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Abstract: This study examines China’s
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challenges in pedagogical approaches,
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Analyzing 11,300 institutions serving 30

million students, the research identifies

four critical reform areas: implementing

student-centered learning, integrating

Industry 4.0 technologies, enhancing

teacher competence, and overcoming

societal perceptions. The findings provide

evidence-based strategies for sustainable

vocational education modernization.
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1. Introduction

As a populous nation and major economic force globally, China confronts the

critical challenge of developing skilled professionals who can adapt to the dynamic

employment landscape of the 21st century amid continuous technological and

industrial progress (Huang, et al, 2021; Jin, et al, 2022).

In January 2019, the National Vocational Education Reform Implementation Plan,

also known as the “Double High-Levels Plan,” was jointly unveiled by the Ministry of

Education and the Ministry of Finance (Huang et al., 2021). This ambitious initiative

aims to shape vocational education’s future as a key to national economic progress by

placing it on an unprecedented level of importance, on par with general education.

China’s vocational education sector has advanced significantly as a result of this

initiative. Over 30 million students are enrolled in China’s 11,300 vocational

education schools at all levels, and the country produces almost 10 million graduates

each year (Liu & Hardy, 2023). Higher vocational education met its annual enrollment

goal of 2 million students between 2020 and 2021 alone (Huang et al., 2021).

There are still major obstacles to overcome, though. Verification of the teaching

capacity and resource allocation in Chinese vocational education is necessary to adapt

to changes in the labor market brought about by Industry 4.0 and artificial intelligence.

In order to advance, vocational education must also get past the idea that it is a

“downgraded choice” in comparison to traditional higher education.

In light of China’s Vision 2035 and the Double High-Levels Plan, this essay

explores how Chinese vocational education can accomplish teaching innovation. In

order to support industry growth and adjust to modern demands, the goal is to analyze

current challenges and provide comprehensive, China-centered recommendations and

evidence-based strategies. This study helps Chinese educators, practitioners, and

policymakers investigate innovation and reform in vocational education. Figure 1

shows the impressive scope of China’s Double High-Levels Plan vocational education

system.

Figure 1

China’s Vocational Education Scale
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Note: Data demonstrates China’s substantial vocational education infrastructure with

11,300 schools and 30 million students supporting national workforce development

under the Double High-Levels Plan.

The essay will analyze challenges and recommendations across four dimensions:

elevating teaching quality, industry-technology integration, supporting teachers, and

breaking stereotypes, before presenting implications and feasible development

suggestions.

2. Key Concepts

2.1. China Vocational Education

Technical and vocational education represents an educational pathway designed

to provide learners with competencies, expertise, and capabilities necessary for

particular occupations or professional fields (Jin, et al, 2022). Vocational education

curricula are therefore typically created to satisfy the particular demands and

specifications of industries. According to the “Two-Track System,” which is used in

China’s higher education system, the academic and vocational education systems

operate side by side (Jin et al., 2022; Yang, 1998). Secondary vocational education,

which is intended for high school students, and higher vocational education, which is

intended for high school graduates, are the two categories of vocational education in

China according to educational levels (ibid). After graduating from junior high or high
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school, Chinese students have the option of pursuing academic or vocational

education.

2.2. Double High-levels Plan and China’s Vision 2035

The Vision 2035 blueprint targets China’s transformation into a moderately

developed economy, with vocational education advancement as a key priority (Huang,

et al, 2021). To achieve “Made in China 2025”, the government implemented the

Double High-Levels Plan, building internationally advanced higher vocational

colleges with modern educational methods by 2035 (Jin, et al, 2022). The government

provides 2 billion yuan ($273 million) annually to support vocational talent training,

creating significant opportunities for vocational education development and

innovation in China.

2.3. Socio-Cultural Perceptions Related to Education

In the context of education, socio-cultural perceptions represent the viewpoints

and social evaluations that people and communities develop regarding various

educational pathways, influenced by societal elements (Wu, et al, 2023). These

perceptions have substantial impact on how individuals make decisions about their

educational pursuits and career choices. Based on Pierre Bourdieu’s Cultural Capital

theory, those educational pathways that embody socially valued

characteristics—including high social standing, strong income potential, and

promising career trajectories—tend to receive greater societal preference (Wang &

Doyle, 2022). Negative stereotypes and social stigmas often make it difficult for

educational paths or professions with less social acceptance to get public support,

attract students, and grow over time. Therefore, fostering positive social attitudes and

dispelling preconceived notions are still essential to ensuring the long-term success of

vocational education in China.

2.4. Student-Centred Learning Theory

An educational strategy that puts students at the center of the learning process is

the student-centered learning paradigm. This theoretical framework encourages a shift

from traditional instructor-dominated instruction to one in which students actively
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participate in their own learning (Pejuan & Antonijuan, 2019; Sugiyanto, et al, 2019).

This approach is based on constructivist and social constructivist educational theories,

which hold that people develop understanding through active participation and

cooperative interactions (ibid). Increased learner participation, improved analytical

skills, development of problem-resolution competencies, improvement of

interpersonal skills, and the provision of skills for ongoing self-directed education are

just a few advantages of implementing student-centered education (Pejuan &

Antonijuan, 2019; Sugiyanto, et al, 2019; Triono Ahmad, et al, 2023). Key

pedagogical strategies within student-centred education encompass project-based

learning (PBL), inquiry-driven instruction, cooperative learning approaches, among

others.

3. Elevating Teaching Quality - Fostering Student-Centred

Learning in Chinese Vocational Education

Achieving high-quality development in Chinese vocational education

necessitates enhanced instructional standards. Currently, a teacher-centric approach

prevails in Chinese vocational institutions, with instructors maintaining dominant

classroom positions and primarily employing lecture-based knowledge transmission

(Huang, et al, 2021). The standardized model is effective in preparing students to

build professional knowledge networks in a short time, facilitating practical skills

learning foundations (Sugiyanto, et al, 2019).

Yet, there are some severe shortcomings of this model to the needs of

21st-century business. Conventional approaches overweight theory, and so graduates

have sound theoretical knowledge but are poor in practicalities (Pejuan & Antonijuan,

2019). “One-size-fits-all” curricula don’t cater to a variety of student learning styles.

Teacher-centered philosophy engenders one-way communication, while China’s

teacher-respecting traditional culture further stifles students’ voices, autonomy, and

development of critical thinking (Hua, et al, 2011).

To enhance teaching quality, Chinese vocational education needs to move

towards student-centered learning, placing students at the center of learning

experiences and building autonomy and practical ability (Jabarullah & Iqbal Hussain,

2019). Problem-based learning and project-based learning as active learning
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approaches enable students to transfer theoretical knowledge to real practice (Triono

Ahmad, et al, 2023). Enhancing industry linkage through internships and simulations

can render career development planning transparent, which also aligns with Double

High-Levels Plan objectives.

4. Embracing Industry 4.0 - Industry-Relevance and

Technological Integration

Vocational education in China focuses on keeping up with the needs of industry

and using the latest technologies in the classroom. This is guided by the “Made in

China 2025” strategy and the Vision 2035 framework. Industry 4.0 and Artificial

Intelligence (AI) challenges are complex and change industries by automating

processes and requiring new skills in data analysis, robotics, the Internet of Things

(IoT), and cyber-physical systems (Huang, et al., 2021; Ali, 2021). The job market is

changing, and people are looking for jobs that are less physical and more routine and

more complex and unusual. Getting relevant to industry and integrating technology

are both important parts of the “Double High-Levels Plan” and important for the

growth of vocational education.

There is currently a significant disconnect between industrial practices and

instructional content in Chinese vocational education. Popular majors like computer

science and art design have been offered by colleges more frequently in recent years

in an effort to draw students and keep up with market trends. Computer science, art,

and third-industry majors (cooking, hairdressing) have relatively high establishment

rates with about 60% duplication among Xiamen City’s nine higher vocational

colleges (Jin et al., 2022). Because of this, universities steer clear of specialized

majors, especially those pertaining to primary and secondary industries. Instead of

adjusting to Industry 4.0 and artificial intelligence, the majority of computer majors

concentrate primarily on programming to satisfy the rapid development trends of

Chinese internet companies. Table 1 provides specifics on the issue of professional

duplication in Chinese vocational colleges.

Table 1

Professional Duplication Analysis in Xiamen Higher Vocational Colleges
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Note: Analysis of nine Xiamen colleges reveals 60% duplication in popular majors

while Industry 4.0-relevant fields remain undersupplied, highlighting structural

misalignment.

Chinese vocational education should reform based on Industry 4.0 development

trends, embedding artificial intelligence concepts directly into curricula through

modules on data analysis, automation, intelligent manufacturing, and AI-related skills

as core components rather than optional content (Ali, 2021). The government should

conduct statistical surveys analyzing graduate saturation across fields while

promoting school-enterprise cooperation to provide employment opportunities and

utilize enterprise equipment and software resources (Liu & Hardy, 2023).

5. Supporting Teachers - Educator Competence and

Professional Development

In order to achieve the transformative objectives, set forth in the “Double

High-Levels Plan” for vocational education, educators are essential. Nonetheless,

there are serious problems with the professional growth and ability of teachers of

vocational education. Sixty-seven percent of Chinese vocational instructors feel

unprepared to teach advanced technological subjects, including robotics, artificial

intelligence, and data analysis (Lv et al., 2022). This makes it very difficult for

China’s vocational education system to keep up with the rapid advancements of

Industry 4.0. Additionally, there is still a shortage of qualified teaching staff;

according to the Chinese Ministry of Education, there will be about 90,000

Professional Field
Colleges
Offering

Duplication
Rate

Market
Saturation

Industry 4.0
Relevance

Computer Science 5-6 ~60% High Medium

Art & Design 5-6 ~60% High Low

Third Industry
Services

5-6 ~60% Moderate Low

Manufacturing 2-3 ~30% Low High

Primary Industry 1-2 ~15% Very Low Medium

AI-related Fields 1-2 ~15% Very Low Very High
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professional teaching positions unfilled in 2020 (Fan, 2020). The lack of workers

hinders China’s high-quality transformation and raises questions about the quality of

vocational education by keeping teachers from making the full shift to

student-centered methods.

China’s vocational education must prioritize supporting teachers through

comprehensive approaches. To support teachers in implementing student-centered

teaching reforms, government and educational institutions should provide training in

problem-based learning, project-based learning, and experiential learning. Teachers

commonly struggle adapting to new roles in student-centered teaching, requiring

changes from traditional authority concepts (Pejuan & Antonijuan, 2019; Sugiyanto,

et al, 2019). Since student-centered methods are widely implemented in Chinese

general higher education institutions, vocational college teachers can learn through

discussions with general higher education teachers (Liu & Hardy, 2023). Inviting

students into curriculum development processes helps teachers assume “scaffolding”

roles practically (Triono Ahmad, et al, 2023).

Fostering collaboration between schools and businesses is necessary to provide

vocational educators with Industry 4.0 knowledge. Industry experts can enhance

teachers’ understanding of Industry 4.0 by offering guest lectures, seminars, and

hands-on experiences (Lv et al., 2022; Jin et al., 2022). With Industry 4.0 technology

trends as key performance evaluation criteria for teachers, educational institutions

should foster a culture of continuous learning among vocational educators.

6. Breaking Stereotypes: Transforming Perceptions of

Vocational Education

Due to ingrained prejudices cultivated by China’s long-standing admiration for

academic success, vocational education is marginalized. Confucian principles that are

ingrained in Chinese culture are the source of this idea, which makes people respect

traditional academic education but be hesitant to pursue career paths (Wang & Doyle,

2022). According to a common misconception, vocational education is inferior and

frequently referred to as “second-tier” education (Yang, 1998). Just 50% of junior

high school graduates enrolled in traditional universities in 2022, with the remaining

students being sent to secondary vocational colleges (Liu & Hardy, 2023). Vocational
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students are seen as backup options because their college entrance exam admission

scores are still much lower than those of regular institutions.

These conventional concepts pose significant challenges to China’s vocational

education development. Vocational education students often have lower examination

scores compared to academic education students, inevitably leading stronger learners

toward academic education (Yang, 1998). Stereotypes also discourage funding for

vocational schools. Investments in vocational education were only 660 billion yuan by

2022, compared to 2.6 trillion yuan in general education (Fan, 2020).

Therefore, China’s vocational education should focus on improving negative

social perceptions. Government can initiate activities enhancing social recognition,

highlighting successful individuals and emphasizing “blue-collar” worker career

development (Wu, et al, 2023). Educational institutions can increase alumni publicity,

while media can disseminate information about courses, scholarships, and success

statistics (Wang & Doyle, 2022). Through joint efforts, China can create more

supportive social environments for vocational education development. The significant

investment disparity reflecting societal stereotypes is demonstrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2

Education Investment Disparity in China

Note: The 3.9:1 investment ratio between general and vocational education reflects

deep-rooted societal stereotypes that position vocational education as inferior choice.
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7. Implication

This essay explores how pedagogical innovation and government policy have

intersected to transform vocational education in China, with significant ramifications

for scholars, practitioners, and policymakers. Researchers have many opportunities to

examine the efficacy of student-centered teaching methods, the impact of Industry 4.0

on the curriculum, and teacher challenges as a result of China’s transformation in

vocational education. Empirical studies assessing innovative teaching outcomes and

adaptability to shifting industrial patterns should be the main focus of future research.

The essay’s analysis of the integration of Industry 4.0 technology and ethics opens up

new avenues for investigation into the educational implications of artificial

intelligence. The fact that it only discusses issues unique to China and suggests more

research on other countries’ reactions is a drawback.

For teaching staff, the essay offers theoretical bases for building China’s

vocational education. Better learning outcomes are achieved when teachers reinterpret

their roles from the traditional lecture-style to student-oriented styles, thanks to

research on student-centered teaching philosophy. To meet the goals of the “Double

High-Levels Plan”, guidance on maintaining technological sensitivity is necessary,

and opportunities for teacher development help educational institutions raise staffing

levels.

This article addresses traditional teaching methods and social stereotypes in

Chinese vocational education in accordance with the “Double High-Levels Plan,”

which is relevant for policymakers. Policymakers are better able to allocate resources

logically when shortages of professional teaching staff are revealed. The results show

that policies that bridge the gap between education and the labor market must be

advanced, and industry-institution collaboration must be encouraged. Finally,

exposing deeply ingrained stereotypes suggests that governments should address the

“Second-Rate” stigma associated with vocational education and steer social cognition

in the right direction.

8. Conclusion
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A strategic framework for updating vocational education in response to changing

workforce demands is the “Double High-levels Plan.” Although significant progress

has been made, China’s vocational education still faces persistent challenges with

regard to instructional capabilities, public attitudes, and resource distribution that call

for extensive reform.

The shift necessitates a shift from teacher-centered to student-centered

pedagogies through curriculum-based integration of theoretical knowledge and

practical competencies. Professional oversaturation and career alignment are

strengthened by improved internship programs and workplace simulations that

strengthen the industry-education partnership. The current gap between industry and

education necessitates strengthening school-business partnerships and integrating

artificial intelligence concepts into curricula, with systemic graduate saturation

analysis serving as a guide for program development choices.

A key component of technology adaptation is still enhancing teacher

professionalization with demanding instruction in student-centered methodologies and

Industry 4.0 competencies. It takes extensive government-launched initiatives, like

focus programs, awareness-raising, and targeted media involvement, to break through

long-standing stereotypes and alter people’s perceptions of vocational education paths.

Together, these initiatives will make vocational education a desirable substitute for

traditional academic pathways.
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