsxx_all2020.htm
http://cpc.people.com.cn/pinglun/n/2014/1017/c241220-25857122.html
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/GB.XPD.RSDV.GD.ZS?end=2018&locations=CN&start=1996&view=chart
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/GB.XPD.RSDV.GD.ZS?end=2018&locations=CN&start=1996&view=chart
https://www.yicai.com/news/100895931.html
http://xxgk.whut.edu.cn/xsgl/xsjy/zlnb/201902/t20190215_353194.shtml


156 

 

30/07/2021]. 

WUT. 2018b. Four Innovations at WUT to Promote the Construction of the DWC Project [Online]. 

Available: http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A22/moe_847/201803/t20180315_330078.html 

[Accessed 08/05/2021]. 

WUT. 2020. Financial Accounting Information [Online]. Available: 

http://xxgk.whut.edu.cn/cwgl/jfgl/js/ [Accessed 04/05/2021]. 

WUT. 2021a. Boards of WUT [Online]. Available: http://www.whut.edu.cn/dsh/index.htm [Accessed 

23/06/2021]. 

WUT. 2021b. Notice to Select Postgraduate Students to UWTSD for '1+1+1' Double Masters 

Degree Programme [Online]. Available: 

http://gd.whut.edu.cn/py/tzgg/202103/t20210323_485123.shtml [Accessed 09/05/2021]. 

WUT. 2021c. WUT Board of Automobile Industry [Online]. Available: 

https://aibod.whut.edu.cn/qc/category/134/p1 [Accessed 23/06/2021]. 

Xi, J. 2018. Full Text of Jinping Xi's Speech at the Conference of Academicians of the CAS and CAE 

[Online]. Available: 

https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1601710361900653180&wfr=spider&for=pc [Accessed 

29/07/2021]. 

Xinhuanet. 2012. Why "Top-level Design" Has Become a New Political Term in China? [Online]. 

Available: https://china.huanqiu.com/article/9CaKrnJvYak [Accessed 29/07/2021]. 

Xinhuanet. 2016. Scientific and Technological Innovation Is the Strategic Foundation for Promoting 

Social Productivity and Comprehensive National Power [Online]. Available: 

http://www.xinhuanet.com//politics/2016-02/27/c_128754760.htm [Accessed 

26/03/2021]. 

Xinhuanet. 2021. Jinping Xi Visits Tsinghua University [Online]. Available: 

https://language.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202104/20/WS607e299aa31024ad0bab697d.html 

[Accessed 20/05/2021]. 

Xiong, Q., et al. 2011. Governance Reform at China's "985 Project" Universities. Chinese Education 

& Society, 44, 31-40. 

XJU. 2020. Financial Accounting Report [Online]. Available: 

https://www.xju.edu.cn/info/1024/8181.htm [Accessed 14/05/2021]. 

Yan, G. 2011. Thoughts on the Role of Government in the Development of World-Class Universities 

in China. Chinese Education & Society, 44, 57-66. 

Yang, R. 2005. Internationalisation, indigenisation and educational research in China. Australian 

Journal of Education, 49, 66-88. 

Yang, R. 2014. China’s Strategy for the Internationalization of Higher Education: An Overview. 

Frontiers of Education in China, 9, 151-162. 

Yang, R. & WELCH, A. 2012. A world-class university in China? The case of Tsinghua. Higher 

Education, 63, 645-666. 

YIDAIYILU. 2021. the Belt and Road [Online]. Beijing: State Information Centre. Available: 

https://eng.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/ztindex.htm [Accessed 08/03/2021]. 

Yin, R. K. 2018. Case Study Research and Applications: Design and Methods (6th edn), London, 

SAGE. 

Ying, C. 2011. A Reflection on the Effects of the 985 Project. Chinese Education & Society, 44, 19-

30. 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A22/moe_847/201803/t20180315_330078.html
http://xxgk.whut.edu.cn/cwgl/jfgl/js/
http://www.whut.edu.cn/dsh/index.htm
http://gd.whut.edu.cn/py/tzgg/202103/t20210323_485123.shtml
https://aibod.whut.edu.cn/qc/category/134/p1
https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1601710361900653180&wfr=spider&for=pc
https://china.huanqiu.com/article/9CaKrnJvYak
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2016-02/27/c_128754760.htm
https://language.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202104/20/WS607e299aa31024ad0bab697d.html
https://www.xju.edu.cn/info/1024/8181.htm
https://eng.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/ztindex.htm


157 

 

Zha, Q. 2009. Diversification or Homogenization: How Governments and Markets Have Combined 

to (Re)Shape Chinese Higher Education in Its Recent Massification Process. Higher 

Education: The International Journal of Higher Education and Educational Planning, 58, 

41-58. 

Zhao, K. & You, Z. 2019. Isomorphism, Diversification, and Strategic Ambiguity: Goal Setting of 

Chinese Higher Education Institutions in the Double World-Class Project. Higher 

education policy. 

Zhao, L. 2018a. China's World-Class 2.0: Towards More Institutionalized and Participatory 

Policymaking? The Copenhagen Journal of Asian Studies, 36, 5-27. 

Zhao, L. 2018b. Stratification in China’s Education. China (National University of Singapore. East 

Asian Institute), 16, 142-162. 

Zhao, N. & Zhou, J. J. M. 2021. Performance Analysis on the Construction of the DWC Project from 

the Perspective of ESI Higher Education Development and Evaluation, 37, 8-16. 

ZJUT. 2021. Rankings of Xijiang University [Online]. Available: https://college.zjut.cc/ [Accessed 

08/03/2021]. 

 

 

 

https://college.zjut.cc/


158 

 

 

APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1: GOVERNMENT POLICY PAPERS REFERRED TO IN THIS STUDY 

 

Policy Paper Issue Organisation Year of Publication Webpage link 

Notice from the MOE on Outcomes of Filing and 

Approval of Undergraduate Programmes in Higher 

Education Institutions 2020 

MOE 2021 http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/moe_1034/s49

30/202103/t20210301_516076.html 

Notice of Withdrawal and Addition of Degree 

Programmes by Universities with Independent Audit 

Power 2019 

MOE 2020 http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A22/xwb_left/zcywlm_

xwgl/moe_818/202004/t20200402_437603.html 

MOE's Guidelines on Pilot Reform Program of 

Enrollment for Basic Sciences at Some Universities 

MOE 2020 http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A15/moe_776/s325

8/202001/t20200115_415589.html 

Guidelines on the Use of SCI Indicators to Correctly 

Direct the Assessment 

MOE, MOST 2020 http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/moe_784/2020

02/t20200223_423334.html 

Guidance for Higher Education Institutions on 

Accelerating the Construction of ‘the Double World-

Class Project’ 

MOE, MOF, NDRC 2018 http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/moe_843/2018

08/t20180823_345987.html 

the MOE’s Notice to Construct Inheritance Centres 

for Fine Traditional Chinese Culture 

MOE 2018 http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A17/moe_794/moe

_628/201805/t20180523_336874.html 

Notice to Conduct Special Actions on Cleansing 

'Paper, Position, Title, Qualification, and Award' Based 

MOE 2018 http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/s7062/201811/

t20181113_354444.html 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/moe_1034/s4930/202103/t20210301_516076.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/moe_1034/s4930/202103/t20210301_516076.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A22/xwb_left/zcywlm_xwgl/moe_818/202004/t20200402_437603.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A22/xwb_left/zcywlm_xwgl/moe_818/202004/t20200402_437603.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A15/moe_776/s3258/202001/t20200115_415589.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A15/moe_776/s3258/202001/t20200115_415589.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/moe_784/202002/t20200223_423334.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/moe_784/202002/t20200223_423334.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A17/moe_794/moe_628/201805/t20180523_336874.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A17/moe_794/moe_628/201805/t20180523_336874.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/s7062/201811/t20181113_354444.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/s7062/201811/t20181113_354444.html


159 

 

Inappropriate Assessment 

MOE's Notice to Issue the Action Plan for Innovation 

in Artificial Intelligence in Higher Education 

Institutions 

MOE 2018 http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/s7062/201804/

t20180410_332722.html 

MOE's Decision to Quicken the Construction of High-

quality Undergraduate Education and 

Comprehensively Boost the Capabilities of Cultivating 

Talents 

MOE 2018 http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201810/

t20181017_351887.html 

Notice of Universities Gaining Independent Audit 

Power from the Academic Degrees Committee of the 

State Council 

MOE 2018 http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/yjss_xwgl/moe

_818/201804/t20180427_334450.html 

Notice from the General Office of the Ministry of 

Education to Announce the First Batch of Research 

and Practice Programme of Emerging Engineering 

MOE 2018 http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201803/

t20180329_331767.html 

State Council's Suggestions on Comprehensively 

Strengthening Basic Science Research 

State Council 2018 http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2018-

01/31/content_5262539.htm 

Regulations of Special Fund on the Construction of 

World-Class Universities (Disciplines) and the 

Direction of Characteristic Development 

MOF, MOE 2017 http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xxgk/moe_1777/moe_

1779/201712/t20171208_320933.html 

Notice from the Department of Higher Education, 

MOE to Implement the Research and Practice 

Programme of Emerging Engineering 

MOE 2017 http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A08/tongzhi/201702/t

20170223_297158.html 

Notification on the List of Higher Education 

Institutions in the Construction of ‘the Double World-

Class Project’ 

MOE, MOF, NDRC 2017 http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/moe_843/2017

09/t20170921_314942.html 

Notice from the General Office of the Ministry of 

Education to Recommend the Research and Practice 

Programme of Emerging Engineering 

MOE 2017 http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201707/

t20170703_308464.html 

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/s7062/201804/t20180410_332722.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/s7062/201804/t20180410_332722.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201810/t20181017_351887.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201810/t20181017_351887.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/yjss_xwgl/moe_818/201804/t20180427_334450.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/yjss_xwgl/moe_818/201804/t20180427_334450.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201803/t20180329_331767.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201803/t20180329_331767.html
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2018-01/31/content_5262539.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2018-01/31/content_5262539.htm
http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A08/tongzhi/201702/t20170223_297158.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A08/tongzhi/201702/t20170223_297158.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/moe_843/201709/t20170921_314942.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/moe_843/201709/t20170921_314942.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201707/t20170703_308464.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201707/t20170703_308464.html
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Jinping Xi's Report at the 19th National Congress of 

Communist Party of China 

State Council 2017 http://www.gov.cn/zhuanti/2017-

10/27/content_5234876.htm 

the 13th Five-year Plan for Economic and Social 

Development of the People's Republic of China 

(2016-2020) 

State Council 2016 http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2016-

03/17/content_5054992.htm 

General Plan to Boost the Implementation of ‘the 

Double World-Class Project’ 

State Council 2015 http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xxgk/moe_1777/moe_

1778/201511/t20151105_217823.html 

MOE's Guideline on the Application and 

Management of Online Modules for Higher 

Education Institutions 

MOE 2015 http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201504/

t20150416_189454.html 

Notice to Publish the National Special Support 

Scheme for High-level Talents 

the Organising 

Department of CCCPC, 

et al 

 http://cpc.people.com.cn/big5/n/2013/0129/c3551

07-20361611.html 

Notification to Publish the List of Degrees and Fields 

of Disciplines for Talent Cultivation 

MOE, 2011 http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/moe_833/2011

03/t20110308_116439.html 

National Medium and Long-term Educational 

Development Plan (2010-2020) 

State Council 2010 http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2010-

07/29/content_1667143.htm 

 

 

http://www.gov.cn/zhuanti/2017-10/27/content_5234876.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhuanti/2017-10/27/content_5234876.htm
http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2016-03/17/content_5054992.htm
http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2016-03/17/content_5054992.htm
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xxgk/moe_1777/moe_1778/201511/t20151105_217823.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xxgk/moe_1777/moe_1778/201511/t20151105_217823.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201504/t20150416_189454.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/s7056/201504/t20150416_189454.html
http://cpc.people.com.cn/big5/n/2013/0129/c355107-20361611.html
http://cpc.people.com.cn/big5/n/2013/0129/c355107-20361611.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/moe_833/201103/t20110308_116439.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/moe_833/201103/t20110308_116439.html
http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2010-07/29/content_1667143.htm
http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2010-07/29/content_1667143.htm
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APPENDIX 2 UNIVERSITIES IN THE DWC PROJECT 

 

No Name of University Location WCU/WCD No of WCDs Project 

985 

Project 

211 

1 Peking University Beijing WCU(A) 41 √ √ 

2 Renmin University of China Beijing WCU(A) 14 √ √ 

3 Tsinghua University Beijing WCU(A) 34 √ √ 

4 Beihang University Beijing WCU(A) 7 √ √ 

5 Beijing Institute of Technology Beijing WCU(A) 3 √ √ 

6 China Agricultural University Beijing WCU(A) 9 √ √ 

7 Beijing Normal University Beijing WCU(A) 11 √ √ 

8 Minzu University of China Beijing WCU(A) 1 √ √ 

9 Nankai University Tianjin WCU(A) 5 √ √ 

10 Tianjin University Tianjin WCU(A) 4 √ √ 

11 Dalian University of Technology Liaoning WCU(A) 2 √ √ 

12 Jilin University Jilin WCU(A) 5 √ √ 

13 Harbin Institute of Technology Heilongjiang WCU(A) 7 √ √ 

14 Fudan University Shanghai WCU(A) 17 √ √ 

15 Tongji University Shanghai WCU(A) 7 √ √ 

16 Shanghai Jiao Tong University Shanghai WCU(A) 17 √ √ 
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17 East China Normal University Shanghai WCU(A) 3 √ √ 

18 Nanjing University Jiangsu WCU(A) 15 √ √ 

19 Southeast University Jiangsu WCU(A) 11 √ √ 

20 Zhejiang University Zhejiang WCU(A) 18 √ √ 

21 University of Science and Technology of China Anhui WCU(A) 11 √ √ 

22 Xiamen University Fujian WCU(A) 5 √ √ 

23 Shandong University Shandong WCU(A) 2 √ √ 

24 Ocean University of China Shandong WCU(A) 2 √ √ 

25 Wuhan University Hubei WCU(A) 10 √ √ 

26 Huazhong University of Science and Technology Hubei WCU(A) 8 √ √ 

27 Central South University Hunan WCU(A) 4 √ √ 

28 Sun Yat-sen University Guangdong WCU(A) 11 √ √ 

29 South China University of Technology Guangdong WCU(A) 4 √ √ 

30 Sichuan University Sichuan WCU(A) 6 √ √ 

31 Chongqing University Chongqing WCU(A) 3 √ √ 

32 University of Electronic Science and Technology of China Sichuan WCU(A) 2 √ √ 

33 Xi’an Jiaotong University Shaanxi WCU(A) 8 √ √ 

34 Northwestern Polytechnical University Shaanxi WCU(A) 2 √ √ 

35 Lanzhou University Gansu WCU(A) 4 √ √ 

36 National University of Defense Technology Hunan WCU(A) 5 √ √ 

37 Northeastern University Liaoning WCU(B) 1 √ √ 

38 Zhengzhou University Henan WCU(B) 3   √ 

39 Hunan University Hunan WCU(B) 2 √ √ 

40 Yunnan University Yunnan WCU(B) 2   √ 

41 Northwest A&F University Shaanxi WCU(B) 1 √ √ 

42 Xinjiang University Xinjiang WCU(B) 3   √ 
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43 Beijing Jiaotong University Beijing WCD 1   √ 

44 Beijing University of Technology Beijing WCD 1   √ 

45 University of Science and Technology Beijing Beijing WCD 4   √ 

46 Beijing University of Chemical Technology Beijing WCD 1   √ 

47 Beijing University of Posts and Telecommunications Beijing WCD 2   √ 

48 Beijing Forestry University Beijing WCD 2   √ 

49 Peking Union Medical College Beijing WCD 4     

50 Beijing University of Chinese Medicine Beijing WCD 3   √ 

51 Capital Normal University Beijing WCD 1     

52 Beijing Foreign Studies University Beijing WCD 1   √ 

53 Communication University of China Beijing WCD 2   √ 

54 Central University of Finance and Economics Beijing WCD 1   √ 

55 University of International Business and Economics Beijing WCD 1   √ 

56 China Foreign Affairs University Beijing WCD 1     

57 People's Public Security University of China Beijing WCD 1     

58 Beijing Sport University Beijing WCD 1   √ 

59 Central Conservatory of Music Beijing WCD 1   √ 

60 China Conservatory of Music Beijing WCD 1     

61 Central Academy of Fine Arts Beijing WCD 2     

62 Central Academy of Drama Beijing WCD 1     

63 China University of Political Science and Law Beijing WCD 1   √ 

64 Tiangong University Tianjin WCD 1     

65 Tianjin Medical University Tianjin WCD 1   √ 

66 Tianjin University of Traditional Chinese Medicine Tianjin WCD 1     

67 North China Electric Power University Beijing WCD 1   √ 

68 Hebei University of Technology Tianjin WCD 1   √ 
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69 Taiyuan University of Technology Shanxi WCD 1   √ 

70 Inner Mongolia University Inner Mongolia WCD 1   √ 

71 Liaoning University Liaoning WCD 1   √ 

72 Dalian Maritime University Liaoning WCD 1   √ 

73 Yanbian University Jilin WCD 1   √ 

74 Northeast Normal University Jilin WCD 6   √ 

75 Harbin Engineering University Heilongjiang WCD 1   √ 

76 Northeast Agricultural University Heilongjiang WCD 1   √ 

77 Northeast Forestry University Heilongjiang WCD 2   √ 

78 East China University of Science and Technology Shanghai WCD 3   √ 

79 Donghua University Shanghai WCD 1   √ 

80 Shanghai Ocean University Shanghai WCD 1     

81 Shanghai University of Traditional Chinese Medicine Shanghai WCD 2     

82 Shanghai International Studies University Shanghai WCD 1   √ 

83 Shanghai University of Finance and Economics Shanghai WCD 1   √ 

84 Shanghai University of Sport Shanghai WCD 1     

85 Shanghai Conservatory of Music Shanghai WCD 1     

86 Shanghai University Shanghai WCD 1   √ 

87 Soochow University Jiangsu WCD 1   √ 

88 Nanjing University of Aeronautics and Astronautics Jiangsu WCD 1   √ 

89 Nanjing University of Science and Technology Jiangsu WCD 1   √ 

90 China University of Mining and Technology Jiangsu WCD 2   √ 

91 Nanjing University of Posts and Telecommunications Jiangsu WCD 1     

92 Hohai University Jiangsu WCD 2   √ 

93 Jiangnan University Jiangsu WCD 2   √ 

94 Nanjing Forestry University Jiangsu WCD 1     
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95 Nanjing University of Information Science and Technology Jiangsu WCD 1     

96 Nanjing Agricultural University  Jiangsu WCD 2   √ 

97 Nanjing University of Chinese Medicine Jiangsu WCD 1     

98 China Pharmaceutical University Jiangsu WCD 1   √ 

99 Nanjing Normal University Jiangsu WCD 1   √ 

100 China Academy of Art Zhejiang WCD 1     

101 Anhui University Anhui WCD 1   √ 

102 Hefei University of Technology Anhui WCD 1   √ 

103 Fuzhou University Fujian WCD 1   √ 

104 Nanchang University Jiangxi WCD 1   √ 

105 Henan University Henan WCD 1     

106 China University of Geosciences (Wuhan) Hubei WCD 2   √ 

107 Wuhan University of Technology Hubei WCD 1   √ 

108 Huazhong Agricultural University Hubei WCD 5   √ 

109 Central China Normal University Hubei WCD 2   √ 

110 Zhongnan University of Economics and Law Hubei WCD 1   √ 

111 Hunan Normal University Hunan WCD 1   √ 

112 Jinan University Guangdong WCD 1   √ 

113 Guangzhou University of Chinese Medicine Guangdong WCD 1     

114 South China Normal University Guangdong WCD 1   √ 

115 Hainan University Hainan WCD 1   √ 

116 Guangxi University Guangxi WCD 1   √ 

117 Southwest Jiao tong University Sichuan WCD 1   √ 

118 Southwest Petroleum University Sichuan WCD 1     

119 Chengdu University of Technology Sichuan WCD 1     

120 Sichuan Agricultural University Sichuan WCD 1   √ 
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121 Chengdu University of Traditional Chinese Medicine Sichuan WCD 1     

122 Southwest University Chongqing WCD 1   √ 

123 Southwestern University of Finance and Economics Sichuan WCD 1   √ 

124 Guizhou University Guizhou WCD 1   √ 

125 Tibet University Tibet WCD 1   √ 

126 Northwest University Shaanxi WCD 1   √ 

127 Xidian University Shaanxi WCD 2   √ 

128 Chang’an University Shaanxi WCD 1   √ 

129 Shaanxi Normal University Shaanxi WCD 1   √ 

130 Qinghai university Qinghai WCD 1   √ 

131 Ningxia University Ningxia WCD 1   √ 

132 Shihezi University Xinjiang WCD 1   √ 

133 China University of Petroleum (East China) Shandong WCD 2   √ 

134 Ningbo University Zhejiang WCD 1     

135 University of Chinese Academy of Sciences Beijing WCD 2     

136 The Second Military Medical University Shanghai WCD 1   √ 

137 The Fourth Military Medical University Shaanxi WCD 1   √ 

138 China University of Geosciences, Beijing Beijing WCD 2   √ 

139 China University of Mining and Technology, Beijing Beijing WCD 2   √ 

140 China University of Petroleum, Beijing Beijing WCD 2   √ 

              

* North China Electric Power University (Baoding) Hebei       √ 

Number of Universities/Disciplines 
 

140 465 39 116(112) 

 

Note: 1.  Eight universities have same names but are operated in different locations: China University of Mining and Technology (Xuzhou/Beijing); China 

University of Geosciences (Wuhan/Beijing); China Petroleum University (Qingdao/Beijing); North China Electric Power University (Baoding/Beijing). 2. 
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WCU(A)=World-class University (Category A); WCU(B)=World-class University (Category B); WCD=World-class Discipline 
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APPENDIX 3 FIELDS AND SUB-FIELDS OF THE DWC PROJECT 

 

No. Title of Field of Discipline Quantity of Field 

of Discipline 

Subfield and Quantity 

1 Natural and Physical Sciences 100 Astronomy (2), Atmosphere Science (3), Biology (16), Chemistry (25), Ecology (11), Geography 

(3), Geology (6), Geophysics (3), Marine Science (2), Mathematics (14), Physics (7), Statistics 

(7), Statistics and Operational Research (1) 

2 Information Technology 16 Computer Science and Technology (14), System Science (2) 

3 Engineering and Related 

Technologies 

169 Aeronautical and Astronautic Science and Technology (2), Agricultural Engineering (2), 

Armament Science and Technology (2), Biomedical Engineering (3), Chemical Engineering 

and Technology (9), Civil Engineering (8), Control Science and Engineering (9), Electric 

Engineering (3), Electric Science and Technology (1), Electrical Engineering(4), Electronic 

Science and Technology(5), Engineering (1), Environmental Science and Engineering (9), Food 

Science and Engineering (2), Forestry Engineering (2), Geological Resources and Geological 

Engineering (4), Hydraulic Engineering (2), Information and Communication Engineering (8), 

Instrument Science and Technology (2), Light Industry Technology and Engineering (2), Light 

Industry Technology and Engineering (2), Management Science and Engineering (6), 

Materials Science and Engineering (30), Mechanical and Aeronautical & Manufacturing 

Engineering (1), Mechanical Engineering (10), Mechanics (7), Metallurgical Engineering (2), 

Mining Engineering (6), Naval Architecture and Ocean Engineering (2), Nuclear Science and 

Technology(2), Optical Engineering(2), Petroleum and Natural Gas Engineering(3), Power 

Engineering and Engineering Thermo-physics(3), Safety Science and Engineering(3), Software 

Engineering(5), Textile Science and Engineering (2), Traffic Engineering(4) 

4 Architecture and Building 11 Architecture (3), Landscape Architecture (4), Surveying and Mapping (2), Urban and Rural 

Planning (2) 

5 Agriculture, Environmental and 25 Agricultural Resources and Environment (2), Agriculture and Forestry Economic Management 
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Related Studies (3), Agriculture Science (2), Animal Husbandry (3), Crop Science (4), Aquatic Products (2), 

Forestry Science (2), Gardening (2), Grassology (2), Plant Protection (3) 

6 Health 46 Basic Medical Sciences (8), Clinical Medicine (8), Integrated Chinese and Western Medicines 

(2), Nursing (2), Pharmacy (7), Public Health and Preventive Medicine (2), Science of Chinese 

Pharmacology (4), Sports Science (2), Stomatology (4), Traditional Chinese Medicine (5), 

Veterinary Medicine (2) 

7 Education 2 Education Science (2) 

8 Management and Commerce 10 Accounting and Finance (1), Business Administration (4), Business and Management (2), Public 

Administration (2), Social Policy and Management (1) 

9 Society and Culture 71 Applied Economics (6), Archaeology (2), Chinese History (4), Chinese language and Literature 

(6), Contemporary Linguistics (3), Economics and Econometrics (1), Ethnology (2), Foreign 

Language and Literature (6), History of Science and Technology (2), Law (6), Library 

Information and Archives Management (3), Linguistics (2), Philosophy (5), Political Science (6), 

Psychology (2), Public Security Science (1), Sociology (2), Theoretical Economics (3), Theory 

of Marxist (6), World History (3)  

10 Creative Arts 15 Art and Design (1), Artistic Theory (2), Design (2), Drama and Film Studies (3), Fine Arts (2), 

Journalism and Communication (2), Music and Dance Studies (3) 
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APPENDIX 4 FOURTEEN NATIONAL STRATEGIES FORMULATED IN THE 13
TH

 FIVE-YEAR PLAN (2016-2020) 

 

⚫ opening-up strategy of mutual benefit 

⚫ strategy for optimizing imports and exports 

⚫ overall strategy for development of different regions 

⚫ national cyber development strategy 

⚫ national big data strategy 

⚫ innovation-driven development strategy 

⚫ food crop production strategy based on farmland management and technological application 

⚫ the national military-civilian integration strategy 

⚫ the free trade area strategy 

⚫ pro-employment strategy 

⚫ food safety strategy 

⚫ population development strategy 

⚫ the strategy of training competent personnel as a priority 

⚫ national security strategy 
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APPENDIX 5: EIGHT MAKE-CLEARS 

 

The Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era 

It makes clear that the overarching goal of upholding and developing socialism with 

Chinese characteristics is to realise socialist modernisation and national rejuvenation, and, 

that on the basis of finishing the building of a moderately prosperous society in all 

respects, a two-step approach should be taken to build China into a great modern 

socialist country that is prosperous, strong, democratic, culturally advanced, harmonious, 

and beautiful by the middle of the century. 

It makes clear that the principal contradiction facing Chinese society in the new era is that 

between unbalanced and inadequate development and the people’s ever-growing needs 

for a better life. We must therefore continue commitment to our people-centred 

philosophy of development, and work to promote well-rounded human development 

and common prosperity for everyone. 

It makes clear that the overall plan for building socialism with Chinese characteristics is 

the five-sphere integrated plan, and the overall strategy is the four-pronged 

comprehensive strategy. It highlights the importance of fostering strong confidence in 

the path, theory, system and culture of socialism with Chinese characteristics. 

It makes clear that the overall goal of deepening reform in every field is to improve and 

develop the system of socialism with Chinese characteristics and modernise China’s 

system and capacity for governance. 

It makes clear that the overall goal of comprehensively advancing law-based governance 

is to establish a system of socialist rule of law with Chinese characteristics and build a 

country of socialist rule of law. 

It makes clear that the Party’s goal of building a strong military in the new era is to build 

the people’s forces into world-class forces that obey the Party’s command, can fight and 

win, and maintain excellent conduct. 

It makes clear that major country diplomacy with Chinese characteristics aims to foster a 

new type of international relations and build a community with a shared future for 

mankind. 

It makes clear that the defining feature of socialism with Chinese characteristics is the 

leadership of the Communist Party of China; the greatest strength of the system of 

socialism with Chinese characteristics is the leadership of the Communist Party of China; 

the Party is the highest force for political leadership. The Thought sets forth the general 

requirements for Party building in the new era and underlines the importance of political 

work in Party building. 
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APPENDIX 6 JINPING XI’S SPEECHES ON TRADITIONAL CHINESE MEDICINE 

 

No. Time Event Title of News Source 

1 10/1

1/20

20 

the 20th Conference, 

Council of Heads of State 

of the Shanghai 

Cooperation 

Organisation 

Jinping Xi Addresses the 

20th Conference, Council 

of Heads of State of the 

Shanghai Cooperation 

Organisation 

http://www.xinhuane

t.com/world/2020-

11/10/c_1126723118

.htm 

2 25/1

0/20

19 

National Conference on 

Traditional Chinese 

Medicine 

Jinping Xi Underlines the 

Important Role of 

Traditional Chinese 

Medicine in Building 

'Heathy China' by Carrying 

on and Innovation in Fine 

Elements in TCM, Keqiang 

Li Delivers an Instruction 

http://www.xinhuane

t.com/politics/leader

s/2019-

10/25/c_1125151959

.htm 

3 22/1

0/20

18 

Jinping Xi Inspects 

Guangdong 

Jinping Xi Inspects 

Guangdong 

http://www.gov.cn/xi

nwen/2018-

10/25/content_5334

458.htm 

4 18/1

0/20

17 

the 19th National Congr

ess of the Communist Pa

rty of China 

Jinping Xi Delivers Report 

to 

the 19th National Congre

ss of the Communist Part

y of China 

http://www.xinhuane

t.com/photo/2017-

10/27/c_1121868728

.htm 

5 24/0

7/20

17 

the 19th International 

Botanical Congress 

Congratulation Letter 

from Jinping Xi to the 19th 

International Botanical 

Congress  

http://www.xinhuane

t.com/politics/2017-

07/24/c_1121372408

.htm 

6 06/0

7/20

17 

BRICS Health Ministers 

Meeting and High-level 

Meeting on Traditional 

Medicine 

Congratulation Letter 

from Jinping Xi to BRICS 

Health Ministers Meeting 

and High-level Meeting 

on Traditional Medicine 

http://www.xinhuane

t.com/politics/2017-

07/06/c_1121276812

.htm 

7 18/0

1/20

17 

Presentation Ceremony 

of Bronze Statue of 

Acupuncture Figure to 

WHO by China 

President Xi Presents 

Bronze Statue of 

Acupuncture Figure to 

WHO 

http://www.xinhuane

t.com//mrdx/2017-

01/20/c_135998838.

htm 

8 20/0

8/20

16 

National Congress on 

Health and Wellness 

General Secretary Jinping 

Xi's Speech at the National 

Congress on Health and 

Wellness arouses Strong 

responses 

http://www.xinhuane

t.com/politics/2016-

08/21/c_1119428119

.htm 
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9 18/1

2/20

15 

the 60th Anniversary of 

the Founding of China 

Academy of Chinese 

Medical Science   

Congratulation Letter 

from Jinping Xi on the 

60th Anniversary of the 

Founding of China 

Academy of Chinese 

Medical Science   

http://www.xinhuane

t.com/politics/2015-

12/22/c_1117546203

.htm 

10 13/0

9/20

13 

the 13th Conference, 

Council of Heads of State 

of the Shanghai 

Cooperation 

Organisation 

Jinping Xi Addresses the 

13th Conference, Council 

of Heads of State of the 

Shanghai Cooperation 

Organisation 

http://www.xinhuane

t.com/politics/2013-

09/13/c_117365545.

htm 
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APPENDIX 7 FUNDING AND USAGE 

 

Budgeting Information of Tsinghua, XJU and WUT, 2016-2019 

 (billion Yuan) 

 Institution 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Fiscal 

Appropriation 

Tsinghua 5.04 

(31.3%) 

5.50 

(30.8%) 

5.23 (26.2%) 6.14 (28.8%) 

XJU 0.70 

(56.9%) 

0.45 

(49.4%) 

0.33 (37.9%) 2.31-1.5=0.81 (68.6%) 

WUT 1.77 

(59.9%) 

1.93 

(59.3%) 

2.05 (58.5%) 2.22 (57.7%) 

Undertakings 

Revenue 

Tsinghua  8.26 

(51.2%) 

9.88 

(55.4%) 

10.87 

(54.4%) 

11.59 (54.4%) 

XJU 0.20 

(16.3%) 

0.14 

(15.4%) 

0.15 (17.2%) 0.13 (11.0%) 

WUT 1.06 

(35.8%) 

1.17 

(35.8%) 

1.23 (35.3%) 1.44 (37.4%) 

Other Revenue Tsinghua 2.82 

(17.5%) 

2.45 

(13.8%) 

3.87 (19.4%) 3.58 (16.8%) 

XJU 0.33 

(26.8%) 

0.32 

(35.2%) 

0.39 (44.8%) 0.24 (20.4%) 

WUT 0.13 

(4.3%) 

0.16 

(4.9%) 

0.22 (6.2%) 0.19 (4.9%) 

Total Revenue Tsinghua 16.12 

(100%) 

17.83 

(100%) 

19.97(100%) 21.31 (100%) 

XJU 1.23 

(100%) 

0.91 

(100%) 

0.87 (100%) 2.68-1.5=1.18(100%) 

WUT 2.96 

(100%) 

3.26 

(100%) 

3.50 (100%) 3.85 (100%) 

Basic Expenditure Tsinghua 7.06 

(51.6%) 

8.27 

(51.0%) 

9.39 (50.8%) 12.18 (60.7%) 

XJU 0.47 

(42.7%) 

0.52 

(57.1%) 

0.59 (67.8%) 0.50 (36.8%) 

WUT 2.18 

(71.5%) 

2.32 

(69.4%) 

2.51 (68.4%) 2.73 (69.5%) 

Project 

Expenditure 

Tsinghua 6.64 

(48.4%) 

7.93 

(49.0%) 

9.09 (49.2%) 7.87 (39.3%) 

XJU 0.63 

(57.3%) 

0.39 

(42.9%) 

0.28 (32.2%) 2.36-1.5=0.86 (63.2%) 

WUT 0.87 

(28.5%) 

1.02 

(30.6%) 

1.16 (31.6%) 1.20 (30.5%) 

Total Expenditure Tsinghua 13.70 

(100%) 

16.20 

(100%) 

18.48 (100%) 20.05 (100%) 

XJU 1.10 

(100%) 

0.91 

(100%) 

0.87 (100%) 2.86-1.5=1.36 (100%) 

WUT 3.05 3.34 3.67 (100%) 3.93 (100%) 
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(100%) (100%) 

(Source from Tsinghua (2021), XJU (2020) and (WUT, 2020)  *in 2019, XJU received a 

governmental bond of 1.5 billion Yuan) 
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APPENDIX 8: NEW LANDSCAPE IN THE UNIVERSITY-GOVERNMENT COLLABORATION 

AT THE DWC MEMBERS 

 

No. University City Collaborative Project 

1 Tsinghua University, Beijing Chongqing Science and Technology Centre 

2 Zhejiang University, 

Hangzhou 

Shanghai Shanghai Research Institute for Higher 

Education 

3 University of Science and 

Technology of China, Hefei 

Guangzhou School of Energy Science and 

Technology 

4 Jilin University, Jilin Zhuhai Zhuhai Campus 

5 Peking University, Beijing Weihai Weihai Ocean Research Institute 

6 Xidian University, Xi’an Guangzhou Guangzhou Research Institute 

7 Huazhong Agricultural 

University, Wuhan 

Xiang yang Xiang yang Modern Agriculture 

Research Institute (campus) 

8 Peking University, Beijing Qingdao (Qingdao) Computational Social 

Science Research Institute 

9 North-eastern University, 

Shenyang 

Foshan Foshan Postgraduate School 

10 Lanzhou University, Lanzhou Shanghai Shanghai Research Institute 

11 Lanzhou University, Lanzhou Shenzhen Shenzhen Research Institute 

12 Xi’an Jiao tong University, 

Xi’an 

Xi’an North-eastern Research Institute for 

Drug Regulatory Science 

13 Fudan University, Shanghai Guangzhou Research Institute of Precision 

Medicine for the Guangdong-Hong 

Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area 

14 University of Electronic 

Science and Technology of 

China, Chengdu 

Quzhou Yangtze River Delta Research Institute 

(Source from SRC (2020)) 
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APPENDIX 9 :37 NEW UNDERGRADUATE PROGRAMMES SINCE 2020 

 

No. Programme Title Field Subject 

1 Social Policy Law Sociology 

2 Anti-terrorist Police Law Public Security 

3 Political Work of Fire Fight Law Public Security 

4 Inclusive Education Education Education 

5 Paleography History History 

6 Quantum Information Science Science Physics 

7 Chemometrics and Technology Science Chemistry 

8 Meteorological Technology and Engineering Science Atmospheric Science 

9 Additive Manufacturing Engineering Engineering Mechanical Engineering 

10 Intelligent Interaction Design Engineering Mechanical Engineering 

11 Emergency Equipment and Technology Engineering Mechanical Engineering 

12 Energy Service Engineering Engineering Energy and Power 

13 Energy Internet Engineering Engineering Electrics 

14 Flexible Electronics Engineering Electronic Information 

15 Intelligent Measurement and Control 

Engineering 

Engineering Electronic Information 

16 Intelligence Engineering and Creative Design Engineering Automation 

17 Cryptography Science and Technology Engineering Computer 

18 Urban Water System Engineering Engineering Civil Engineering 

19 Intelligent Mining Engineering Engineering Mining 

20 Intelligent Transportation Engineering Transportation 

21 Intelligent Aircraft Technology Engineering Aeronautics and Astronautics 

22 Investigation Technology of Food and Drug 

Environmental Crime 

Engineering Public Security Technology 

23 Biopesticide Science and Engineering Agriculture Plant Production 

24 Land Science and Technology Agriculture Nature Conservation and Environmental Ecology 

25 Feed Engineering Agriculture Animal Production 

26 Intelligent Animal Husbandry Science and 

Engineering 

Agriculture Animal Production 

27 Veterinary Public Health Agriculture Veterinary Medicine 

28 Exercise and Public Health Medicine Public Health and Preventive Medicine 

29 Biomedical Data Science Medicine Medical Technology 

30 Intelligent Imaging Engineering Medicine Medical Technology 

31 Entrepreneurial Management Management Business Administration 

32 Customs Inspection and Quarantine Safety Management Public Administration 

33 Overseas Safety Management Management Public Administration 
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34 Registration and Management of Natural 

Resources 

Management Public Administration 

35 Protection of Intangible Cultural Heritage Art Art Theory 

36 Music Education Art Music and Dance 

37 Fiber Art Art Art 
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APPENDIX 10 STATISTICS ON DISCIPLINES OF THE DWC PROJECT 

 

Name of University No of 

Disciplines 

Discipline 

Peking University 41 Philosophy 

Theoretical Economics 

Applied Economics 

Science of Law 

Political Science 

Sociology 

Marxist Theory 

Psychology 

Chinese Language and Literature 

Foreign Language and Literature 

Archaeology 

Chinese History 

World History 

Mathematics 

Physics 

Chemistry 

Geography 

Geophysics 

Geology 

Biology 

Ecology 

Statistics 

Mechanics 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Electronic Science and Technology 

Control Science and Engineering 

Computer Science and Technology 

Environmental Science and Engineering 

Software Engineering 

Basic Medicine 

Clinical Medicine 

Stomatology 

Public Health and Preventive Medicine 

Pharmacy 

Nursing 

Art Theory 

Modern Linguistics 

Linguistics 

Mechanics, and Aeronautic, Astronautic and 

Manufacturing Engineering 

Business and Management 

Social Policy & Administration 

Renmin University of China 14 Philosophy 

Theoretical Economics 
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Applied Economics 

Science of Law 

Political Science 

Sociology 

Marxist Theory 

Journalism and Communication 

Chinese History 

Statistics 

Business Administration 

Agricultural and Forestry Economy Management 

Public Administration 

Library Information and Archives Management 

Tsinghua University 34 Science of Law 

Political Science 

Marxist Theory 

Mathematics 

Physics 

Chemistry 

Biology 

Mechanics 

Mechanical Engineering 

Instrument Science and Technology 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Power Engineering and Engineering Thermophysics 

Electrical Engineering 

Information and Communication Engineering 

Control Science and Engineering 

Computer Science and Technology 

Architecture 

Civil Engineering 

Hydraulic Engineering 

Chemical Engineering and Technology 

Nuclear Science and Technology 

Environmental Science and Engineering 

Biomedical Engineering 

Urban and Rural Planning 

Landscape Architecture 

Software Engineering 

Management Science and Engineering 

Business Administration 

Public Administration 

Science of Design 

Accounting and Finance 

Economics and Econometrics 

Statistics & Operational Research 

Modern Linguistics 

Beijing Jiao tong University 1 System Science 
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Beijing University of Technology 1 Civil Engineering 

Beihang University 7 Mechanics 

Instrument Science and Technology 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Control Science and Engineering 

Computer Science and Technology 

Aeronautical and Astronautical Science and 

Technology 

Software Engineering 

Beijing Institute of Technology 3 Materials Science and Engineering 

Control Science and Engineering 

Armament Science and Technology 

University of Science and Technology 

Beijing 

4 History of Science and Technology 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Metallurgical Engineering 

Mining Engineering 

Beijing University of Chemical Technology 1 Chemical Engineering and Technology 

Beijing University of Posts and 

Telecommunications 

2 Information and Communication Engineering 

Computer Science and Technology 

China Agricultural University 9 Biology 

Agricultural Engineering 

Food Science and Engineering 

Crop Science 

Agricultural Resources and Environment 

Plant Protection 

Animal Husbandry 

Veterinary Medicine  

Prataculture Science 

Beijing Forestry University 2 Landscape Architecture 

Forestry 

Peking Union Medical College 4 Biology 

Biomedical Engineering 

Clinical Medicine 

Pharmacy 

Beijing University of Chinese Medicine 3 Traditional Chinese Medicine 

Integrated Chinese-Western Medicine 

Chinese Pharmacy 

Beijing Normal University 11 Pedagogy 

Psychology 

Chinese Language and Literature 

Chinese History 

Mathematics 

Geography 

System Science 

Ecology 

Environmental Science and Engineering 

Theatre, Film and TV Studies 
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Linguistics 

Capital Normal University 1 Mathematics 

Beijing Foreign Studies University 1 Foreign Language and Literature 

Communication University of China 2 Journalism and Communication 

Theatre, Film and TV Studies 

Central University of Finance and 

Economics 

1 Applied Economics 

University of International Business and 

Economics 

1 Applied Economics 

China Foreign Affairs University 1 Political Science 

People's Public Security University of China 1 Science of Public Security 

Beijing Sport University 1 Sports Science 

Central Conservatory of Music 1 Music and Dance 

China Conservatory of Music 1 Music and Dance 

Central Academy of Fine Arts 2 Fine Arts 

Science of Design 

Central Academy of Drama 1 Theatre, Film and TV Studies 

Minzu University of China 1 Ethnology 

China University of Political Science and 

Law 

1 Science of Law 

Nankai University 5 World History 

Mathematics 

Chemistry 

Statistics 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Tianjin University 4 Chemistry 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Chemical Engineering and Technology 

Management Science and Engineering 

Tiangong University 1 Textile Science and Engineering 

Tianjin Medical University 1 Clinical Medicine 

Tianjin University of Traditional Chinese 

Medicine 

1 Chinese Pharmacy 

North China Electric Power University 1 Electrical Engineering 

Hebei University of Technology 1 Electrical Engineering 

Taiyuan University of Technology 1 Chemical Engineering and Technology 

Inner Mongolia University 1 Biology 

Liaoning University 1 Applied Economics 

Dalian University of Technology 2 Chemistry 

Engineering 

Northeastern University 1 Control Science and Engineering 

Dalian Maritime University 1 Transportation Engineering 

Jilin University 5 Archaeology 

Mathematics 

Physics 

Chemistry 

Materials Science and Engineering 
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Yanbian University 1 Foreign Language and Literature 

Northeast Normal University 6 Marxist Theory 

World History 

Mathematics 

Chemistry 

Statistics 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Harbin Institute of Technology 7 Mechanics 

Mechanical Engineering 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Control Science and Engineering 

Computer Science and Technology 

Civil Engineering 

Environmental Science and Engineering 

Harbin Engineering University 1 Naval Architecture and Ocean Engineering 

Northeast Agricultural University 1 Animal Husbandry 

Northeast Forestry University 2 Forestry Engineering 

Forestry 

Fudan University 17 Philosophy 

Political Science 

Chinese Language and Literature 

Chinese History 

Mathematics 

Physics 

Chemistry 

Biology 

Ecology 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Environmental Science and Engineering 

Basic Medicine 

Clinical Medicine 

Integrated Chinese-Western Medicine 

Pharmacy 

Mechanics, and Aeronautic, Astronautic and 

Manufacturing Engineering 

Modern Linguistics 

Tongji University 7 Architecture 

Civil Engineering 

Surveying and Mapping 

Environmental Science and Engineering 

Urban and Rural Planning 

Landscape Architecture 

Art and Design 

Shanghai Jiao Tong University 17 Mathematics 

Chemistry 

Biology 

Mechanical Engineering 
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Materials Science and Engineering 

Information and Communication Engineering 

Control Science and Engineering 

Computer Science and Technology 

Civil Engineering 

Chemical Engineering and Technology 

Naval Architecture and Ocean Engineering 

Basic Medicine 

Clinical Medicine 

Stomatology 

Pharmacy 

Electronic and Electrical Engineering 

Business and Management 

East China University of Science and 

Technology 

3 Chemistry 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Chemical Engineering and Technology 

Donghua University 1 Textile Science and Engineering 

Shanghai Ocean University 1 Fishery 

Shanghai University of Traditional Chinese 

Medicine 

2 Traditional Chinese Medicine 

Chinese Pharmacy 

East China Normal University 3 Pedagogy 

Ecology 

Statistics 

Shanghai International Studies University 1 Foreign Language and Literature 

Shanghai University of Finance and 

Economics 

1 Statistics 

Shanghai University of Sport 1 Sports Science 

Shanghai Conservatory of Music 1 Music and Dance 

Shanghai University 1 Mechanical Engineering 

Nanjing University 15 Philosophy 

Chinese Language and Literature 

Foreign Language and Literature 

Physics 

Chemistry 

Astronomy 

Atmosphere Science 

Geology 

Biology 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Computer Science and Technology 

Chemical Engineering and Technology 

Mining Engineering 

Environmental Science and Engineering 

Library Information and Archives Management 

Soochow University 1 Materials Science and Engineering 

Southeast University 11 Materials Science and Engineering 

Electronic Science and Technology 
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Information and Communication Engineering 

Control Science and Engineering 

Computer Science and Technology 

Architecture 

Civil Engineering 

Transportation Engineering 

Biomedical Engineering 

Landscape Architecture 

Art Theory 

Nanjing University of Aeronautics and 

Astronautics 

1 Mechanics 

Nanjing University of Science and 

Technology 

1 Armament Science and Technology 

China University of Mining and Technology 2 Safety Science and Engineering 

Mining Engineering 

Nanjing University of Posts and 

Telecommunications 

1 Electronic Science and Technology 

Hohai University 2 Hydraulic Engineering 

Environmental Science and Engineering 

Jiangnan University 2 Light Industry Technology and Engineering 

Food Science and Engineering 

Nanjing Forestry University 1 Forestry Engineering 

Nanjing University of Information Science 

and Technology 

1 Atmosphere Science 

Nanjing Agricultural University  2 Crop Science 

Agricultural Resources and Environment 

Nanjing University of Chinese Medicine 1 Chinese Pharmacy 

China Pharmaceutical University 1 Chinese Pharmacy 

Nanjing Normal University 1 Geography 

Zhejiang University 18 Chemistry 

Biology 

Ecology 

Mechanical Engineering 

Optical Engineering 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Electrical Engineering 

Control Science and Engineering 

Computer Science and Technology 

Agricultural Engineering 

Environmental Science and Engineering 

Software Engineering 

Horticulture 

Plant Protection 

Basic Medicine 

Pharmacy 

Management Science and Engineering 

Agricultural and Forestry Economy Management 
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China Academy of Art 1 Fine Arts 

Anhui University 1 Materials Science and Engineering 

University of Science and Technology of 

China 

11 Mathematics 

Physics 

Chemistry 

Astronomy 

Geophysics 

Biology 

History of Science and Technology 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Computer Science and Technology 

Nuclear Science and Technology 

Safety Science and Engineering 

Hefei University of Technology 1 Management Science and Engineering 

Xiamen University 5 Chemistry 

Marine Science 

Biology 

Ecology 

Statistics 

Fuzhou University 1 Chemistry 

Nanchang University 1 Materials Science and Engineering 

Shandong University 2 Mathematics 

Chemistry 

Ocean University of China 2 Marine Science 

Fishery 

China University of Petroleum (East China) 2 Oil and Natural Gas Engineering 

Geological Resources and Geological Engineering 

Zhengzhou University 3 Clinical Medicine 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Chemistry 

Henan University 1 Biology 

Wuhan University 10 Theoretical Economics 

Science of Law 

Marxist Theory 

Chemistry 

Geophysics 

Biology 

Surveying and Mapping 

Mining Engineering 

Stomatology 

Library Information and Archives Management 

Huazhong University of Science and 

Technology 

8 Mechanical Engineering 

Optical Engineering 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Power Engineering and Engineering Thermophysics 

Electrical Engineering 

Computer Science and Technology 
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Basic Medicine 

Public Health and Preventive Medicine 

China University of Geosciences (Wuhan) 2 Geology 

Geological Resources and Geological Engineering 

Wuhan University of Technology 1 Materials Science and Engineering 

Huazhong Agricultural University 5 Biology 

Horticulture 

Animal Husbandry 

Veterinary Medicine  

Agricultural and Forestry Economy Management 

Central China Normal University 2 Political Science 

Chinese Language and Literature 

Zhong nan University of Economics and Law 1 Science of Law 

Hunan University 2 Chemistry 

Mechanical Engineering 

Central South University 4 Mathematics 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Metallurgical Engineering 

Mining Engineering 

Hunan Normal University 1 Foreign Language and Literature 

Sun Yat-sen University 11 Philosophy 

Mathematics 

Chemistry 

Biology 

Ecology 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Electronic Science and Technology 

Basic Medicine 

Clinical Medicine 

Pharmacy 

Business Administration 

Jinan University 1 Pharmacy 

South China University of Technology 4 Chemistry 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Light Industry Technology and Engineering 

Agronomy 

Guangzhou University of Chinese Medicine 1 Traditional Chinese Medicine 

South China Normal University 1 Physics 

Hainan University 1 Crop Science 

Guangxi University 1 Civil Engineering 

Sichuan University 6 Mathematics 

Chemistry 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Basic Medicine 

Stomatology 

Nursing 

Chongqing University 3 Mechanical Engineering 
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Electrical Engineering 

Civil Engineering 

Southwest Jiao tong University 1 Transportation Engineering 

University of Electronic Science and 

Technology of China 

2 Electronic Science and Technology 

Information and Communication Engineering 

Southwest Petroleum University 1 Oil and Natural Gas Engineering 

Chengdu University of Technology 1 Geology 

Sichuan Agricultural University 1 Crop Science 

Chengdu University of Traditional Chinese 

Medicine 

1 Chinese Pharmacy 

Southwest University 1 Biology 

Southwestern University of Finance and 

Economics 

1 Applied Economics 

Guizhou University 1 Plant Protection 

Yunnan University 2 Ethnology 

Ecology 

Tibet University 1 Ecology 

Northwest University 1 Geology 

Xi’an Jiao tong University 8 Mechanics 

Mechanical Engineering 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Power Engineering and Engineering Thermophysics 

Electrical Engineering 

Information and Communication Engineering 

Management Science and Engineering 

Business Administration 

Northwestern Polytechnical University 2 Mechanical Engineering 

Materials Science and Engineering 

Xidian University 2 Information and Communication Engineering 

Computer Science and Technology 

Chang’an University 1 Transportation Engineering 

Northwest A&F University 1 Agronomy 

Shaanxi Normal University 1 Chinese Language and Literature 

Lanzhou University 4 Chemistry 

Atmosphere Science 

Ecology 

Prataculture Science 

Qinghai university 1 Ecology 

Ningxia University 1 Chemical Engineering and Technology 

Xinjiang University 3 Marxist Theory 

Chemistry 

Computer Science and Technology 

Shihezi University 1 Chemical Engineering and Technology 

China University of Mining and Technology, 

Beijing 

2 Safety Science and Engineering 

Mining Engineering 

China University of Petroleum, Beijing 2 Oil and Natural Gas Engineering 

Geological Resources and Geological Engineering 
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China University of Geosciences, Beijing 2 Geology 

Geological Resources and Geological Engineering 

Ningbo University 1 Mechanics 

University of Chinese Academy of Sciences 2 Chemistry 

Materials Science and Engineering 

National University of Defense Technology 5 Information and Communication Engineering 

Computer Science and Technology 

Aeronautical and Astronautical Science and 

Technology 

Software Engineering 

Management Science and Engineering 

The Second Military Medical University 1 Basic Medicine 

The Fourth Military Medical University 1 Clinical Medicine 
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