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Since the launch of the double world-class (DWC) project in 2015, China has entered
into a new stage of building world-class universities. What makes China give up the
existing projects for a new one? Towards the end of its first five-year cycle, has the
version 2.0 of building world-class universities in China achieved the desired results?
This study tries to answer these questions by giving an explanation about the relevant
policies and an overview of changes brought by the DWC project. Based on the data and
documents released by the Chinese government, selected universities and some inter-
national organizations as well as an extensive literature review, we find that this new
project has been functioning effectively and has achieved remarkable preliminary
success. However, there still remain problems such as vicious competition among
institutions and unhealthy academic utilitarianism due to the heavy competitive pres-
sure. Meanwhile, the project takes a selective concentration approach that sacrifices the
majority to benefit the minority, which may exacerbate the already imbalanced devel-
opment of China’s higher education system and hinder its overall development in the
long run.
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Introduction

Since the 1990s, the world has seen an upsurge of efforts in building world-class
universities (WCUs) (Byun et al., 2013). It is believed that WCUs play a crucial
role in providing the talents and innovation capacity required for a country to shift
toward knowledge-based economy and thus grow sustainably and be internationally
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competitive (Altbach, 2009; Ma, 2007). As an active participant in this upsurge,
China has adopted a selective concentration approach and initiated a series of
world-class building projects across its higher education (HE) system since the late
1980s; and the latest one is the double world-class (DWC) project. The coined term
“double world-class” refers to WCUs and world-class disciplines (WCDs).

With the goal of building a number of world-class universities and disciplines by
the end of 2050 (The State Council, P. R. China, 2015), the new project is viewed
as an essential part of China’s national development strategy. It is hoped that the
long-term implementation of this project will greatly facilitate China’s transfor-
mation from a “big” HE power to a “strong” one (The State Council. P. R. China,
2015). Many agree that China has achieved remarkable results in the early stage of
building WCUs (Marginson, 2011; Zhang et al., 2013), so what is the point of
giving up the existing projects for a new one? How should we look at the launch of
the DWC project? Towards the end of the first five-year cycle of the DWC project,
has China’s HE been improved to a level expected by the policy makers? What are
the initial outcomes of this new project? In response to those questions, this study
proposes a framework based on Elster’s framework for intentional explanation to
explain the choice of the Chinese government at its progress stage of building
WCUs. By comparing the DWC project with previous WCUs building projects
such as the 211 project and the 985 project, this study analyzes the actions,
cognitions, and desires of the DWC project and summarizes what has led to the
adjustments and changes along the way. Based on the documents, reports, and
figures released by the government and some of the representative universities as
well as an extensive literature review, this study attempts to provide a close
examination of both the outcomes and problems in the initial stage of the new
project. Using the DWC project as a case study, this study seeks to reveal the logic
and conflicts behind China’s quest of building WCUs at its progress stage.

Explanation About the Policy Choice for the DWC Project

Elster’s framework (2009) for intentional explanation holds that performers are
agents who take actions intentionally based on their cognitions. Hence, an action
can be interpreted by an action (A), desire (D), cognition (C) triadic relation. Based
on the assumption that “human action is rational” and the supporting evidence
obtained by collecting, analyzing, and evaluating information (I) from the external
context, cognitions can be formed and lead to rational choices. To successfully
perform an action, there must be logical consistency among C, D, and A (Elster,
1994). If HE policies are considered as actions taken by a country, then they should
be rational choices intentionally made by the policy makers (Tsang, 2014). In this
sense, the DWC project is an action taken by the Chinese government to realize the
desire of building WCUs and WCDs with the cognitions formed based on a
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complete set of related information. Based on Elster’s framework, we propose a
modified framework to explain both the initial and progress stages of making a
policy choice, as shown in Figure 1. F represents feedback from the initial stage,
which constitutes an important part of the information that drives the formation of
cognitions for the progress stage. Based on this information, which includes
feedback from the previous building stage and other information, policy makers
modify their cognitions (C;), develop new desires (D), and adjust the action (A;).

Information

In the case of the DWC project, there have been multiple sources of information for
the policy makers to refer to, including the economic and political contexts, the
local and international HE situations, various resources available for the
development of HE, and the results and feedback of the early building period.
Feedback from the initial stage can be summarized as follows: (1) It is believed
that China’s previous stage of building WCUs has achieved remarkable results. The
infrastructure and education environment of most higher education institutions
(HEIs) have been improved in a relatively short period of time. The country’s
overall strength in HE as well as its economy has been enhanced through the
previous projects (The State Council, P. R. China, 2015). (2) However, there is still
room for improvement in China’s HE strength. According to Liu (2012), the vice
premier of the State Council, China’s HE is “big but not strong” (p. 5).
Additionally, data from various international league rankings indicated that only a
few universities in China were close to world-class standards before the launch of
the new project (QS, 2014; THE, 2015). The number of highly cited researchers
was limited, even at the best universities in China, and their citation influence was
comparatively weak, suggesting the doubtful quality of their international
published articles (Guo and Sun, 2014). (3) Problems such as solidification of
universities’ status, lack of competition, and redundant development arose in
previous WCUs building projects (The State Council, P. R. China, 2015). The only-
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Figure 1. A framework for understanding policy making at the progress stage.
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in-no-out approach adopted for the previous projects deprived HEIs out of the lists
of the possibility of being allocated with sufficient education resources and
changing their inferior status. This situation has aroused growing discontent among
the large number of local and non-211 and 985 project HEIs.

Cognitions

For policy makers, cognitions should be formed by making sense of the collected
information (Tsang, 2014). The above-mentioned information has led China’s
policy makers to believe that improvements must be made to alleviate or solve the
problems with the previous building stage. Besides, it has always been believed that
WCUs play a significant role in promoting China’s economy and transforming its
economic development model into one driven by high technology. The achieve-
ment at the initial stage further confirms the belief that building WCUs will
improve the overall strength and international competitiveness of China’s HE. As
the case stands, the best solution to this would still be allocating a concentration of
funding to a group of selected HEIs. Therefore, it is necessary to continue to follow
the path of selective concentration in the endeavor to build WCUs.

However, as the overall strength of China’s HE has improved a lot since the
initial stage, China’s policy makers now refuse to settle for copying the Western
WCUs. They believe that Chinese HEIs must seek their own way of building
WCUs, instead of following the Anglo-Saxon models, for China to become a
world-leading HE power.

Desires

The DWC project is aimed to achieve the “double world-class™ status, i.e., WCUs
and WCDs. This explicit aim implies an implicit desire of seeking the
transformation toward a highly value-added and efficient economy. In addition,
this desire entails the intrinsic aspirations to gain competitive advantages in
education and research in the international HE arena, to attract and retain talented
researchers, teachers, and students, and to enhance China’s national economic and
technological strength utilizing the technological innovation and incubation
capabilities of HEIs. To sum up, this strong desire is similar to the one defined
in previous WCUs building projects.

Another desire of the DWC project, one that is distinctly different from that in
the previous stage, is to move away from the WCUs model dominated by the
Anglo-Saxon world and create a WCU and HE culture with Chinese character-
istics!. PRC president Xi Jinping has emphasized that Chinese WCUs should “be
rooted in China” (Qu, 2014). It has also been made clear that Chinese WCUs
should not be built by copying Western models, but with an emphasis on “Chinese
characteristics” (The State Council, P. R. China, 2015).

Higher Education Policy 2022 35



Jie Gao and Chunna Li
Version 2.0 of Building World-Class Universities in China -

401

According to official documents, the new project also intends to remedy
problems with previous projects, so as to promote more optimized development of
China’s HE system (The State Council, P. R. China, 2015). This is also an
important reason for giving up the former 211 and 985 projects for the current
DWC project.

Actions

The DWC project is an action to realize the desires/goals for WCUs and WCDs.
This comprehensive action needs to be concretized into a specific implementation
mechanism. According to the three strategic DWC project policy documents,
namely Overall Plan (The State Coucil, P. R. China, 2015), Implementation
Measures (MoE, MoF and NDRC, P. R. China, 2017a), and Guiding Opinions
(MoE, MoF and NDRC, P. R. China, 2018), the specified measures can be divided
into three categories: management actions, support actions, and building actions.
Management and support actions are mainly implemented at the level of central
and local governments; building actions are implemented more at the institutional
level under governmental guidance, involving institutional strategies for curriculum
development, performance assessment, talent attraction and training, and interna-
tional exchanges and cooperation.

Compared with previous WCUs building projects, the DWC project makes the
support available more broadly, focuses more on management strategy adjustment, and
calls for more engagement of HEIs in the implementation process. The DWC project
continues to provide strong financial support to the selected HEIs and has increased the
number of funded institutions to 137. In terms of the management strategy, the DWC
project has changed from “only-in-no-out” to “dynamic adjustment”; specifically,
funded HEIs will be re-assessed every five years, and those rated as unqualified may be
eliminated from the funding list. In terms of building actions, the DWC project covers a
wider range of aspects. The 211 project and 985 project were mainly focused on
training talent, improving research capabilities, facilities and infrastructure, and
promoting international exchanges. According to Zhou and Hu’s (2019) analysis of
the three DWC project policy documents, the DWC project has gone a step further to
cover teaching staff development, research promotion, cultural development and
inheritance, academic research commercialization and internationalization, and more.
Comparatively speaking, the DWC project puts more emphasis on cultural development
and requires extending the depth and breadth of research, teaching excellence, and
international exchanges.

Initial Success and Achievement of the DWC Project

In the previous section, we took a close look at the cognitions/beliefs, desires/goals
and actions of the DWC project. Now, we are going to discuss how successful
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China’s new WCUs building efforts have been as the first five-year assessment
cycle is coming to end. Statistics from various resources reveal that the project has
brought about some significant improvements, suggesting the initial success of this
new policy.

Improved league ranking

Since the implementation of the DWC project, significant improvements have been
achieved in the international league rankings of selected universities. In 2017, only
four universities broke into the Top 100 QS World University Ranking. This
figure has remained at six since 2018% Zhejiang University, in particular, has
jumped from 110th spot in 2017 to 54th in 2020 (QS, 2017, 2020). From 2015 to
2020, the two most prestigious universities in China — Peking University and
Tsinghua University — made a leap from 48th and 49th places to 24th and 23rd,
respectively, in THE World University Rankings. In 2020, this ranking list included
81 universities from China, which put the country in 4th spot in terms of number of
universities, only after the USA, Britain, and Japan (THE, 2019a). Evaluation
indicators such as teaching, scientific research, teaching staff quality, and
international outlook are often used to generate university rankings (QS Staff
Writer, 2019; THE, 2019b; Shanghai Ranking Consultancy, 2019). In this sense,
the rising rankings suggest that Chinese HEIs have made improvement at least in
the areas of teaching, citation influence, share of international staff, and share of
international co-authorship (Bothwell, 2019a).

Admittedly, the improved performance on these charts does not make China
surpass its European and American competitors. There is still a big gap between the
status quo of Chinese universities and their goal of being “world-class” (THE,
2019a; Shanghai Ranking Consultancy, 2019). However, just as Bothwell (2019b)
commented, this change reveals “how the country has improved in terms of
representation and individual institutional performance over the past five years”
(https://www .timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/world-university-
rankings2020china-powers).

Higher research productivity

Consistent with what the league ranking statistics indicate, statistics from some
commercial organizations also demonstrate a significant increase in both the
number and quality of papers published from China. According to LetPub®, there
has been continued growth in the number of scientific research papers published by
Chinese researchers. In 2018, the total number of SCI papers published by Chinese
researchers reached more than 390,000, ranking second in the world. Among them,
the total number of papers published by Chinese colleges and universities in JCR
Q1 journals exceeded 51,000 — an increase of about 18.6% over 2017 (LetPub,
2018).
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Enhanced internationalization

Another prominent improvement is reflected in the increasing internationalization
of DWC universities. Based on the model from Salmi (2009), internationalization is
one of the key factors that indicate the talent concentration characteristic of a
WCU, and a response to the “requirements and challenges related to globalization”
(Wende, 1997, p. 23). Internationalization should at least involve integrating
international content and perspectives in disciplines, recruiting international
students and teaching staff, and promoting international cooperation and exchanges
among teaching staff and students (Kreber, 2009; Thune and Welle-Strand, 2005).
To meet the requirements of the DWC project for strengthened engagement in
international HE and research (The State Council. P. R. China, 2015), many
universities have accelerated their pace in going international. For example,
Tsinghua University has established nearly 600 English medium instruction (EMI)
courses and 28 English-taught graduate degree programs (https://www.tsinghua.
edu.cn/publish/thu2018/index.html); Peking University offers 77 EMI courses from
24 different departments to their undergraduate students (https://www.pku.edu.cn/).
Statistics from Ministry of Education (MoE) of China show that the number of
international students studying in China has increased steadily, including those
studying for master’s and doctor’s degrees (MoE, P. R. China, 2017, 2019). The
total number of foreign teachers working in China’s HEIs in 2019 was 18,421, an
increase of 2989 compared with the number 15,432 in 2014. There has been an
increase in the number of foreign teachers with a doctor’s degree, and a decrease in
that with lower academic degrees (Development Planning Division of MoE, P.
R. China, 2015, 2019). This indicates a higher academic degree requirement for
foreign teachers and improved quality of international teaching staff.
International cooperation and exchanges among universities have also been
strengthened, both in education and scientific research. As two leading universities
in terms of internationalization (Southwest Jiaotong University, 2019), Tsinghua
University has signed cooperation agreements with 285 institutions and organiza-
tions in 50 countries (https://www.tsinghua.edu.cn/publish/thu2018/index.html),
and Peking University has launched a number of Sino-foreign joint schools with
universities in Belgium, the UK, and Singapore (https://www.pku.edu.cn/).

Extended funding scope

Besides improving the performance of China’s HEIs, the new project has also
included a broader range of institutions in its funding list, promoting the status of
some former non-985/211 institutions. The funding is provided separately for
institutions and disciplines, which can financially benefit a larger number of
institutions and make room for the development of disciplines in relatively weak
institutions. It was reported that a total of 25 former non-211 and 985 project
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universities have been included in the first DWC project building list (MoE, MoF,
and NDRC, P. R. China, 2017b).

It is also worth noting that some of the 25 newly selected HEIs are specialized in
Chinese medicine and culture, i.e., five in Chinese medicine and four in Chinese
culture and arts. Clearly, the intention of this choice is, to some extent, in line with
the DWC project’s emphasis on “Chinese characteristics” (Shi, 2018).

Challenges and Problems

While the new project features performance-based evaluation, dynamic manage-
ment, and other adjustments that have simulated competition and promoted
productivity across China’s HE system, problems still remain due to the high
competitive pressure. With the new “in-and-out” system, every participating HEI
is faced with the risk of being excluded and thus losing governmental support and
funding. In response to a shortened assessment cycle, selected HEIs must act
quickly to find ways to improve their capabilities as required by the government.
Therefore, a series of targeted reforms have been carried out on the personnel
system and performance assessment, which has led to not only enhanced
productivity but also controversial debates.

Growing vicious competition and unhealthy academic utilitarianism

Recruiting qualified personnel has become a shortcut for Chinese universities to
rapidly improve their scientific research and teaching capabilities (Yan and Zhou,
2017). To recruit high-quality teaching staff, some universities were willing to pay
huge amounts of money, and even promised employment without going through
appropriate transfer procedures (General Office of the MoE, P. R. China, 2013).
While generous treatment helps to attract talent, job-hopping is of frequent
occurrence among a number of professors (Dang, 2018). Yu (2019) claimed that
about one-fifth of foreign scholars in China would leave their universities every
year. The problems of brain drain and disordered flow of teaching staff arose during
the competition among universities (Xin and Fan, 2017).

Another way that may work in the short term to stay qualified for the DWC
project is to quickly popularize indicators used in local and international evaluation
systems. Without a clear official explanation, many universities tend to concep-
tualize WCUs and WCDs using international standards such as league rankings
(Allen, 2019), and develop their own building plans based on evaluation
benchmarks, especially academic indicators such as Essential Science Indicators
(ESI) (Zhao and You, 2019). It is common for universities to introduce incentives
overly related to research results (Mei and Li, 2018). Teaching staff promotion and
evaluation are usually tied with academic productivity. As a core part of recent
personnel system reforms implemented by many Chinese HEIs, newly recruited
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teaching staff who cannot deliver the required research results will be dismissed
during the term of the employment contract. To pass the performance assessment,
teachers have to shift their focus from teaching or other academic activities to
short-term and high-yield research output (Yuan, 2016). It has been reported that
such orientation toward research leads to teaching staff’s prioritizing research and
depreciating teaching (e.g., Parker, 2008; Young, 2006). Tian and Lu (2017)
claimed that teaching was negatively affected and academic power hierarchies
were exacerbated under the new reforms at the institutional level. Overwhelmed by
the demand for academic output, young lecturers generally felt intensified pressure,
insecurity and anxiety (Tian and Lu, 2017), echoing what Yu (2009), and Mok
(1999) found.

The indicator-oriented evaluation policy has caused both institutions and
teachers to show a certain degree of unhealthy academic utilitarianism (de Grijs,
2017). Kim et al. (2018) quoted a Chinese college interviewee to illustrate the
orientation toward benefits resulting from the performance evaluation system: “No
one can calm down to do research, and you need to produce results every year” and
“the trend now guides people to do easy, short, and result-oriented research” (p.
14). Eager for quick successes and instant benefits, some universities attach great
importance on “packaging” reporting materials to the government, but pay less
attention to quality improvement. Instead of quality improvement, decent data have
become the goal of some institutions and individuals, which has in turn intensified
academic utilitarianism and egoism (Wang, 2019).

Limited change in the institutional hierarchy

When new problems arise, old ones still exist. In order to change people’s fixed
perception of universities’ status, the DWC project has canceled the “life-long”
qualification of selected universities in an attempt to provide more opportunities to
former non-211/985 universities. Nonetheless, it is impossible to break the
institutional hierarchy in a short period of time. With decades of sustained support
from the central government, former 211/985 project universities, especially 985
project universities which are directly run by the central ministries, have accrued
significant advantages in teaching, faculty, students, scientific research, etc. On the
contrary, a large number of local HEIs which were not on the list of previous
projects might not get sufficient financial support, especially when the local fund
input was deficient*. With the previous long-term selective concentration approach,
the gap among these HEIs has already fixed and widened. This situation has
unsurprisingly led to the fact that former 211/985 project universities still account
for an absolute majority in the new list. Only one former 211 project university was
excluded from the new list.

Although the official authorities have clearly stated a “three equalities”
principle, namely “equality in attention, equality in building, and equality in
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evaluation,” toward all selected institutions (MoE, MoF, and NDRC, P. R. China,
2017b), hierarchy is still evident in the new list. Institutions selected for the DWC
project are generally divided into two groups, one for building WCUs and the other
for building WCDs. Former 985 project universities with a superior status dominate
the group for building WCUs, which means that they will continue to get more
attention and support.

For most former 211 and 985 project universities, the DWC project simply
makes an addition to their reputation, for other institutions are at a distinct dis-
advantage when competing with them. Admittedly, the DWC project offers more
opportunities to the newly funded institutions, but it makes little change to the
institutional hierarchy of China’s HE system.

Imbalance in resource allocation

Imbalanced allocation of China’s HE resources has been a long-standing issue at
the institutional, regional, and disciplinary levels (Chen ef al., 2019; Li and Wang,
2014). Universities directly run by central ministries, located in developed regions
or with significant strengths in science and engineering disciplines, often get much
more fund and support. This situation is very likely to hinder the long-term overall
development of China’s HE. Although the DWC project does not target the
development of every institution nor explicitly address the imbalance in resource
allocation, the Chinese government has obviously noticed this problem and has
taken actions to alleviate it. For example, 25 non-211 and 985 project universities
were added into the new funding list; three universities from less developed regions
— Zhengzhou University, Yunnan University, and Xinjiang University — were
deliberately put into the group for building WCUs.

However, this minor adjustment is far from enough to address the overall
imbalance within China’s HE system. Financial allocation has continued to be
heavily weighted toward a small number of elite universities. Even within the new
list, there is a huge gap in terms of financial support between HEIs subordinate to
central ministries and those run by local governments. For example, in 2018,
Tsinghua University, which is subordinate to MoE, received about 5.2 billion yuan
of financial support (Tsinghua University, 2019), while the amount for Xinjiang
University, which is run by the local government of Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous
Region, was only about 0.3 billion yuan (Xinjiang University, 2018).

If the regional imbalance does not continue to aggravate because of the DWC
project, at least it still exists. As Gao (2017) commented, “the gap between the rich
and poor areas also remains prominent” (https://thediplomat.com/2017/09/a-closer-
look-at-chinas-world-class-universities-project/). Selected HEIs are heavily con-
centrated in better developed regions. HEIs in the developed eastern region hold a
dominant position in the new list, accounting for 22 out of the total 42 HEIs
belonging to the group for building WCUs, greater than the sum of the other three
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regions (see Fig. 2)°. While 34 HEIs in Beijing are selected for the new project,
only one university in Yunnan Province (located in the less developed southwestern
part of China) is shortlisted. Since the financial support of the two levels of gov-
ernment (central and local) is the most important funding source for most Chinese
HEIs, those located in the eastern region often receive better support and more
development opportunities due to the more developed regional economy. With
more eastern HEIs being listed in the DWC project, the central financial support is
also be weighted toward these HEIs, thus further widening the regional gap across
China’s HE system.

Besides, there is also imbalanced development and resource allocation at the
disciplinary level. To gain competitive advantages, universities tend to strategically
distribute more resources to disciplines that produce academic results more easily
and are favored by the government for their close connection with economy and
national interests. According to Liu (2018), material science and engineering,
chemistry, biology, mathematics, and computer science are the top five favored
disciplines in the DWC project, but none of them falls into the category of
humanities. Song (2018) made a case study and found that humanities were in a
weak position. The study also suggested that the university management prefers to
invest more in “key subjects” in the science and engineering fields simply because
they can help to improve the university’s performance by producing more patents
and attracting more government funding (p. 736).

Conclusion and Discussion

Based on Elster’s framework for intentional explanation, this paper explains the
policy making logic for the DWC project by analyzing its cognitions, desires, and
actions. At the progress stage of the WCUs building efforts, China has made
various adjustments based on the collected information, including the experience
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Figure 2. Distribution of 42 world-class universities in the four economic regions of China.
Source: MoE, MoF, and NDRC, P. R. China (2017c).
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and lessons from the previous stage. The DWC project is both a continuation and
revision of previous projects. It demonstrates the Chinese government’s belief in
developing economy through science and education and its preference for the
selective concentration approach. Besides the goal of building WCUs defined in
previous projects, the new project implies some other desires, including developing
WCUs with Chinese characteristics and correcting problems encountered in
previous projects.

The outcomes over the past five years suggest that the new policy has indeed
stimulated competition among Chinese HEIs and helped to produce desirable results.
Even so, the shortened evaluation cycle and unstable funding status have also brought
unprecedented pressure to the selected institutions. Moreover, the fierce recruiting
competition and the prevalent personnel evaluation system that “prefers diplomas,
seniority, and academic papers over actual contributions” have further driven the
indicator- and benefit-oriented academic utilitarianism (Cao, 2019; Dang, 2018).

Meanwhile, unlike what the policy makers were expecting, there has been no
clear evidence of improvement in the problems of solidification of HEIs’ status and
redundant development. Under the current funding pattern of the DWC project,
financial support is still heavily weighted toward to the same group of HEIs.

By extending the funding scope and including several HEIs from less developed
regions in the list for the sake of “regional coverage” (Liu, 2018, p.149), policy
makers intend to address the existing imbalance in resource allocation of the DWC
project. However, these measures are so limited that they can bring neither overall
balance in resource allocation nor regional equality to the development of China’s
HE system. Furthermore, the regional imbalance in economy is bound to widen the
gap among HEIs.

To some extent, these problems stem from the fact that institutions, which are
both the subject and the managed of the policy, may have different cognitions,
desires, and actions from the government. Despite the same goal of building WCUs
and WCDs, the government cares more about promoting economic progress and
technological advances, but institutions focus more on obtaining sustained funding
and maintaining their status in the new round of competition. Therefore, institutions
tend to orient their actions toward indicators and develop coping strategies when
implementing the policy. Accordingly, college teaching staff may be manipulated
by assessment indicators and become more benefit-driven and utilitarian.

The inner inconsistency among the cognitions, desires, and actions of the DWC
project may also be a cause of the above-mentioned problems. Although the DWC
project puts an emphasis on the goal of “Chinese characteristics,” there is neither a
detailed official explanation about what this goal entails nor clear criteria to
evaluate how this goal is fulfilled. Therefore, there is a lack of appropriate actions
to realize the desire of building WCUs with Chinese characteristics. Many selected
HEISs still set their goals by following mainly the Western academic paradigm
(Allen, 2019). The Chinese characteristics have not been well embodied, and it has
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been infeasible in practice to realize the desire of creating an independent culture
for China’s HE.

As a project at the progress stage, the DWC project seems to be an attempt to
strike a balance between efficiency and fairness. However, some of the newly
funded universities are far from competent to get away from the hierarchy of the
existing system. The selective concentration nature of the DWC project
fundamentally goes against the balanced development of the whole system. The
recruiting competition among institutions may cause more talent to flow to
developed regions. Therefore, there will be an increasingly widened gap between
funded and unfunded institutions and between developed and undeveloped regions,
aggravating the imbalance in China’s HE system.

After about 20 years’ efforts, China has now taken its quest of building WCUs
to a new level through the DWC project. The project is not only an attempt to
accelerate the pace and correct previous problems; it also presents a more
contextualized desire of building WCUs. The initial achievement of the project
demonstrates that the continued priority-based development strategy has been
working effectively in the Chinese environment. However, the feasibility and
effectiveness are not sufficient to prove the integrality and flawlessness of a policy.
Obscure concepts as well as inconsistency between the cognitions, desires, and
actions still exist in the policy for the DWC project. This consequently leads to the
failure to fully realize some desires/goals.

Besides, with its selective concentration approach, the DWC project will be
unable to avoid the pitfall of “sacrificing the majority for the success of the
minority” and thus unable to balance the development of China’s entire HE system
(Deem et al. 2008, p. 91). On the contrary, it is more likely to aggravate the
imbalance and it indeed has developed a more competitive and indicator-oriented
academic culture in China. The DWC project aims to stimulate competition, rather
than cooperation, among HEIs, but can this mechanism bring more benefits to
China’s HE system as a whole? The answer would be no. As Altbach (2004)
argued, “putting too much stress on attaining world-class status may...divert energy
and resources from more important...goals....It may set up unrealistic expectations
that harm faculty morale and performance” (p. 23). How to make China’s HE
system achieve more coordinative development in the long run and how to avoid
imbalances in the country’s HE are always considerations policy makers need to
take into account when making WCUs building policies for the country.
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Notes

1. According to some scholars (see for example Shi, 2018; Zhou et al., 2020), “Chinese characteristics”
can be understood from at least two perspectives: ideological education and cultural inherence. But
these are not official explanation.

2. The DWC project is inapplicable to universities in Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan. Therefore, only
universities from mainland China are covered here.

3. LetPub is a professional brand owned by ACCDON (USA) which provides paper editing and related
services for non-English speaking researchers. All statistical data used for the reports are from the
Web of Science core collection database and only included in the number of papers with the literature
types of article and review.

4. In terms of ownership, HEIs in China can be divided into those run by central ministries and those by
local governments. The former are supported by both central and local finance.

5. The Chinese government divides the country into four economic regions. See more information by
visiting http://www.stats.gov.cn/ztjc/zthd/sjtjr/dejtjkfr/tjkp/201106/t20110613_71947 .htm.
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