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Discussant

IAIN WATT 
Minister Counsellor (Education) Beijing, 
Post jurisdiction: PRC (with AEI Managers in 
Guangzhou, Shanghai and Hong Kong)
Iain Watt has been a key player in the 
international dimension of Australian 
education and training for the past 15 
years. His current posting to Beijing as the 
Minister Counsellor (Education) 
commenced in February 2008. It is his third 
posting following service at counsellor level 
in Taipei (1995–1998) and Beijing 
(1998–2002).

Iain was the Director, International 
Development and Co-operation, at the 
Australian National University in 2004–
2007. He has managed several branches 
within Australian Education International 
and has been an important contributor to 
international education policy development 
since 1992.

Presenter

LIU JIANTONG 
Deputy-Director, Department of Vocational 
and Adult Education Ministry of Education 
People’s Republic of China 
From August 1984 to November 1987 Liu 
Jiantong held a post graduate position in 
the Department of History, Beijing 
University and then from November 1987 
to September 1998 was Program Official for 
the Department of vocational-technical 
education sector of China. From this time he 
became Division Chief for the Department 
of Vocational and Adult Education. Liu 
Jiantong became Deputy-Director for the 
Department of Vocational and Adult 
Education in December 2007.

Spotlight on China in the Year 
of the Tiger
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We acknowledge the input of  
Dr Kate Dempsey, Executive Officer, 
Victoria TAFE International Inc. 
in providing the following notes 
about this session. 

International perspectives (China)
Presenter: Liu Jiantong

Vocational education and training (VET) is regarded 
as an important foundation for social and economic 
development in China and in 2002, 2004 and 2005, 
the Chinese central government held national 
conferences on VET.

In China, VET is a system separate from mainstream 
education. It comprises VET school, VET secondary 
college and VET post secondary training (similar 
to TAFE). Twenty per cent of secondary vocational 
schools are privately operated, although primary 
level VET is ‘fading out’, that is, there is less emphasis 
now on that level. ‘Privately operated’ schools does 
not imply that they are operated for profit.

By the end of 2009, there were 14,400 secondary 
vocational schools in China with 8.69 million 
enrolments. There are 1,100 tertiary vocational 
colleges (which are like TAFE) and in 2009, they had 
3.1 million students enrolled. Enrolment in tertiary 
VET colleges accounts for half of the total enrolment 
in the tertiary sector. The total population in China 
is around 1.4 billion with some 150 million people 
involved in training.

In 2005, the central government invested heavily 
in VET capacity building. From 2006 to 2010 it set 
up and funded 2,000 VET practicum-training bases, 
improved facilities for 27,000 secondary VET schools 
and supported 100 demonstration tertiary VET 
colleges. Funding and administration are controlled 

at the province level, but the central government 
oversees the capacity building plan. There is also 
a capacity building plan for teacher training with 
more than 30,000 master VET teachers having been 
trained.

Funding in China
In 2007, the central government set up a scheme 
to provide financial support for poor students in 
all VET sectors with support for training provided, 
principally for accommodation costs. About 90 
per cent of secondary students can get financial 
assistance, with 20 per cent of tertiary students 
receiving assistance. In 2009, free VET was provided 
for 15 per cent of secondary VET students.

The central government is also engaged in the 
reform of management of VET schools including the 
closer involvement of industry, human resources 
improvements and better teacher pay. The key 
reform is an increased emphasis on leadership at the 
local level.

The reforms are directed at making the VET sector 
responsive to industry and the market and also to 
support regional/rural areas in terms of employment 
where there is a skills shortage. The central 
government priority is not simply to support the 
manufacturing industries but to train skilled workers 
for the future.

Issues for the future in China
Secondary VET is identified as a ‘weak link’ in the VET 
system in China. It often has old-fashioned teaching 
methods, poor facilities, insufficient investment 
and a poor public perception. Liu Jiantong made 
the point that Chinese students seem to prefer 
Australian TAFE to China’s own VET secondary 
system. China wants not only high-level scientists 
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and technical experts but to improve the level of 
education and skills of all citizens.

China plans to continue encouraging its VET teachers 
and principals to study overseas, offer co-operative 
programs with institutions overseas (as well as 
with various institutions in China), and establish an 
‘expert panel database’ to assist with research on 
VET studies.

Discussant: Iain Watt

Chinese authorities are of the view that education 
is not a field for profit making. Anyone wanting to 
work in China needs to understand the importance 
of this view. ‘Private colleges’ simply means those 
colleges are ‘run by the people’ and does not indicate 
that they are operated for private profit.

Iain identified three reasons why Chinese students 
like the Australian system:

1.	 It is a pathway to permanent residence.

2.	 Equally important is the framework of the 
Australian system and pathways to university, a 
pathway that does not exist in China.

3.	 The Chinese government values the Australian 
system and as well, the German system. Both 
are the most highly regarded VET systems.

It is important for Australia to remember that the 
Chinese VET system is managed at the local and 
provincial levels. We tend to provide courses in the 
affluent south where there is a match: the desire for 
an international qualification and the funds locally 
to ‘buy’ it. Parents want international trade, tourism 
or business qualifications for their children in China, 
whereas the government wants highly skilled 
technical people – this creates a mismatch.

Questions and discussion
In the discussion period that followed the 
presentations, Liu Jiantong was asked if Australian 
TAFEs make any mistakes when they come to China. 
He said China welcomes Australians; we have a 
sound relationship. Having said that, he suggested 
that Australians offering courses in China need 
to look at the government’s training needs and 
priorities not just parents’ desires for their children’s 
future.

Another participant noted that Australia needs to 
broaden what it offers for a successful longer term 
relationship, including working with China on our 
pathways system and on teacher training and 
teaching methods.

It was noted by another participant that it seems 
that China suffers from the same problem as we 
have in Australia, namely that VET is a ‘second best’ 
option. It was suggested that, somehow, we need 
to work to raise the profile of VET in both countries 
as a viable option for students. Perhaps our pathway 
system may help with this issue. 

Liu Jiantong responded that this is a complex 
question. We need a more learner-centred approach. 
The Chinese government is trying to raise local 
awareness of the value of VET and make VET 
more responsive to the market. He reiterated that 
there is a conflict between personal desires and 
society’s needs, that is, parents have aspirations 
(understandably) for their children, but China needs 
all types of workers. This mismatch is unavoidable. 
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