Conference on "China's Private Education: Policy and Administration”

 Summary of the four conference newsletters 

Composed by the Institute of Economics of Education, Peking University, translated and summarized by Yingying Xu, PROPHE assistant

A Conference on "China's Private Education: Policy and Administration" was held in Peking University on Feb 20-21, 2003. This conference is organized by the Graduate School of Education (GSE) at Peking University, Shanghai Academy of Educational Science, the United Nations International Children's Fund (UNICEF), the United Nations Education, Science and Culture Organization (UNESCO), and co-organized by the Ministry of Education of China. Representatives from many educational organizations of China's national government, provinces, and universities, as well as from some international organizations and universities participated in the conference.

The conference was held amid the increasing concerns and heated debates embedded in social context of the enactment of Promoting Non-governmental Education Law on Dec. 28th, 2002. The conference commits itself to motivating scholars and practitioners involving in controversial issues, sharing innovations and achievements, and shaping the future. 


There are five themes of this conference:
1. Social economic dynamics underlying the development of private education
2. Policy, administration, and local practice
3. Accreditation and evaluation of private education
4. Experience from an international perspective
5. Operation mechanism and administration of private schools and colleges: faculty, students service, and teaching reform. 

This is a summary of the conference based on the four newsletters composed by the Institute of Economics of Education, Peking University. The four newsletters address the following problems respectively:
I. legislation and policy-orientation of non-governmental education; 
II. policy-making, administration, and practice of local non-governmental education; 
III. academic research on non-governmental education of Chinese scholars who participated in the conference; and
IV. academic research on non-governmental education of foreign scholars and representatives from international organizations who participated in the conference.

Legislation and Policy-Orientation of Non-Governmental Education

The conference was held soon after the approval of "Promoting Non-governmental Education Law." Therefore, the question of legislation and what the policy role is for the Chinese national government in the development of non-government education became a focus of the conference. Administrators, practitioners, and researchers from different fields discussed this question.
.
Xiaojuan Hou, Deputy Director of the Department of Education, Committee of Education, Science, Culture and Public Health, National Congress, briefly introduced the legislation process of "Promoting Non-governmental Education Law," and then she emphasized on the content and the characteristics of this law: 1) The law upholds the nature of education as public welfare, but at the same time it allows the investors of non-governmental schools to get "reasonable profit" in the spheres that the law prescribes. The reasonable profit is conditional and limited, and should be seen as a preferential policy and encouragement from the government. 2) The General Provision of the law clearly points out that the nature of non-governmental education should be public welfare. This is an important precondition. 3) The law clarifies that non-governmental schools and their faculty, staff, and students have equal legal status to those in public schools. 4) The law clarifies the ownership of school property. A School has property rights as a juridical person; schools must administer and use school property according to the law. Other organizations or people may not misappropriate school property or take it away. The personal property of investors should be separated from school property. 5) Formulation of the legislation draws upon the experiences of HK, Taiwan, and foreign countries for reference, and also fully considers the national conditions of China as a socialistic country that is still in its elementary stage. 6) Considering the imbalance and complexity of the development of non-governmental education in different regions, the law leaves enough space for maneuver for the State Council and local governments.
Hou also answered questions about how to differentiate between state property from the personal property of investors.

Xiaobing Sun from the Ministry of Education made comments from the government's perspective on the characteristics, problems, trends, and policy orientations of the development of Chinese non-governmental education. 


The characteristics are: 1) the reform and openness of China and the market economy provide a macro-social background for Chinese non-governmental education; 2) non-governmental education develops mainly from its strength in supplementing the disadvantages and limitations of public education; 3) Chinese non-governmental education draws upon the market principles for reference in its development, and incorporates the market mechanism, thus it has a pluralistic main body and various forms; 4) non-governmental education does not equal to private establishment of schools. Non-governmental education depends primarily on the social forces and power to establish schools; 5) the development of non-governmental education is characteristic of imbalance and localization; 6) the pattern of the development of non-governmental education is directly influenced by laws and regulation, and by policy orientation of the government; 7) non-governmental schools in general possess the characteristic as public welfare organizations, but due to the imperfect legal system and administration, this characteristic has not yet gained broad social acceptance.


Main problems in the current development of non-governmental education: 1) relevant laws and system environment are not perfect; 2) the general quality of non-governmental schools is low, especially in higher education, so they are not as competitive as public schools; 3) many schools lack mature decision-making system and internal administrative system, which lead to many contradictions that hamper the school quality, stability, and development.


Policy orientation for promoting non-governmental education: 1) To improve administration in accordance with law, to set up regulative mechanism for entry and operation of private education, to promote sustainable development and benign competition of private schools and colleges; 2) through fine tune at macro level, increase the economic and social benefit of non-governmental education; 3) expedite the reform in educational administration, and incorporate non-governmental education into the general public educational administration system; 4) strengthen policy orientation in order to increase the quality, social status, and reputation of non-governmental schools; 5) improve legislation and regulations.


Sun also answered questions on whether Chinese government invests less in compulsory education, how to support non-governmental primary/middle schools to take the compulsory education responsibilities, and question about government's different administration in for-profit and non-profit non-governmental schools.

Baoyu Chen and Makai Ke, two practitioners from non-governmental schools, talked about the significance of "Promoting Non-governmental Education Law," and the problems existing in the text of this law that need to be revised. 

Policy-Making, Administration, and Practice of Local Non-Governmental Education
The educational officials from China's many provinces participated in the conference, and they exchanged their experiences in how to develop non-governmental education in their regions. 

According to Guoqiang Ji, an official from Shanghai Academy of Educational Science, Shanghai pays attention to the construction of policy and regulation of its local non-governmental education. Ji mentioned that Shanghai's non-governmental education has to face many challenges: 1) the public education system in Shanghai is very advanced; 2) Shanghai requires high-quality and high-level education; 3) state-owned economy has an absolute advantage in Shanghai's economy, and this leads to some restrictions to the development of its non-governmental education; 4) Shanghai government has relatively strict control and regulation to non-governmental education; 5) China's participation in WTO, the fusion of Chinese and western culture, and the cooperative action of some Chinese and foreign personnel/organizations to establish schools have created many challenges for non-governmental schools in terms of how to construct school subjects and majors. Ji brought up some thoughts on policy, and he suggested that Shanghai should focus on pre-school education, higher education, and middle-level professional education in the direction of the development of Shanghai's non-governmental education, and should promote pluralistic development.


Weimin Li from Shanxi province brought up a clear development plan to the year 2010 for Shanxi's non-governmental education, including enrollment, number of non-governmental institutions, etc. He said that Shanxi would focus on improving the construction of school subjects and majors, and increasing the rank of non-governmental education.


Other questions discussed by the officials from other provinces include: the administrative innovation of non-governmental higher education institutions, building a strong team of teachers, the differences between public higher education institutions and non-governmental higher education institutions, the difficulties that special education faces, and the negative external environment on the teachers of non-governmental schools, etc. (Discussants were: Hu Dabai, Yellow River Science & Technology College; Cheng Yunhua, Haidian University; Huang Wenyuan, TV & Movies College, Sichuan Normal University; Ding Jian, Xijing University; Wang Junwei, Angel International Special Education School, Linyi, Shandong; Li Lei, Business & Foreign Language College, Baotou, Inner Mongolia)

Chinese Scholars' Academic Research on Non-Governmental Education
Research on the policy of non-governmental education:
1. Research on criteria for differentiating public schools and non-governmental schools.
Some scholars suggested the followings as criteria: school property rights, the main body of school investment, and the question of who manages. 

2. Research on property rights of non-governmental schools.
Dongmao Wen, associate professor from the Graduate School of Education, Peking University, suggested that property rights of non-governmental schools should not be understood merely as the "ownership" of property, but as the property rights in a broader perspective, which includes rights of ownership, rights of use, rights of administration, rights of profit, rights of transfer, and rights of safety, etc.

3. Research on the question of making profit of non-governmental schools.
Dr Wei Wang from Beijing Normal University stated that it is the barrier of making profit that hinders the development of Chinese non-governmental education. Adverse circumstances of for-profit institutions have some negative effects: high transaction cost, low tax revenue, short-sight behavior, weak competitors, etc. 


Ningning Ding from the State council disagreed and said non-governmental degree-granting institutions should register and operate as a non-profit model, for degree-granting education is the third industry as well as public good. As to how to compensate investors of non-governmental schools, it was suggested a way of "different compensation based on different types of schools."

4. Research on the trust system of non-governmental education.
Associate professor Fengqiao Yan from the Graduate School of Education, Peking University pointed out that there is a trust crisis behind the booming development of Chinese non-governmental education. The main reason for this trust crisis is the lack of independence of Chinese non-governmental education, which relies too much on the market and the power. In order to solve this problem, Professor Yan suggested the guarantee of system, the construction of organization, and creating a system of selection. 

5. Research on the relationship between government and non-governmental education.
Xiaoying Lin, a doctoral student from the Graduate School of Education, Peking University, analyzed many problems in this relationship, such as government is slow in composing and implementing laws related to non-governmental education, government's macro administrative system is obtuse and hard to adapt to changes, and so on. Thus, in the development of non-governmental education, government should decentralize its power but strengthen its guidance role. Government should create a positive environment for non-governmental education system, and should make efforts on the following aspects: clear property rights; different non-profit and for-profit sectors; equal legal status; regulated market.

Dr. Hua Wu from Zhejiang maintained that the rapid development of non-governmental education in China shows the market has played a significant role in the configuration of educational resources. Government should improve policy environment, in order to achieve equality between public and non-governmental education, and to promote competition among schools.

6. Research on evaluation of non-governmental education.
Professor Qiuheng Shi from the Research Center of Higher Education Development, Xiamen University, suggested that government accreditation and civil evaluation are jointed to form a special system for China's non-governmental education. Traditional academic standards are taken place by vocational, practical ones. Evaluation indicators are decided by special missions and input-output ratio.

Research on the internal administration of non-governmental schools:
1. Requirement of the quality of the investors of non-governmental schools.
Professor Jianru Guo from the Graduate School of Education, Peking University expressed his idea that the development of non-governmental education should first follow the market principles, and then the educational principles. Thus, the investors of non-governmental education should possess the ability as entrepreneurs, who know how to run the market and capital, and who also know the educational principles. 


2. Administration of faculty in non-governmental schools: strict award-punishment system.


3. Administration of students in non-governmental schools: strict military administration, such as strict work-rest schedule. 


4. Difference in the administrative models in non-governmental institutions and public institutions. 
According to professor Youxiang Ke from Central China Science & Technology University, though the major functions are similar, non-governmental institutions have special administrative contents and forms. As to faculty, there is not a personnel department to deal with titles, retirement, welfare, and other issues. As to curriculum, non-governmental institutions have autonomy to create basic courses and other special school-based courses. Instead of research and political education, teaching plays a key role in non-governmental education.

Research on the relationship between supply and demand of Chinese non-governmental higher education:
Relationship between supply and demand is a new perspective in the research of non-governmental higher education. Ms Baowei, a doctoral student from Tokyo university, worked on this problem based on the research focus that "supply=non-governmental schools" and "demand=students," and she made two conclusions: 1) some non-governmental institutions mainly admit students who cannot go to public institutions and thus passively choose non-governmental institutions. The role of these institutions is simply supplemental; 2) some students choose to enroll in some non-governmental institutions such as professional skills college and vocational schools, because they want to master the professional and practical skills. These kinds of non-governmental institutions have escaped from the subordinate status, and have set up their own unique space in Chinese higher education system.


Academic Research on Non-Governmental Education of Foreign Scholars And Representatives from International Organizations
1. Ms. Anjana Mangalagiri, Program Officer of Education & Child Development, UNICEF, Beijing, made a presentation on "Implications of Privatization of Education on the Basic Education in Western Region of China."

Private education has positive effects on 1) meeting the diverse demand of economic development; 2) raising more funds for basic education; 3) reinforcing competition and improving quality; 4) promoting basic education in minority areas with the support of government.


When it comes to problems encountered, this presentation focuses on 1) consistency of high-quality standards; 2) minimum of negative market effects; 3) realization of the millennium mission: to eliminate rural-urban disparities; 4) influence of legislation on school efficiency; 5) planning of community involvement: to motivate donation and participation.

2. Roger Geiger, professor from Penn State University, US, made a presentation on "Private Higher Education and Public Policy: Defining Private Roles in A Modernizing Economy." 

There was deep concern about the financial viability of private colleges and universities. The tension between private sectors and governments existed. Three basic types were identified as: 1) Mass Private Sectors, governments were attempting to impose tighter controls on private institutions in the name of raising educational standards;2) Parallel Public and Private Sectors, governments were pressuring private universities to operate just like public ones; 3) Peripheral Private Sectors, government are ensuring that private institutions remained peripheral.


One important role that private higher education can serve is to advance a society toward the full education of its citizens. Full education contributes to the productivity of society, as the development of practical skills and knowledge that are useful in the workplace, and long-term benefits including mobility, adaptability, and educability.


Private institutions provide More, Better, or Different services. However, it requires intelligent and coherent policies of regulation and support. The incentives encourage the following contributions: 1) Expansion of access to higher education at acceptable levels of quality; 2) Innovative and entrepreneurial activity that contributes to the diversity of educational opportunities; 3) Development of distinctive forms of quality, especially those different from the strengths of state institutions.


The state has two powerful levers to influence private higher education: 1) recognition or accreditation of degrees; 2) offering or withholding subsidies. It is possible to distinguish four levels of credentials provided by private institutions: 1) degrees equivalent to those offered in the state universities; 2) degrees not offered in state universities; 3) diplomas for non-degree courses of study; 4) certificates for short courses in specific competencies.
The final part of this presentation discussed for-profit institutions as the fastest growing segment of American higher education. The Chinese law allowing private schools and colleges to make a "reasonable profit" was a sensible recognition of current realities. However, it sounds like attempt to make higher education into a regulated industry, an approach that might inhibit investment through some form of financial monitoring and control.

3. Dr. Eduardo Velez Bustillo from the World Bank made a presentation on "The World Bank and Private Education: The Changing Role of Government in Education."

Private participation in education can 1) reduce fiscal burden of government; 2) improve efficiency; 3) enhance choice and diversity; 4) increase accountability.
Government can 1) purchase goods and services for people; 2) own the providers of services; 3) mandate or require certain things to be or not to be done; 4) provide information to allow for informed choice.


World Bank supported projects include Korea Higher Technical Education (1980), Bulgaria Higher Education Student Loan, Romania Lifelong Learning, etc.
The conclusion of this presentation deliver some messages: 1) if justified, should public subsidies be given to institutions or to individuals? 2) Re-defining role of government for equity and efficiency; 3) competition will improve quality while reducing expenses; 4) public sector competition includes de-zoning, capitation funding, and need school budgets; 5) 75% World Bank education projects partner with private sectors, NGOs.

4. Michael J. Mooney, the president of Lewis & Clark College, US, made a presentation on "The Past and Future of Private Higher Education in America."

What is true of American society at large is certainly true of its system of higher education--a jumble of institutions of various kinds and qualities, many large but most small, all funded in differing ways by a blend of public and private monies.


The distinction in America between "public" and "private" institutions of higher education, already weakened, will be fully eroded, colleges will increasingly charge the full price of educating their students; and the Federal government will stand ready, through grants and loans, to help individuals with their fees.


A further difference between public and private schools is cultural--how they are organized and how they behave as a consequence.


In a technical sense, public universities are state agencies and have special obligations to serve the public needs of the states. Private universities also serve public ends. Yet their governance is in the hands of a self-perpetuating board of trustees.


As different as public and private universities may be in their organization, in their essential culture they are finally alike.

Summary of Major Arguments and Findings
During the 2-day conference, more than 30 papers were submitted and exchanged. About 100 participants were engaged in participation, keynote speeches and group discussions. Two leading professors were invited to make presentations for the conference from the United States. A dozen of representatives from international organizations and foreign embassies attended the conference.

Major findings, arguments and research questions are summarized as follows:

1. It is important to create a legal framework for private education in China. In the past twenty years, private education supplements public education and contributes to achieve universal compulsory education and massive higher education. It also promoted accessibility, efficiency, mobility and diversity of the education system. The quality and sustainability of the sector raise concerns of both policy makers and practitioners. The newly promulgated Private Education Promotion Law is expected to improve the sector by fair social status, clear-cut liability and positive reward system. It needs coherent regulations for implementation. The current law cannot give all solutions to all issues with its interim nature. It has to be modified with the practice and development of private education. The role of government in private education is to secure the reasonable quality, and to protect students and faculty's rights. The private education can be active in vocational education and non-compulsory education while public education has to secure quality education in compulsory stage for majority. NGOs have roles to play between government and private institutions, especially in accreditation and evaluation. In the long run, for-profit and nonprofit education should be discerned clearly. 

2. Compared with public education system, private education is more decentralized and localized. So, provincial governments have obligation to mobilize social resources to satisfy the local economic and social development. The government should support individual whether they choose public or private education. Privatization of education takes a lot of forms in China. It includes private schools, public schools with private support, private schools with public subsidy, and private colleges affiliated to public universities. Some of them are hybrid of public and private mixture and complex in ownership and administrative structure. 

3. From institutional perspective, the organization structure is important to self-perpetuation. Currently, the board of trustees exists in name but does work effectively. It is usually composed of investors and administrators. No representatives from external bodies involve in the management of the private institutions on behalf of public interests. Some private institutions seek profit or efficiency by enlarging the enrollments at the expense of quality. 

4. The conference benefits a lot from international participation and expertise. From research perspective, there are not many solid research findings except arguments and speculation. The country has not a reliable database for private education as its public counterpart. Insufficient data is harmful for both research and policy making. The government should initiate a program for data collection and processing. 
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