
 
 

 
 

 
Implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy in 

Transnational Higher Education Programs in China: A 

Multiple Case Study of Chinese Host Universities 

 

Ms Mingyan HU 

BA, English Language and Literature 
MA, Applied Linguistics and Second Language Acquisition 

MA, Educational Studies in Leadership 

 

School of Humanities, Languages, and Social Science 

Art, Education and Law Group 

Griffith University  

 

Submitted in fulfilment of the requirements of the degree of  

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

November 2018 

 



i 
 

Abstract  

This multiple case study is a strategic response to the increasing literature on transnational 

higher education (TNHE) programs in host countries such as China. The study focuses 

on one particular aspect of TNHE in China: implementing the One-Third Curriculum 

Policy introduced by China’s Ministry of Education (MoE). According to this policy, 

TNHE programs in China are required to import at least one third of the courses or 

curricular elements from foreign partner universities. Despite the MoE’s good intentions, 

it is acknowledged that the policy is difficult to implement in local Chinese universities. 

However, evidence to date in the literature regarding this difficulty seems to be anecdotal, 

with little empirical data available to systematically explain why and how this curriculum 

policy implementation has been ineffective. 

To investigate this problem, this thesis aims to ascertain multi-level factors impeding the 

effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs hosted 

at local Chinese universities. In doing so, the study provides insights into the development 

of critical elements or frameworks required to overcome the impediments and bridge the 

gap between policy ideals and local practices. The overarching research question is: What 

key elements or frameworks need to be in place in TNHE programs in China to overcome 

the barriers to the effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy at local 

Chinese universities?   

To gain rich and in-depth data, I used a triangulation of methods including document 

analysis, student questionnaires, and semi-structured interviews with academic and 
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administrative staff. To guide data collection and analysis, I developed a cross-

disciplinary analytical framework based on the insights from curriculum theories, 

implementation studies, and organisational learning theories. With purposeful and 

snowball sampling strategies, four local Chinese universities were identified as the case 

study sites, where 205 students and 14 staff from five undergraduate TNHE programs 

were recruited as participants and key informants. 

Qualitative content analysis of the data revealed disparate practices of TNHE curriculum 

policy implementation in local contexts. None of the Four One-Third Rules specified in 

the One-Third Curriculum Policy was fully implemented at the four case study 

universities. In particular, the fourth rule (i.e., foreign faculty are required to undertake at 

least one third of the total teaching hours in the program) appeared to be the most difficult 

requirement to fulfil. A total of 12 factors at individual, organisational and societal-

environmental levels emerged as the most prominent barriers to the effective 

implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy at local Chinese universities. In response 

to the findings, and to conclude the study, a three-dimensional framework of key elements 

was accordingly developed in the hope of assisting local Chinese universities in 

overcoming these impediments and improving the overall quality of TNHE programs in 

China. 

Unveiling a dynamic interplay of policy, people and contexts in TNHE in China, the 

findings, in particular, the three-dimensional framework of key elements developed in the 

study, are arguably of empirical and practical value to those involved or interested in the 

fields of internationalisation of higher education and transnational higher education.  
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Chapter One Introduction 

“Transnational delivery raises important questions for individual higher education institutions, 

especially in relation to the quality and the standards of study programmes offered and the 

degrees awarded.” 

 – Jan Sadlak, former Director, UNESCO-CEPES, 2000 

 

1.1 Background and the identification of the problem  

The mobility of people, programs and academic institutions in higher education across national 

and regional borders is not, of course, a new phenomenon. However, the dynamics of 

transnational delivery of higher education, particularly relating to host countries such as China, 

is still far from being well understood and empirically documented.  

The topic of this thesis is inspired by my personal experience in transnational higher education 

(TNHE) in China, where I have witnessed firsthand, the problems and issues that arise when 

Chinese higher education institutions (HEIs) attempt to incorporate curricula from foreign 

universities with sometimes very little consideration about adaptation to local conditions and 

implementation of the national TNHE curriculum policy. While TNHE in China is now 

established in many regions of the country, there remain challenges and barriers that need to be 

overcome before the industry matures to a point where effective implementation of TNHE 

programs is the norm.  

This thesis will examine some TNHE programs hosted in local Chinese universities and 

ascertain the elements or changes that are required to bridge the gap between policy rhetoric and 
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implementation reality. Three interrelated areas of understanding need to be considered for the 

effective implementation of TNHE programs in China. 

The first area concerns the relationship between globalisation and internationalisation of higher 

education (IoE), and in particular, how these two forces have shaped the TNHE evolution 

worldwide. This area of consideration will assist researchers and practitioners in apprehending 

the overall contexts of TNHE development and their far-reaching influences on HEIs. A critical 

review of global TNHE contexts will also allow researchers and practitioners to appreciate the 

acute insufficiency of information, research, and robust data about TNHE activities, especially 

in host countries such as China. This concern calls for a shift from a ‘sending country’s 

perspective’ to a ‘host country’s perspective’ in TNHE research. More attention and empirical 

efforts are therefore needed to investigate and understand the dynamic TNHE activities hosted 

in various local contexts. 

The second area of understanding relates to the development and current landscape of TNHE in 

China. This requires attention to the Chinese government’s intention to encourage Chinese-

foreign collaboration in higher education, and its policy and regulations on TNHE programs. In 

particular, the Chinese government’s rigid curriculum requirements on TNHE programs in 

China, known as the One-Third Curriculum Policy, was found difficult to implement in local 

Chinese universities. The overview and analysis of TNHE in China in this thesis will help 

researchers and practitioners understand two enquiries: where and how the gap between 

political ideals and actual curriculum policy implementation in TNHE programs in China has 

evolved, and why it is important for local Chinese universities hosting these programs to 
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overcome existing and potential obstacles to the effective implementation of the TNHE 

curriculum policy. 

Finally, the third area of consideration involves understanding the active role that HEIs play in 

the knowledge society; that is, how local Chinese universities leverage the internal and external 

environments in the globalised world, and in particular, their role in developing and 

implementing TNHE programs in China. This requires the identification of the actual processes 

and activities in which these local Chinese universities perceive, interpret, integrate, and 

institutionalise the national TNHE curriculum policy in the actual delivery of TNHE programs 

at the individual, institutional, and societal-environmental layers. 

The following three sub-sections will present a brief overview of the above areas and associated 

arguments in each area, leading to the identification of the research problem for the present 

study. Issues in relation to the research problem will be further discussed in Chapter Two.  

1.1.1 Globalisation, internationalisation, and transnational higher education  

Now, more than ever, individuals and organisations find it close to impossible to shield 

themselves from the forces of globalisation. Typically shaped by “the broad economic, 

technological, and scientific trends that directly affect higher education”, globalisation is 

“largely inevitable in the contemporary world” (Altbach, 2006, p. 123). Consequently, it brings 

about unprecedented opportunities as well as intractable challenges to policies, practices and 

structures of the nation states and academic institutions (Ball, 1998; Lingard & Sellar, 2013). 

However, it is widely acknowledged that the convergent force of globalisation is, nevertheless, 

subject to specific contexts where governmental regulations and academic cultures vary greatly 

across nations, regions and localities (Carnoy & Rhoten, 2002; Marginson & Rhoades, 2002; 



4 
 

Watson, 2001). Evidently, the transformative effects of globalisation on higher education vary 

with variables of HEIs, such as structure, resources, location, local economic profile and social 

cultures. 

Internationalisation, defined as “the variety of policies and programs that universities and 

governments implement to respond to globalisation” (Altbach, Reisberg, & Rumbley, 2010, p. 

7), can be seen as a strategy for “higher education to prepare individuals for engagement in a 

globalised world” (p. 24). HEIs around the world are therefore compelled to intentionally 

develop and implement internationalisation policies, strategies, and activities. Through this 

process, an international dimension is integrated into “the teaching/training, research and 

service function” of HEIs (Knight, 1997, p. 29), whose internationalisation strategies could be 

examined through the lens of guiding principles, as well as facilitating and impeding factors.   

Since the 1980s, internationalisation of higher education (IoHE) has flourished in research and 

practices worldwide, increasing in importance, scope, and volume (e.g., Bedenlier, Kondakci, & 

Zawacki-Richter, 2018; Kehm & Teichler, 2007; Mwangi et al., 2018). IoHE is typically 

represented and realised by various interactions and cooperation between HEIs across national 

and regional boundaries. These internationalisation activities, in return, make significant 

contributions to the growth of a global knowledge society where information, technology, skills 

and values move around the world as tradable goods that are freely ‘bought’ and ‘sold’ between 

suppliers and consumers (Altbach, 2000; Knight, 2004; Leask, 2009). Notably, the impact of 

globalisation and internationalisation on higher education is, to a great extent, expressed by 

HEIs’ dominant economic rationale, “concerned with finance, economic returns, human 

resource development, efficiency, effectiveness, costing, private funding and the like” (Watson, 
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1996, p. 49). It was against this dynamic and multi-faceted setting that transnational education 

(TNE) emerged as a distinctive educational enquiry among researchers and practitioners in the 

1980s. 

The term, transnational education (TNE), is defined by United Nations Educational Scientific 

and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO)/Council of Europe (2001) as: 

All types of higher education study programs, or sets of courses of study, or 

educational services (including those of distance education) in which the learners 

are located in a country different from the one where the awarding institution is 

based. (p. 8)  

At the tertiary level, TNE is widely known as transnational higher education (TNHE) (Trahar, 

2015). While these two terms are used interchangeably in this thesis, the term ‘transnational 

higher education (TNHE)’ will be used to document the investigation of the present study. 

TNHE has been adopted by HEIs around the world as a key strategy for internationalisation. It 

involves flexible delivery modes (e.g., face-to-face, distance, online, or in any combinations) 

and different approaches (e.g., partnership with local providers or full-scale branch campuses). 

It also uses various operational formats such as joint academic programs, franchising foreign 

degrees for local delivery, and twinning arrangements or articulation agreements between local 

and foreign HEIs (Leung & Waters, 2013).  

The global landscape of TNHE has been structured by a high demand from importing countries 

such as China, and a stable supply from exporting countries such as the United Kingdom (UK), 

the United States (US) and Australia (McBurnie & Ziguras, 2001). However, it should be noted 

that in recent years HEIs in the traditional host countries including China, Singapore and 
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Malaysia are transitioning into world-class universities or education hubs that provide TNHE of 

various forms (e.g., He & Wilkins, 2018; Huang, 2015; Knight, 2013b; Mok, 2012). This 

demand-supply relationship entailed in TNHE activities has created two perspectives in research 

and practice, that is, the perspective from ‘exporting’ or ‘sending’ countries/HEIs, and the 

perspective from ‘importing’ or ‘host’ counties/HEIs.  

During the last three decades, despite its rapid development around the globe, the field of TNHE 

experienced a significant lack of research and robust data (Knight & McNamara, 2015). This 

situation is aggravated by the dominant perspective being that of the sending countries/HEIs, 

which neglects the local contexts of TNHE activities in the host countries/HEIs (McNamara, 

Knight, & Fernandez-Chung, 2013). Despite a fast-growing literature on the topic of TNHE in 

host countries/HEIs in recent years (Ahmad & Buchanan, 2018; Ahmad & Hussain, 2017; He, 

2016; Mok & Han, 2016), theoretical and empirical perspectives from host countries/HEIs are 

still needed to enhance the robustness of the TNHE research field and better inform future 

research and practice. To contribute to the increasing discourse of TNHE activities in local 

contexts, this thesis will adopt a host country perspective, focusing on curriculum policy 

implementation issues in TNHE programs hosted in local Chinese universities. 

1.1.2 Development and current landscape of TNHE in China 

For several decades, China has experienced a course of internationalisation in its higher 

education system and institutions that shares similarities with other countries around the world. 

Its main rationales for internationalisation were to meet the increasing domestic demands for 

higher education, introduce high-quality foreign educational resources to enhance educational 

capacity and global competitiveness, and most importantly, to cultivate graduates as competent 
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global citizens (W. W. Y. Chan, 2004; R. Yang, 2008). Since the 1980s, China has introduced 

welcoming and encouraging policies towards Chinese-foreign cooperation in higher education, 

which was termed in the 1990s as Chinese-Foreign Cooperation in Running Schools (CFCRS). 

Typical examples of early development of TNHE in China include the Sino-American Centre 

for Cultural Studies1 in Nanjing City and the Master of Business Administration (MBA) 

program2 in Tianjin City.  

However, these TNHE activities in the early stages of China’s reform era were largely informal, 

incidental and under-regulated (Ong & Chan, 2012). It was not until the 1990s that the Chinese 

government began to develop an array of specific policies to monitor and regulate the emerging, 

rather laissez-faire-style TNHE activities in China. The policies and regulations3 on TNHE 

activities in China have stated the basic principles, specifications on operations, implementation 

measures, as well as rigid restrictions on the scope, nature and quality issues of the CFCRS.  

In 1995, the then National Education Committee (NEC, which became the Ministry of 

Education [MoE] in 1998) issued the Interim Provisions on Chinese-Foreign Cooperation in 

Running Schools (known hereafter as the Interim Provisions). After China’s entry into the 

World Trade Organisation (WTO) in 2001, the State Council issued in 2003 the Regulations of 

the People’s Republic of China on Chinese-Foreign Cooperation in Running Schools (CFCRS, 

                                                   
1 The centre was co-founded in 1986 by Nanjing University in China and the Johns Hopkins University 

in the United States (US).  

2 The joint MBA program was established collaboratively by Tianjin University of Finance and 

Economics in China and the Oklahoma City University in the US in 1987. 

3 Chinese policies and regulations on TNHE programs hosted in Chinese educational institutions will be 

discussed in detail in Chapter Two, Section 2.4.2.  
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known hereafter as the Regulations). These instruments are designed to encourage China’s 

higher education and vocational education sectors to cooperate with renowned foreign 

universities to introduce high-quality foreign educational resources for capacity building. 

According to the Regulations, the most important policy document on TNHE in China so far, 

the term, CFCRS, refers to: 

The activities of the cooperation between foreign educational institutions and 

Chinese educational institutions in establishing educational institutions [my 

emphasis] within the territory of China to provide education service mainly to 

Chinese citizens. (State Council of China, 2003, Article 2)  

It was with the issuance of the Implementation Measures for the Regulations on Chinese-

Foreign Cooperation in Running Schools (hereafter known as the Implementation Measures) by 

the MoE in 2004 that the CFCRS scope was extended from establishing educational institutions 

to include the development of educational programs. Therefore, the current CFCRS 

encompasses two major parts: CFCRS institutions and CFCRS programs4. Compared with other 

strategies, CFCRS is revealed in the literature as the fastest growing section of IoHE in China 

(W. W. Y. Chan, 2004). As can be seen from the above discussion, TNHE in China is typically 

manifested in the development of CFCRS to an extent that the two terms are interchangeable in 

everyday research uses (Hou, Montgomery, & McDowell, 2014).  

As potentially the largest market for higher education services in the world, China is widely 

regarded as an active player in hosting TNHE programs in collaboration with foreign 

educational institutions from sending countries (Zha, 2012). However, it should be noted that in 

                                                   
4 CFCRS will be discussed in detail in Chapter Two, Section 2.4.3.  
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more recent years China has shown great potential in transitioning to a sending country, 

delivering its own education services through Confucius Institutes and Classrooms, TNHE 

programs, and even branch campuses to other countries and regions (e.g., He & Wilkins, 2018; 

Huang, 2007b). With regards to the present study, the focus is on TNHE in China rather than 

China’s TNHE in other countries. In particular, this study will investigate the curriculum policy 

implementation issues in the CFCRS degree programs jointly operated by local Chinese HEIs 

and their foreign partners. Therefore, the term ‘TNHE in China’ is used interchangeably with 

the term ‘CFCRS’ in this thesis.  

In terms of the scale and volume of CFCRS, according to Chinese government authorities, 

China has become the world’s largest TNHE education resource country, hosting 2,058 CFCRS 

institutions and programs as of May 2015 with 1.5 million students graduated and half a million 

students studying on campus (MoE, 2015). Since then, new CFCRS institutions and programs 

have been established. By September 2018, the overall scale of CFCRS had reached 2,365 

institutions and programs, among which 88 CFCRS institutions and 1,024 CFCRS programs 

were at the tertiary level (Centre of Research on CFCRS, 2018). 

CFCRS institutions and programs have been proliferating since the 1990s in a “dramatic, 

vibrant and chaotic” way (Ong & Chan, 2012, p. 25), galvanising public attention to, and debate 

on, the very nature and quality of TNHE in China. For example, a great number of CFCRS 

programs have failed or been terminated due to their poor quality (e.g., Gide, Wu, & Wang, 

2010; Pullman, 2015). Another concern is in relation to the uneven geographical distributions of 

TNHE in China. According to Y. Y. Chan and Emmett (2015), despite spreading across 27 out 

of 31 provinces, municipalities and autonomous regions, CFCRS were still clustering mainly in 
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the eastern and coastal regions, that is, the higher socio-economic and more developed areas. 

The uneven geographical distribution of TNHE in China seems to be in contradiction to the 

Chinese government’s policy as stated in the Implementation Measures that encourages CFCRS 

to go to the under-developed central and western areas of China, especially the remote localities 

(Qin, 2006).  

This mismatch between the Chinese government’s and Chinese HEIs’ intentions of developing 

CFCRS is also manifested in the choice of foreign partners and the disciplinary areas. The 

majority of the foreign HEIs involved are not the globally renowned, first-class universities that 

the Chinese government expected and wished for. The most popular disciplinary areas were still 

in traditional TNHE subjects such as Business and Management, rather than in new 

technologies and engineering areas that the Chinese government highly recommends (Y. Y. 

Chan & Emmett, 2015).  

This rhetoric-reality gap is further demonstrated in the implementation of the MoE’s curriculum 

policy on TNHE in China. In 2006, the MoE issued the Opinions on Some Issues Concerning 

Chinese-Foreign Cooperation in Running Schools (hereafter known as the Opinions) to address 

some quality concerns and introduced rigid curriculum requirements on CFCRS, especially 

those running with a two-campus model5. This TNHE curriculum policy, also known as the 

One-Third Curriculum Policy, specifies the proportion of the imported foreign courses and the 

                                                   
5 The two-campus model means that a student completes his/her undergraduate or postgraduate program 

on two campuses, first on the campus of the Chinese university (e.g., for two years) and then on the 

campus of the foreign partner university (e.g., for the remaining two years). It involves an array of 

delivery arrangements, among which 2+2 and 3+1 are the most popular undergraduate teaching 

arrangements (Zheng, 2013). 
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teaching hours of the foreign teaching staff in TNHE programs hosted in Chinese HEIs (MoE, 

2006). The policy entails four curriculum requirements, or the Four One-Third Rules, which are 

as follows:  

• First one-third rule: the imported foreign courses should account for at least one third of 

the total courses in the program. 

• Second one-third rule: the imported foreign core academic courses should account for at 

least one third of the total core academic courses in the program. 

• Third one-third rule: the teaching staff from the foreign partner university should teach 

at least one third of the total courses in the program. 

• Fourth one-third rule: the teaching hours of core academic courses taught by the 

teaching staff from the foreign partner university should account for at least one third of 

the total teaching hours in the program. 

Despite the good intentions of the MoE to enhance the overall quality of CFCRS, this TNHE 

curriculum policy was found to be very difficult to implement in local Chinese HEIs (e.g., G. 

Feng & Gong, 2006; Hou et al., 2014). However, evidence to date in the literature regarding this 

difficulty seems to be anecdotal, with little empirical data available to systematically explain 

why and how the TNHE curriculum policy is difficult to implement. This research gap thus 

calls for more studies into the daily practices of TNHE programs in China, examining how 

Chinese host universities implement the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs. In 

particular, empirical efforts are needed to ascertain and understand what has caused the 

difficulties, or alternatively, what are the impeding factors or obstacles to the effective 

implementation of the policy. In doing so, strategies and frameworks can then be potentially 

developed to help Chinese host universities overcome these barriers and improve the 

implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE in China.  
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The above enquiries lead to the next section, concerning the role of Chinese universities in 

leveraging the national policy and their internal and external environment in developing TNHE 

programs and implementing the TNHE curriculum policy in local contexts. 

1.1.3 Chinese universities and TNHE curriculum policy implementation 

As an essential part of the knowledge economy, universities are competing and collaborating in 

“the global system of science and scholarship while at the same time being rooted in their own 

societies” (Altbach, 2004, p. 13). Therefore, while striving for excellence, as Altbach voiced at 

the UNESCO Forum on Higher Education in the Europe Region, universities need to find the 

“best fit into a higher education system, both within a country and within the global academic 

universe” (Preda, 2009, p. 10). To do so, HEIs have to align their mission, values, strategies and 

practices with the ‘new norms’ of the current knowledge society replete with constant 

discontinuities and competition.  

This view is of great relevance to all manner of higher education stakeholders, including 

policymakers, in the context of globalisation where the landscape of HEIs has been changing, 

especially in Asia. Asian higher education has been expanding and will continue to expand 

rapidly. This is because some of the largest Asian countries such as China and India, to a great 

extent, continue to experience increasing popular demand for access to higher education and the 

need to modernise their economies (Altbach, 2004). When the demand for high-quality higher 

education cannot be met from within, the common wisdom leads to two trajectories. On the one 

hand, students from these Asian countries, if financially well supported, are highly likely to go 

to pursue a foreign degree, mainly in the Western countries such as the US, the UK, and 

Australia (this phenomenon is known as traditional student mobility). On the other hand, if these 
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Asian countries are committed to some bilateral and multi-lateral protocols such as the General 

Agreement on Trade and Services (GATS) on higher education, it is much easier for foreign 

education providers to enter these Asian countries to help meet the demand by moving their 

programs and campuses to the local markets (known as program mobility and provider 

mobility). These foreign HEIs, despite their revenue orientation, are generally welcomed by the 

local governments in Asia to provide education to local students either independently or in 

collaboration with local HEIs (Knight, 2006; Verger, 2010; Ziguras, 2003).  

In a similar vein, facilitating cross-border educational interaction and mobility and easing 

existing barriers, especially in the Asia-Pacific region, have become key objectives of various 

regional agencies such as the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the East Asia Summit (EAS) (Ang, Tambiah, & Mar, 

2015). Consequently, encouraging and enhancing the development of various TNHE activities 

has evolved as a top policy priority of HEIs in Asian countries such as China. 

Despite these good intentions and efforts, the greatest challenge is that there seems to be no 

international or regional common framework for mutual recognition and quality assurance in 

TNHE provision (OECD/CERI, 2009; Richardson, 2015). Nevertheless, even if a well-

established policy context were available at the national level, the smooth implementation of the 

policy would not necessarily follow (Richardson, 2015). For example, Chinese-foreign 

cooperation in higher education is strongly encouraged by China’s policy, but at the same time, 

tightly controlled and regulated by the Chinese government to ensure education quality and 

market stability in China. As described in a research report from the Observatory on Borderless 

Higher Education (OBHE), China’s policy is perceived as not quite as welcoming as the 
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government claimed, and its regulations on Chinese-foreign collaboration in higher education 

are vague and lack transparency, leading to various interpretations and disparate and 

inconsistent local practices (Banks, Kevat, Ziguras, Ciccarelli, & Clayton, 2010).   

Under such circumstances where a global common framework is not available while the 

national policy framework for Chinese-foreign collaboration in higher education is still 

developing, the quality and effective delivery of existing TNHE programs in China is largely 

left in the hands of the Chinese HEIs that host these programs on their campuses. From this 

viewpoint, the various internal and external variables of the Chinese HEIs (e.g., values, 

rationales, strategies, individuals, institutional structure and culture, and localities, etc.) will, to 

a great extent, shape the actual practices of Chinese HEIs in implementing the TNHE 

curriculum policy. In other words, it is these variables that somehow determine where and in 

what way the barriers evolve, impeding the effective implementation of the TNHE curriculum 

policy in local Chinese HEIs. If we are able to identify these barriers and understand how they 

affect the process of TNHE curriculum policy implementation, local Chinese HEIs could 

develop practical strategies or frameworks to overcome these barriers, and thus narrow the gap 

between the policy ideals and the implementation reality.  

Despite the need to address this problem, few studies have probed into such complex interplay 

of policy, people and contexts in the TNHE curriculum policy implementation in China. 

Without investigation to capture the dynamic practices of TNHE programs in local Chinese 

universities, little will be known about the extent to and the way in which the TNHE curriculum 

policy is implemented in various local contexts. Without empirical evidence about the barriers 

that impede the effective TNHE curriculum policy implementation, many TNHE activities in 
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China will continue to proceed under the radar, preventing good practice from being achieved 

and relevant models or frameworks from being developed.  

1.2 Purpose of this study and research design  

The three areas of consideration discussed above have identified an overlooked area, that is, the 

implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy in China. In particular, there exists a rhetoric-

reality mismatch regarding the One-Third Curriculum Policy in China on the one hand, and 

little empirical data to date in the literature about how and why this TNHE curriculum policy 

has been difficult to implement in local Chinese universities on the other.  

Therefore, I argue that more research is needed to examine and understand how the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy is implemented in TNHE programs hosted in local Chinese universities. In 

particular, a comprehensive understanding of the dynamic interplay of policy, people and 

contexts in TNHE in China is the key to identifying and developing strategies to overcome the 

barriers to the effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy. 

Based on the above considerations and arguments, this thesis aims to respond to the identified 

research gap by investigating the dynamic interplay of policy, people and contexts in 

implementing the TNHE curriculum policy in China. The purposes of this research are to 

identify, examine and understand the multi-level factors impeding the effective implementation 

of TNHE curriculum policy in TNHE programs hosted in local Chinese universities. In doing 

so, the study will shed light on the development of practical elements or a possible framework 

required to assist local Chinese universities in overcoming the impediments and bridging the 

gap between policy ideals and local practices. It should be noted that this study does not aim to 

investigate the merits of the TNHE curriculum policy itself. 
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To achieve this goal, the following overarching research question needs to be addressed: What 

key elements or frameworks need to be in place in TNHE programs in China to overcome the 

barriers to the effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy at local Chinese 

universities?   

To address this overarching research question, three associated research questions arise:  

• RQ1: To what extent is each of the Four One-Third Rules implemented in TNHE 

programs hosted at the local Chinese universities? 

• RQ2: What kinds of barriers are there and how do they impede the effective 

implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs hosted at local 

Chinese universities? 

• RQ3: What sort of elements will assist these local Chinese universities in overcoming 

the barriers to the effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in the 

TNHE programs? 

In order to answer the above research questions, I adopted a qualitative approach with a 

multiple case study research design to conduct the investigation (see Chapter Four for details). 

In order to identify appropriate cases for the study, I developed selection criteria informed by 

the literature and applied the criteria to the case identification process. Four TNHE programs 

hosted in four public universities administrated by a local government in China were identified 

as the cases for the present study. In addition, I used a triangulation of methods including 

document analysis, student questionnaires, and semi-structured interviews with administrative 

and academic staff to collect data pertaining to the research questions. The strategy of 

purposeful sampling was adopted to recruit the three groups of participants. Altogether, 205 

valid questionnaires and 14 interviews comprised the data pool in this study. The method of 
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qualitative content analysis was applied to analyse and interpret the collected data. 

Theoretically, I drew insights from curriculum theories, implementation studies, and 

organisational learning theories to develop a cross-disciplinary analytical framework (see 

Chapter Three for details) to guide data collection and analysis, leading to grounded findings 

and conclusions.   

1.3 Significance of this study 

Motivated by my passion for the internationalisation of higher education and work experiences 

in developing and implementing TNHE programs in China, the present study makes original 

contributions to research and practice in the field of internationalisation of higher education, and 

in particular, TNHE in China.  

First, this study rests its assumptions and arguments on a comprehensive and critical review of 

the academic literature. Findings from the present study will be able to add knowledge to and 

thus enrich the existing scholarly discourse in TNHE in China. Second, based on a host country 

perspective to examine how the TNHE curriculum policy is implemented in local Chinese 

universities, the investigation will contribute to balancing the TNHE research field that has been 

dominated by perspectives from sending countries/HEIs.  

Third, this study argues that a comprehensive understanding of the dynamic interplay of policy, 

people and contexts in TNHE in China is the key to identifying and developing strategies to 

overcome the barriers to the effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy. This 

cross-disciplinary positioning will therefore serve as a starting point for other curriculum policy 

implementation studies, which in turn may provide a better understanding of the complex, 

multi-faceted nature of TNHE curriculum policy and implementation in China.  
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Furthermore, findings from the study will facilitate the foreign and the Chinese HEIs, as well as 

their nation states, to collaboratively develop practical and effective strategies or frameworks to 

monitor and improve daily practices of TNHE programs in China. These strategies and 

frameworks will in turn generate benefits to students, faculty, and other stakeholders. Findings 

will also better inform the policy makers involved in their attempts to amend or improve similar 

policies in the future.  

Finally, at an all-encompassing level, it is expected that the results of this study will also 

contribute to the development of academically strong, politically robust, and practically flexible 

curricula for TNHE programs in China as well as in other similar local contexts.  

1.4 Summary and structure of the thesis 

In this chapter, I have introduced the overall background of the present study and identified the 

research problem on the basis of three areas of considerations. The identification of the research 

problem then leads to delineating the purposes of the investigation and the research questions 

that need to be addressed. Finally, I have justified this study and delineated its theoretical and 

practical significance for research and practice.  

The remainder of this thesis include seven chapters. Chapter Two presents a comprehensive and 

critical review of the academic literature in the lead up to the investigation. It first 

contextualises the present study by examining the development of TNHE around the world. It 

then highlights China’s higher education system and the development of TNHE in China and 

delineates the research trends in the field of IoHE, TNHE, and TNHE in China. The review of 

the literature then moves to curriculum issues in the Chinese context and concludes with an 

explication of research in TNHE curriculum implementation in China. Chapter Three details the 
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development of a cross-disciplinary analytical framework for the present study. It outlines how 

curriculum theories, implementation studies, and organisational learning theories underpin the 

investigation. The chapter concludes with the justification of the cross-disciplinary framework 

for guiding data collection and analysis. Chapter Four covers the overall methodology adopted 

in this study. It presents a detailed description and justification of the research design, data 

collection and analysis procedures. This methodology chapter will then be followed by three 

results chapters.  

Chapter Five reports and discusses the main findings in relation to the first associated research 

question (RQ1), revealing disparate practices of TNHE curriculum policy implementation in 

local Chinese universities. Chapter Six reports and discusses the main findings in relation to the 

second associated research question (RQ2), identifying and examining 12 prominent barriers 

impeding the effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy. Chapter Seven 

reports and discusses the main findings in relation to the third associated research question 

(RQ3), delineating nine key elements articulated by students, administrative and academic staff 

in TNHE programs hosted in local Chinese universities. The chapter concludes with the 

development of a three-dimensional framework of key elements for effective TNHE curriculum 

policy implementation in China, which addresses the overarching research question.  

The final chapter presents a summary of major findings and conclusions drawn from the study. 

It outlines the contributions and limitations of the study and highlights implications for future 

research and practice.  
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Chapter Two Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter draws on both English and Chinese literature to establish an empirical grounding 

for the present study. I start with a conceptual enquiry into the meaning and various delivery 

modes of transnational higher education (TNHE). In examining the overall development scale 

of TNHE around the world, particular attention is paid to challenges and issues in TNHE 

research and practices (Section 2.2).  

The second and third sections will contextualise the thesis in the higher education system of 

China. I first examine how historical influences, the structure and administrative systems, and 

types of Chinese HEIs have shaped the development of TNHE in China (Section 2.3). I then 

explore the development of TNHE in China in terms of the rationales, policies and regulations, 

and current landscape and issues. This exploration substantiates my claim of the complex 

interplay of policy, people and contexts in implementing TNHE programs, in particular, the 

TNHE curriculum policy in China (Section 2.4).  

To better inform the present study, I then move to review major research waves and themes in 

the field of TNHE globally, and in particular, TNHE in China (Section 2.5). This overview 

leads to the identification of an under-researched area: curricula in TNHE programs, especially 

in host countries. To add insights to this research gap, I finally revisit both English and Chinese 

literature in relation to the curricula in TNHE programs in China (Section 2.6). In line with the 

results of the literature review, I conclude this chapter with the identification of the research gap 

and possible approaches to address this research gap in the present study (Section 2.7).   



21 
 

2.2 Transnational education  

The term transnational education (TNE) appeared in the late 1990s in the literature of 

international education along with other terms such as offshore education, borderless education 

and cross-border education (Knight, 2005). At the tertiary level, TNE is also known as 

transnational higher education (TNHE) (Trahar, 2015). These two terms are used 

interchangeably in this thesis; however, the term transnational higher education (TNHE) is 

preferred to document the investigation of the present study. While TNE is defined and used 

differently within and among countries, a common assumption is that students who are studying 

a foreign program and the foreign awarding institution are not located in the same country. 

2.2.1 Definitions and delivery modes 

The definition and delivery modes of TNE can be understood and interpreted differently across 

countries and organisations. For example, in the United Kingdom (UK), TNE is defined by the 

British Council as “education provision from one country offered in another” using various 

delivery modes such as “distance and e-learning, validation and franchising arrangements, 

twinning and other collaborative provision” (Tang & Nollent, 2007, p. 8).  

Australia was one of the first countries to use the term TNE to distinguish their international 

students studying offshore from those studying onshore (Knight, 2008). Therefore, offshore 

education and TNE are often used interchangeably in the Australian contexts (H. H. Yang, 

2012). However, Australia’s offshore education does not include distance education programs 

unless “there is a formal agreement with an overseas higher education institution/ organisation 

to participate in some way in their delivery” (Universities Australia, 2014, p. 2).  
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In addition, the UNESCO and the Council of Europe (2001) proposed a more encompassing 

definition of TNE: 

All types and modes of higher education study programs, or sets of courses of 

study, or educational services (including those of distance education) in which the 

learners are located in a country different from the one where the awarding 

institution is based. (p. 8) 

Of relevance to the present study, the above-mentioned definitions of TNE embody a sending 

country’s perspective. The TNE definitional issues in host countries tend to be more 

complicated. According to a study commissioned by the British Council, among the six host 

countries and administrative regions which produce TNE data, Vietnam is the only one that 

actually uses the term TNE to describe data (McNamara et al., 2013). The rest of the host 

countries and administrative regions use a range of different terms and definitions when 

referring to hosting courses and programs provided and/or awarded by foreign education 

institutions. Notably, in the context of China, TNE is typically comparable to a local term, 

Chinese-foreign Cooperation in Running Schools (CFCRS). The terminology and definitions of 

TNHE in China will be detailed in Section 2.4.3.  

In view of the above disparate definitions and understandings of TNE, it is of critical 

importance to take geographic, cultural and organisational differences into consideration when 

examining TNE activities in a specific context.  

2.2.2 Overall scale of TNE around the world 



23 
 

Despite being an increasingly prominent component of international higher education, TNE has 

not been supported with robust data about the exact scope, extent and impact of TNE activities 

worldwide. The United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) and 

the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)6 are the two major 

international education statistics publishers, but they do not collect data on TNHE (McBurnie & 

Ziguras, 2007). In general, major TNE sending countries, such as the UK, the US, Australia and 

Germany, have been more active and consistent in keeping track of their TNE activities and 

producing data for use within their national contexts (Knight & McNamara, 2015). However, 

the UK and Australia seem to be the two main sending countries that make their consolidated 

official data available to open access (McBurnie & Ziguras, 2007). Therefore, a close 

examination of the official TNE data from these two countries can provide us with useful 

insights into the scale and distribution of the TNE enrolments in the awarding HEIs. 

The United Kingdom. With over 20 years’ experience of exporting its higher education 

programs, the UK has become the leading country for TNE provision in the world (Knight & 

McNamara, 2015). British HEIs had established 25 international branch campuses (IBS) by 

2012 and 2,875 TNHE programs by 2014 (Department for Business Innovation and Skills, 

2014).  

According to Universities UK International (2018), UK transnational student enrolment has 

experienced a steady growth from 598,925 in 2012-13, 638,850 in 2013-14, 665,995 in 2014-

                                                   
6 The OECD is an international economic organisation established in 1960 dedicated to world trade and 

economic development. It currently consists of 36 member countries, spanning from North and South 

America to Europe and Asia-Pacific. Emerging economies such as China, India and Brazil are the key 

partners but not members of the OECD. Details about this organisation can be found at www.oecd.org. 
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15, to 701,010 in 2015-16, respectively. Specifically, in 2015-16, two thirds of UK transnational 

students globally were studying at undergraduate level (i.e., 203,615), and one third at 

postgraduate level (i.e., 108,180). In particular, Asian and African countries dominated the top 

ten host countries for UK TNHE students. As shown in Table 2.1, the top four host countries of 

UK TNHE students are in Asia, with 51,260 students based in Malaysia, 27,125 students in 

China, 21,129 students in Hong Kong, and 20,815 students in Singapore.   

            Table 2.1 Top four host countries of UK higher education TNE students 2015-16 

 Undergraduate Postgraduate Total 

Malaysia 44,690 6,570 51,260 

China 23,615 3,510 27,125 

Hong Kong 17,430 3,690 21,129 

Singapore 16,705 4,110 20,815 

Source: Universities UK International (2018) 

Australia. According to the survey results7, in April 2014, Australian universities had 

established 31 offshore campuses and 821 offshore programs, with Malaysia (24%), Singapore 

(20%), China (11%), and Hong Kong (11%) as the top four host countries (Universities 

Australia, 2014). The Department of Education and Training, Australian Government (2018) 

reported a total of 112,418 TNE students enrolled in Australian universities in 2016, 

representing a 2.6% annual increase compared to 109,541 in 2015. The top five host countries 

of Australian TNE students were Singapore, China, Malaysia, Vietnam, and Hong Kong.  

                                                   
7 The national survey program, International Links of Australian Universities, conducted by Universities 

Australia (or the Australian Vice-Chancellors' Committee [AVCC] before May 2007), has been collecting 

data about Australian universities’ offshore programs and offshore campuses since 1996. 
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TNE programs and enrolments in host countries. The major host countries have also 

witnessed the trend of a continuous increase in TNE programs and student enrolments. For 

example, in May 2015, China’s MoE officials reported that nearly 600 Chinese HEIs 

collaborating with over 400 foreign TNE providers had established 58 Chinese-foreign 

cooperative institutions and 2,000 Chinese-foreign cooperative programs. There were around 

550,000 students studying in TNE in China, from which over one and a half million students 

have graduated (MoE, 2015).  

Similarly, as shown in Table 2.2, a study commissioned by the British Council and the German 

Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) reported that 484,963 students were studying at 984 TNE 

programs in 2013/2014 in Malaysia, among which 16,259 students were studying at 

international branch campuses (IBCs) of foreign TNE providers (Knight & McNamara, 2015). 

In addition, student enrolment in Vietnam and Hong Kong reached 312,652 students from 1,188 

TNE programs and 37, 900 students from 245 TNE programs, respectively.  

Table 2.2 TNE programs and enrolment in host countries* 

 IBC 
programs 

Private local 
and foreign 
HEIs 

Public HEIs 
collaborating with 
foreign HEIs 

Total TNE 
programs TNE enrolment 

Malaysia 326 638 0 964 484, 963 (2013-14) 

Vietnam 0 42 203 245 312,652 (2012-13) 

Hong Kong 0 467 721 1,188 37,900 (2012-13) 

Dubai 233 0 0 233 25,565 (2014-15) 

Mauritius 17 308 0 325 17,994 (2013-14) 

Botswana 0 120 21 141 12,628 (2010-11) 

*Based on data published by host countries 

Source: Knight and McNamara (2015) 
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To sum up, as a significant component of higher education internationalisation, TNE has been 

developing rapidly at HEIs around the world and will continue to expand its scale and impact. 

Inevitably, this process is concomitant with various challenges and issues related to the nature 

and quality of TNHE activities. 

2.2.3 Challenges and issues  

Although TNE has been developing worldwide for several decades, there exists a shortage of 

hard data on TNE activities from sending and host countries (Knight & McNamara, 2015; 

Ziguras & Pham, 2014). This situation is aggravated by new forms of TNE partnerships and a 

multiplicity of TNE providers on the one hand (Knight, 2013a), and an absence of an 

internationally agreed analytical and policy framework for TNE operationalisation 

(OECD/CERI, 2009) on the other. Low-quality TNE programs, especially offered by cashpoint 

colleges or degree mills, are therefore not rare phenomena in the academic literature (e.g., 

Banks et al., 2010; G. Feng & Gong, 2006; Ziguras, 2007) and social media (e.g., Sharma, 

2015; The Conversation, 2014).  

As Altbach (2000, pp. 30-31) alerted, TNE may contribute little to the higher education 

internationalisation due to its features described below: 

• Inequity. HEIs from the developed world are selling their products, often 

“off the shelf” programs, to developing countries. Decisions about the 

curriculum, standards, faculty, and requirements are made by the seller, 

seldom locally. 

• Profit orientation. The motive is to make money, and this is also true of 

most traditional non-profit institutions. British and Australian HEIs have 
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been especially active internationally as a way of making up for budget 

cuts at home. 

• Unregulated environment. Academic institutions such as Jones 

International and the University of Phoenix use tailored programs to target 

specific or niche markets. These degree-delivery machines do not maintain 

the regular faculties, research emphasis or free enquiry, or participatory 

governance that are typical of established universities worldwide. They 

provide access to higher education at an affordable price to those who seek 

it. However, it becomes all-too-easy for governments to permit these new 

institutions to enrol students.   

It is useful to consider whether these three major areas of challenges and issues outlined above 

are still relevant to the current TNHE landscape. In a recent review article, Wilkins and Juusola 

(2018) summarised the benefits and drawbacks of TNHE from both sending and host country 

stakeholders. Apart from various benefits, drawbacks of TNHE from sending country 

stakeholders include: reputational and financial damage for the home campus/country; 

controversial issues in relation to civil, political and human rights, as well as academic freedom; 

compromised quality and standard of education; little or no control over the execution of 

programs overseas; TNHE programs delivered by faculty who are not as experienced or 

qualified as those teaching in the home campus; and strengthening the influence of Western 

culture on host countries. On the other hand, drawbacks of TNHE from host country 

stakeholders include: the lowering of standards and entry criteria to programs; difficulties in 

verifying whether the quality of TNHE programs is similar to the home campus; poor retention 

rates and a lack of locally-tailored content; and the sustainability of TNHE programs being 

questioned, as many TNHE initiatives have unexpectedly been shut down or downscaled.   
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It can be seen from the above that the three main drawbacks of TNE noted by Altbach (2000) 

are still relevant to current stakeholders of both sending and host countries. These prevailing 

challenges and issues of TNE have thus generated an urgent need for common standards, 

guidelines, and constant monitoring of TNE activities at international, national, and local levels. 

International agencies, national authorities and regulators, and non-government or independent 

agencies have thus played a critical role in benchmarking the standards and providing guidelines 

for TNE operation (illustrated Table 2.3). 

 Table 2.3 Examples of international and national good practice or guidelines for TNE 

UNESCO/Council of Europe (2001) Code of Good Practice in the Provision of Transnational Education 

UNESCO/OECD (2005) Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-Border Higher Education 

The International Network for Quality 
Assurance Agencies in Higher 
Education (INQAAHE) (2007) 

Guidelines of Good Practice for Quality Assurance. Section IV 
External Activities: Collaboration with Other Agencies and 
Transnational/Cross-Border Education 

Quality Assurance Agency for Higher 
Education (QAA) (2004), UK 

Code of Practice for the Assurance of Academic Quality and Standards 
in Higher Education. Section 2: Collaborative Provision and Flexible 
and Distributed Learning (including e-learning) 

Australian Vice-Chancellor's 
Committee (AVCC) (2005) 

Provision OF Education to International Students: Code of Practice 
and Guidelines for Australian Universities 

The Council for Higher Education 
Accreditation (CHEA) (2005), US 

Sharing Quality Higher Education Across Borders: A Statement on 
Behalf of Higher Education Institutions Worldwide 

Ministry of Education (2004), New 
Zealand 

Export Education Innovation Programme: Strategic Overview and 
Operational Guidelines 

 

What is worth noticing is that most of these efforts originated from sending countries, with few 

host countries having a systematic national code of good practice for hosting TNE activities. In 

addition, the international guidelines, which are supposed to provide principles of TNE 

practices for both sending and host countries, also pertain more to and serve the need of TNE 

providers. Given the wide range of TNE activities in and profound impact of TNE on host 

countries (McNamara Economic Research, 2014), there is an urgent need for international as 
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well as national guidelines or a code of good practice for TNE activities from a host country 

perspective.  

To achieve this goal, empirical efforts could start with the most active but comparatively under-

regulated TNE host countries such as China where guidelines for good practice are badly 

needed to enhance the quality and sustainability of TNE programs hosted in local universities. 

With these considerations in mind, to shed light on good practice for hosting TNE programs in 

China, the first step is to understand the higher education system and the current landscape of 

TNE in China. 

2.3 China’s higher education system 

China’s higher education system is recognised as “one of the largest and most complex 

systems” in the world (Willis, 2007, p. 9). According to China’s Educational Statistics, in 2017, 

over 42 million students were studying in 3,713 HEIs of various types (MoE, 2018). Higher 

education, or gaodeng jiaoyu, is defined in the Higher Education Law of 1998 as “education 

that is carried out after the completion of senior secondary education” (The Standing Committee 

of the National People's Congress, 1998, Article 2). In other words, higher education in China 

refers to post-secondary education provided by various HEIs that are entitled to award academic 

degrees, diplomas, or professional certificates. As discussed below, various historical influences 

have contributed to the modern higher education system in China.  

2.3.1 Historical influences  

The current higher education system in China has been shaped by various philosophical and 

educational legacies, including ancient Chinese higher learning, the Soviet model, and the 
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Western or European-North American models. As early as in the Zhou Dynasty (1046-256BC), 

the higher education system in China bifurcated into public and private institutions. The primary 

goal of education in ancient China was to cultivate civil servants and senior scholars as future 

members of the ruling class; therefore, the teachings were based on Confucianism with moral 

integrity and the competence to govern seen as the core values in education (Yu, Stith, Liu, & 

Chen, 2012). The key elements of ancient Chinese higher learning include keju or the imperial 

civil examination system with its prevalent state-managed institutions guozijian (i.e., the public 

institutions) and independent academies shuyuan (i.e., the private institutions) usually headed 

by a great traditional Confucian scholar. The imperial civil examination system keju was 

established in 587 during the Sui Dynasty (581-618AD) and then refined and publicly regulated 

in the Tang Dynasty (618-907AD). It was a nation-wide mechanism for recruiting civil servants 

and scholars through a series of examinations from the county, prefectural, and provincial 

levels, finally leading to the palace examination undertaken in the presence of the emperor 

(Hayhoe, 1989, 1999; Min, 2004a; Yu et al., 2012). This tradition of selecting talent through 

examinations has a major influence on China’s approach to higher learning, especially on the 

current higher education admission system through gaokao or the National Higher Education 

Entrance Examinations (NHEEE) system. 

The modernisation of Chinese higher education was greatly influenced by the Western 

university model to promote the learning of advanced culture, science and technology in the late 

nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries. As a result, the traditional imperial examination 

system was eradicated in 1905. A modern education system was established in 1912 by the new 

republican government, paving a foundation for the construction of a new higher education 
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system where the lengths of university terms and discipline areas were stipulated (R. Yang, 

2011). By 1947, China had established 107 governmental, 79 private, and 21 missionary 

universities with its student population reaching at 154,612 (Hayhoe, 1989; Zhou, 2006). 

With the foundation of the People’s Republic of China by the Communist Party of China (CPC) 

in 1949, higher education began to adopt the Soviet model, which was characterised by a rigid 

hierarchy, central planning for student enrolment, job assignment and curriculum content, and 

the predominance of public ownership (Bian, 1994; R. Yang, 2011). This Soviet-style education 

system also included translating Soviet curricula, textbooks and learning materials as the main 

source for classroom teaching and learning. During this period (1945-1978), all institutions 

were controlled and regulated by the state and strictly followed the country’s national planning 

in the areas of student enrolments, curriculum and instruction, and graduate job allocation. 

Missionary universities and colleges were shut down with their academic components merged 

into the state-owned institutions (Min, 2004a; Yu et al., 2012). In 1952, the gaokao8 or NHEEEs 

system was introduced as a national unified mechanism for HEIs to recruit tertiary students 

according to fixed admission quotas allocated annually by the state. HEIs at this time were also 

segmented according to their governing bodies, with most prestigious institutions being 

administered directly by the Ministry of Education while others were administered either by a 

provincial government or other national government ministries (Min, 2004b; R. Yang, 2011; 

Zhou, 2006). 

                                                   
8 The gaokao system was suspended in 1966 when the CPC leader Mao Zedong initiated the Cultural 

Revolution (1966-1976). It was resumed in 1977, enrolling students on the basis of their academic 

achievements, rather than political considerations.    
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However, it was not until 1978 when China introduced gaige kaifang, or the Reform and 

Opening-up policy, that the current higher education system came into being. The market-based 

economy initiated social, economic, political and educational reforms during the 1980s and 

1990s. The state control of the higher education system was gradually decentralised, allowing 

minban, or private HEIs, to return to the education market and giving state-run HEIs greater 

autonomy and independent governance. The central planning of job allocation to graduates and 

free higher education were terminated while the system of tuition and fees was established to 

align with the marketisation of higher education. With the establishment of a modern degree 

system, centrally controlled, fixed teaching plans and course outlines in each narrow 

specialisation were gradually expanded with a more flexible credit system used and recognised 

within and among HEIs (D. Chan & Mok, 2001; Hayhoe, 1999). 

These educational reforms have also facilitated the merger of universities and colleges into 

larger multi-disciplinary universities and the launch of government funding initiatives such as 

‘Project 211’ and ‘Project 985’9 to develop national key universities and ‘world-class’ 

universities (D. Chan & Mok, 2001; OECD/CERI, 2009). The marketisation process marched in 

tandem with the massification of higher education. With the introduction of the university 

                                                   
9 ‘Project 211’ was introduced in 1995 by China’s central government to select and allocate additional 

funds and grants to around 100 HEIs to develop into “first-class’ universities by the 21st century. ‘Project 

985’ was first announced by the then President Jiang Zemin at the 100th anniversary of Peking University 

on May 4, 1998 to develop ‘world-class’ universities. The two projects involved central and local 

governments granting large amounts of funding to national and local key universities to strengthen key 

fields of research, improve facilities, and attract from abroad and cultivate in China world-renowned 

researchers and scholars. By 2013, there were 112 HEIs selected for ‘Project 211’, among which 39 HEIs 

were chosen for “Project 985’. Details can be accessed at the website of China’s Ministry of Education: 

www.moe.gov.cn. 
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enrolment expansion policy in 1999, HEIs student enrolments have expanded so massively that 

China’s higher education has shifted from an elite to mass higher education era (G. Feng & 

Gong, 2006; Helms, 2008). The general enrolment rate of higher education has consequently 

increased from 9% in 1999, to 15% in 2002, and over 30% in 2013 (National Bureau of 

Statistics of China, 2015). Despite all these changes and reforms in China’s higher education 

sector, the national unified admission system through gaokao still remains the main channel for 

Chinese students to access higher education, especially in the public HEIs.  

2.3.2 Structure and administrative system 

The complexity of China’s high education system stems from its unique structure and 

administrative system. First, in terms of the structure, the Higher Education Law of 1998 

divided the higher education sector into four levels: zhuanke education (associate degree, 2-3 

years); benke education (bachelor’s degree, 4-5 years); shuoshi education (master’s degree, 2-3 

years); and boshi education (doctoral degree, 3-4 years). Associate degree education is provided 

by tertiary vocational institutions while bachelor’s degree education and above is provided by 

universities and independent colleges (usually affiliated with a university). Students with an 

associate degree can obtain a Bachelor diploma after two additional years of continuing or adult 

education at a degree-awarding university or college.  

Second, with regards to the administration, the majority of Chinese HEIs are public institutions 

administered either by a central government body such as the MoE and other central ministries 

(i.e., national or ministerial HEIs) or by a provincial or municipal government body (i.e., local 

HEIs). Minban or private HEIs are regulated but not managed by a local government body at 

various regional levels. According to the Educational Statistics Yearbook 2017, China has 
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established 3,713 HEIs, consisting of 2,166 public HEIs (with 132 central and 2,034 local HEIs) 

and 1,547 private HEIs (MoE, 2018). The administrative system of higher education in China is 

illustrated in Figure 2.1 below. 

 

Adapted from Yu et al. (2012, p. 25) 

Figure 2.1 The administrative system of higher education in China 

As illustrated in Figure 2.1, despite being governed by a central or a local government body, 

Chinese HEIs are under direct and indirect administration of the MoE. This two-tiered 

administrative system contributes to the stratification of Chinese HEIs, with central HEIs being 

the most prestigious institutions replete with enormous support from both the state and local 

governments whilst local HEIs are disadvantaged in academic capacity and funding. 

Consequently, in order to build up academic capacity and seek funding, local HEIs are more 

proactive than prestigious central HEIs in initiating various internationalising strategies, 

including developing and hosting TNHE programs in partnership with foreign HEIs.  
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2.3.3 Types and tiers of Chinese HEIs 

The complexity of China’s higher education system is also embodied in its various ways of 

classifying HEIs. Within the public sector, Chinese HEIs can be categorised as putong gaoxiao, 

regular HEIs (including universities, colleges, independent colleges affiliated with a university, 

research institutes, and tertiary vocational colleges), or special HEIs, such as Party, military, 

adult, distance and online HEIs (Yu et al., 2012). Based on the disciplinary field of education, 

Chinese HEIs can also be classified into 14 categories (Willis, 2007, p. 15):  

• Comprehensive universities  

• Science and technology universities  

• Agriculture universities  

• Forestry universities 

• Medical universities  

• Normal (i.e., Teachers’) universities  

• Humanities universities  

• Economics and commerce universities  

• Political science and legal universities  

• Physical education and cultural universities  

• Fine arts universities  

• Minorities’ universities  

• Short-cycle universities  

• Television universities 

 

In addition, according to the government’s stated purpose of education, China’s HEIs can be classified 

into research, research and teaching, teaching, and application-oriented institutions (H. Chen, 2004). On 

the top layer are the research universities, typically represented by ‘Project 985’ (i.e., the top 39 ‘Project 

211’ universities), which place academic research and postgraduate education as the top priority and 

receive generous funding from the central government and local governments to improve global ranking 

and develop into world-class universities. In the middle layer are those HEIs without a prominent research 

agenda; these are either focused on both teaching and research, such as the remaining 73 ‘Project 211’ 

universities, or more engaged in teaching activities at the undergraduate education level, represented by 
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around 600, usually local, HEIs. At the bottom layer are those HEIs more oriented towards vocational and 

training education that equip students with abilities to do practical work. These HEIs (over 1000) are 

usually tertiary vocational colleges providing two-to-three years of undergraduate education and awarding 

an associate degree or professional certificates (Cai & Yan, 2015). The three tiers of Chinese HEIs are 

shown in Figure 2.2. 

 

Adapted from Cai and Yan (2015, p. 153) 

Figure 2.2 Pyramid of Chinese HEIs 

Of significant value to the present study, research has shown that TNHE is developed and perceived 

differently by research institutions and teaching institutions (Fang, 2012). Research universities, especially 

those in the top tier, are more advantaged in academic capacity and face fewer financial pressures. Not 

surprisingly, TNHE was found not to be as active in internationalisation activities in research universities. 

The main function of developing TNHE programs in the research universities was to provide academic 

opportunities for advanced degrees. Compared with prestigious research universities with sufficient 

government funding, teaching institutions, the second-tier institutions, especially those local ones with 

much less academic and reputational advantage, have to rely more on themselves to generate revenue and 

reduce costs. Therefore, developing and hosting TNHE programs was found to be more active in teaching 
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institutions, as an effective tool to expand enrolment (especially at the undergraduate level) and attract 

high-quality foreign educational resources.  

From this viewpoint, more research is needed to examine how various types of HEIs, especially the 

second-tier local HEIs, develop and host TNHE programs on their campuses. To achieve this goal, one of 

the prerequisites is to understand the current development of TNHE in China.  

2.4 Transnational higher education in China 

During the last three decades, China has become an increasingly popular market for TNHE provision. To 

gain a fuller picture of the development of TNHE in China, several aspects must be reviewed including 

rationales, policies and regulations, definition and types, current scale and volume, as well as challenges 

and issues that have emerged from the rapid development of TNHE in China.  

2.4.1 Rationales 

Dating back to the 1980s, in alignment with the Reform and Opening-up policy, higher education was 

given top priority in achieving the aim of the Four Modernisations, of industry, agriculture, national 

defence, and science and technology. TNHE activities thus burgeoned in response to China’s increasing 

demand for advanced technologies and skilled professionals. In addition to sending students and scholars 

overseas to acquire advanced science, technology and management skills from foreign countries, the 

Chinese government began to encourage private and foreign investment in education in China and to 

explore various forms of Chinese-foreign cooperation in education (L. Chen & Huang, 2013). For the 

Chinese government, TNHE is seen as a means to meet the increasing domestic demands for higher 

education and compete in the global education market.  
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Meeting domestic demands. Due to the educational reforms in the 1990s, especially the university 

enrolment expansion policy in 1999, higher education in China has witnessed a rapid growth in the scale 

of HEIs and student enrolments. According to the National Bureau of Statistics of China (2017)10, regular 

HEIs have increased in number from 1,054 in 1995 to 2,596 in 2016, with higher education student 

numbers soaring from around three million in 1995 to over 41 million in 2016.  

However, this massive expansion has proven insufficient to meet the increasing domestic demand for 

access to higher education, especially to those institutions of high quality. According to the Statistical 

Yearbook for Asia and the Pacific 2013, the Gross Enrolment Rate (GER, percentage of tertiary school 

age population) of China’s higher education has grown from 6.7% of the tertiary school age population in 

1999 to 26.8% in 2013, but it is still lower than the average world GER of 30.1% (United Nations, 2013). 

Compared with the GER of other countries in the Asia-Pacific region, China is dwarfed by the Republic of 

Korea (103.1%), New Zealand (82.6%), Australia (79.9%), Russia (75.9%), and Japan (59.7%), as shown 

in Figure 2.3. 

 
Data extracted from United Nations (2013, p. 85) 

Figure 2.3 Gross enrolment rate (GER) in Asia and Pacific 2013 

                                                   
10 The National Bureau of Statistics of China (NBS) is a government agency under the State Council that collects and 

publishes statistical data in relation to various aspects of China’s development at national and local levels including 

economy, population, and education. Statistical data can be retrieved from NBS’s website at www.stats.gov.cn. 
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Such a low level of tertiary GER in China reveals its comparatively poor domestic capacity for higher 

education provision. Additionally, it indicates a strong demand in the population for more opportunities to 

access higher education. First, due to the rapid economic development and university enrolment 

expansion, high school graduates have increased from 2,517,845 in 1998 to 14,838,197 in 2013 (National 

Bureau of Statistics in China, 1998, 2013). This six-fold expansion of secondary education has thus 

created a demand for more places in the higher education system and strong competition for entry into 

prestigious universities in China. For example, the average enrolment rate of higher education through 

gaokao in 2013 was reported to be as high as 79%. However, it is strikingly competitive for high school 

graduates to access the top nine ‘Project 985’ universities whose average enrolment rate was as low as 

0.46% during the period of 2006 to 2012 (J. Yang, 2014). 

In addition, due to the increased household income created by China’s rapid economic growth, Chinese 

families have become more willing and able to provide their children with better education. As stated by 

Weifang Min, the then Vice President and Professor at the Institute of Higher Education at Peking 

University, “while many Chinese families are reluctant to spend their savings on expensive consumer 

goods, they are very willing to pay the costs for their children’s education” (Helms, 2008, p. 3). 

Consequently, if Chinese students fail to secure a place at a Chinese HEI or cannot reach prestigious 

universities in China, those with sufficient family financial support would choose to study abroad where 

chances to enter a top-ranking foreign university are much higher than in China (X. Wang, 2011).   

Therefore, in the face of such a strong domestic demand, China has needed to further open up its higher 

education system to provide more students with wider access to universities (Xu & Kan, 2013). 

Encouraging Chinese HEIs to introduce high-quality education resources through alliances with foreign, 
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especially globally renowned universities, has thus become one of the prime strategies taken by the 

Chinese government in this regard.     

Competing in the global education market. Compared to the Chinese government’s rationales for 

developing TNHE programs, Chinese HEIs’ motivations are more related to expanding enrolments and 

enhancing their competitiveness in the global education market (G. Feng & Gong, 2006; R. Yang, 2008). 

With the accession to the World Trade Organisation (WTO) in 2001, China’s integration into the global 

market of education services has resulted in an urgent need to upgrade its education both in quantity and 

quality so as to align with international standards established by powerful academic institutions and 

systems in the West (D. Chan & Lo, 2008). However, it is a great challenge for Chinese HEIs to strive for 

international standing and global competitiveness, as even the top universities in China are unlikely to 

compete directly in many academic areas due to their comparatively short history and remarkably 

insufficient financial resources (Mohrman, 2005). For example, in 2008, China spent USD 4,550 per 

higher education student, strikingly lower than that of the US (USD 29,910) and the average expenditure 

of USD 13,707 across OECD countries (OECD, 2011). 

Under such circumstances, international collaboration in higher education has become “a developmental 

key in today’s education market” (W. W. Y. Chan, 2004, p. 36). As Willis (2006) indicates, the top three 

motivations of Chinese HEIs for seeking foreign university alliances are: introducing new or additional 

courses and programs; increasing its image, status and competitive position; and internationalising the 

Chinese university system to be part of a global academic community. It is understandable that developing 

TNHE programs can help Chinese HEIs to attract more students by providing new and additional 

programs, and thus generate additional revenue. In addition, engaging in TNHE activities tends to be an 
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efficient and secure way for Chinese HEIs to establish global networks and enhance their international 

profiles.  

When it comes to specific institutions, as discussed in Section 2.3.3, different types of HEIs also differ in 

their motivations for developing TNHE in China. Prestigious research universities, especially the ‘Project 

985’ universities, which are heavily funded by government at both central and local levels, do not need to 

turn to TNHE programs for revenue generation. Instead, they regard TNHE activities as a way to provide 

academic opportunities for advanced degrees. In comparison, teaching institutions, especially the local 

ones, are more active in promoting TNHE activities as an effective way to attract more students and thus 

generate more income from tuition and fees (Fang, 2012).  

Of relevance to the present study, it can be seen from the above discussion that there exists a mismatch 

between the Chinese government’s policy ideals of introducing high-quality foreign education resources 

and the Chinese HEIs’ revenue/degree-driven motivations to develop new and additional courses and 

programs. This misalignment of motivations has thus led to tensions and challenges in developing and 

hosting TNHE programs in Chinese HEIs. The situation is further aggravated by a comparatively 

underdeveloped system of policies and regulations relating to TNHE in China.  

2.4.2 Policies and regulations 

Transnational higher education (TNHE) emerged in China in the 1980s as a result of the Reform and 

Opening-up Policy. Early TNHE programs were established between Chinese and American HEIs. 

Typical examples are the Sino-American Centre for Cultural Studies co-founded by Nanjing University 

and the Johns Hopkins University from the US in 1986, and the MBA program offered collaboratively by 

Tianjin University of Finance and Economics and the Oklahoma City University from the US in 1987. 
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However, these TNHE activities in the early stage of China’s reform era were informal, incidental and 

under-regulated (Ong & Chan, 2012). It was not until the early 1990s that the Chinese government began 

to develop policies and regulations to monitor and regulate the burgeoning, rather laissez-faire-style 

TNHE activities.  

In January 1993, the then National Education Committee (which became the Ministry of Education after 

1998) investigated higher education development in Beijing and Shanghai, discovering an increasing trend 

of running schools (i.e., education provision) by foreign institutions and individuals. In June 1993, to 

encourage and facilitate Chinese-foreign collaboration in education provision within China’s legislative 

scope, the NEC released the Notice on Foreign Institutions and Individuals in Running Schools in China, 

which for the first time stated basic principles of TNHE activities in China, including (X. Chen, 2002): 

• Foreign institutions and individuals are allowed to provide education services in China only in 

collaboration with Chinese educational institutions; they should be approved, monitored and 

administrated by certain educational authorities of the Chinese government. 

• Chinese-foreign cooperation in running schools or education provision should not aim to make a 

profit. 

• The basic education (i.e., nine-year compulsory and regular secondary education) and special 

education (e.g., military/political education) are excluded from the scope of Chinese-foreign 

cooperation in running schools; foreign religions’ institutions are excluded from the scope of 

Chinese-foreign cooperation in running schools. 

• Any foreign institutions and individuals involved in Chinese-foreign cooperation in running 

schools should not provide missionary education and activities.  

The first official legislation on TNHE in China was the Interim Provisions for Chinese-Foreign 

Cooperation in Running Schools (hereafter known as the Interim Provisions) issued by the NEC in 

January 1995 (Y. Y. Chan & Emmett, 2015; Garrett, 2004; Ong & Chan, 2012). The Interim Provisions 
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provided specifications in relation to the establishment, operation, and monitoring and administration of 

Chinese-Foreign Cooperation in Running Schools (CFCRS), such as: 

• Chinese citizens should account for no fewer than half the members of the governing body of the 

collaborative institution, and the president or the equivalent position must be held by a Chinese 

citizen residing in China. 

• The basic language of instruction should be Chinese.  

• The initial funding and the follow-up income from tuition fees, governmental funding and various 

donations (including equipment) should not be used for any purposes other than the operation and 

development of CFCRS.  

With its admittance to the WTO in 2001, China incorporated the existing restrictions on education 

collaborations into the international legal framework of the General Agreement on Trade in Services 

(GATS). As a consequence, based on China’s GATS commitments, the State Council amended the 

Interim Provisions and issued the Regulations of the People’s Republic of China on Chinese-foreign 

Cooperation in Running Schools (hereafter known as the Regulations) in March 2003 (J. Wang, 2005). 

Compared with the Interim Provisions, the Regulations further highlighted the Chinese government’s 

encouraging policies towards CFCRS with new features such as (Helms, 2008; Huang, 2007b; Mok & Xu, 

2008; R. Yang, 2008):   

• Encouraging CFCRS activities in the higher education and vocational education sectors. 

• Encouraging Chinese HEIs to collaborate with renowned foreign universities to import high-

quality foreign educational resources and improve the quality of education.  

• Reasonable economic returns are allowed.  

• Tuition and fees should not be raised without government approval. 

What is more, with the issuance of the Implementation Measures for the Regulations on Chinese-Foreign 

Cooperation in Running Schools (hereafter known as the Implementation Measures) by the MoE in 2004, 
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CFCRS was encouraged to extend to the central, western and rural areas of China providing education in 

the field of newly emerging disciplines and urgently needed subjects.  

However, as pointed out by the MoE in the Opinions on Some Issues Concerning Chinese-Foreign 

Cooperation in Running Schools (hereafter known as the Opinions) in 2006 and the Notice on Further 

Regulating the Chinese-Foreign Cooperation in Running Schools in 2007, CFCRS has been replete with 

serious operational and quality issues (MoE, 2007), including: 

• Failure in carefully examining the qualifications and capacity of the foreign partner HEIs; failure 

in importing high-quality overseas educational resources, especially in terms of the core academic 

courses of a CFCRS program. 

• Repetitive development of low-cost programs in disciplines such as business and management, 

computer and information technology.  

• Violating the public service principle by providing deceiving information, illegal enrolment, 

raising the tuition standard and pursing unreasonable profit. 

In addition, with the issuance of the Opinions, the MoE introduced rigid curriculum requirements on 

CFCRS, especially those operating with a two-campus model. This TNHE curriculum policy, commonly 

known as the One-Third Curriculum Policy, entails four one-third rules to specify the proportion of the 

imported foreign courses and the teaching hours of the foreign teaching staff in TNHE programs hosted on 

the Chinese HEI’s campus (MoE, 2006). The Four One-Third Rules (see Section 1.1.2) state that the 

imported foreign courses (including the imported core academic courses) and their teaching hours 

undertaken by the teaching staff of the foreign partner university should account for at least one third of 

total courses and teaching hours in the program.   

Since the issuance of the Opinions, the MoE has tightened the policy on CFCRS and approved few new 

CFCRS applications. In addition, for the sake of quality assurance, the MoE introduced a national scheme 
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in 2009 to appraise and evaluate CFCRS programs at and above undergraduate level according to nine 

primary and 21 secondary indicators (MoE, 2009). It was not until January 2010 that the MoE resumed 

approving CFCRS programs (Cai, 2011).  

A significant boost to the new development era of CFCRS is the National Plan for Medium and Long-

term Education Reform and Development (2010-2020) (hereafter known as the 2010-2020 National Plan) 

issued by the State Council in July 2010. The 2010-2020 National Plan reiterates that the Chinese 

government encourages schools and HEIs to actively engage in international communication and 

cooperation and explore effective operational management of TNHE programs to make use of various 

education resources generated by TNHE (Hou et al., 2014). In addition, recent government initiatives such 

as the One Belt One Road (OBOR)11 and the Double First-Class Project12 provide platforms for further 

international cooperation in higher education and research.  

Of relevance to the present study, it should be noticed that CFCRS was designed from the very beginning 

(i.e., the Interim Provisions and the Regulations) to follow a two-level regulating system (i.e., the central 

and local levels). As illustrated in Figure 2.4, CFCRS at undergraduate and above education levels should 

be examined, approved, monitored and administrated by the education administrative authorities of the 

central government, such as the MoE. CFCRS at the sub-degree levels or offering vocational education, 

language and professional training, and non-academic qualification, should be examined, approved, 

                                                   
11 The One Belt One Road Initiative, or the Silk Road Economic Belt, unveiled by the current president Xi Jinping in 

late 2013, is a development strategy adopted by the Chinese government to accelerate connectivity and cooperation 

between Eurasian countries and China.  

12 The Double First-Class Project, first introduced in October 2015 and officially launched in September 2017 by the 

Chinese government, aims to build 42 world-class universities and approximately 456 world-class disciplines in 95 

universities by the end of 2050.  
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monitored and administrated by the education administrative authorities of the provincial or municipal 

government where the Chinese education institution is located (State Council of China, 2003, Article 12). 

Provincial or municipal governments should report their CFCRS activities to the central government for 

filing records. This two-level regulating system has thus created the potential for loopholes and various 

disparate local practices in different provinces and metropolises.  

 

                Figure 2.4 The two-level regulating system of CFCRS 

2.4.3 Definitions and delivery modes 

Chinese-foreign Cooperation in Running Schools (CFCRS) was defined in the Regulations as “the 

activities of the cooperation between foreign educational institutions and Chinese educational institutions 

in establishing educational institutions [my emphasis] within the territory of China to provide education 

service mainly to Chinese citizens” (State Council of China, 2003, Article 2).  

It can be seen from this definition that CFCRS was initially introduced only for the establishment of 

zhongwai hezuo banxue jigou or Chinese-foreign cooperative education institutions (hereafter known as 

the CFCRS institutions). The establishment of zhongwai hezuo banxue xiangmu or Chinese-foreign 

cooperative programs (hereafter known as CFCRS programs) was not included in the scope of CFCRS 

until 2004 when the MoE issued the Implementation Measures (Cai, Hölttä, & Lindholm, 2013). From 

then on, CFCRS comprised CFCRS institutions and CFCRS programs that are established by foreign and 
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Chinese educational institutions in partnership and approved and administrated by the central government 

or provincial/municipal governments. In addition, based on the status of being a legal entity, CFCRS 

institutions can be further divided into two types, namely a full-scale campus functioning as a legal entity 

and sub-level colleges affiliated with the Chinese HEI (J. Wang, 2005). The three types of CFCRS are 

illustrated in Figure 2.5 below.  

 

          Figure 2.5 Three types of CFCRS 

Furthermore, according to different teaching arrangements, CFCRS can follow a one-campus model 

where students complete their study solely in China, or a two-campus model where students study both at 

the Chinese and foreign HEIs. The two-campus model can be realised in flexible ways. The four major 

two-campus models of four-year undergraduate CFCRS programs are 1+3, 2+2, 3+1, and 4+0 teaching 

arrangements (Huang, 2008), with the 2+2 and 3+1 as the most popular models (Zheng, 2013). The two-

campus model means that students first study at the Chinese HEI for a period of time (e.g., two or three 

years) and then complete their study at the foreign partner HEI for the remaining time (e.g., one or two 

years). Students who cannot go abroad due to academic, financial or visa reasons can choose to stay in 

China and complete their study. This provides students with a pathway of transferring from the two-

campus model to the one-campus model (J. Wang, 2005). The 2+2 two-campus model of a four-year 

undergraduate CFCRS program is shown in Figure 2.6 below.  
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Figure 2.6 A 2+2 model of a four-year undergraduate CFCRS program 

However, it should be noted that not all TNHE activities in China can be regarded as CFCRS. As stressed 

by the MoE (2014), some twinning and articulation programs provided by the foreign and Chinese HEIs in 

collaboration are mainly contract-/agreement-based so as to allow students to transfer credit from the 

Chinese to the foreign HEI, rather than importing foreign educational resources. The institution hosting 

these programs normally choose not to get accreditation from the government, and thus these programs do 

not belong to CFCRS.  

There are various TNHE programs operating without governmental approval, which do not pertain to 

CFCRS either. Nevertheless, these non-CFCRS programs, mostly with a strong profit orientation and a 

comparatively low quality, constitute the majority of TNHE activities in China with information about 

their exact scale and impact unavailable and unknown to the public (G. Feng & Gong, 2006; Ong & Chan, 

2012; R. Yang, 2008; Zheng, 2009). The existence of these non-CFCRS activities further illustrates the 

problems with some TNHE programs being approved at the provincial level while others are approved by 

the central government. These non-CFCRS activities are the consequences of the various disparate TNHE 

regulation and practices at local levels. 
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2.4.4 Current development and issues of concern 

Although TNHE in China is not be solely represented by CFCRS, CFCRS is commonly regarded as the 

official channel of TNHE in China due to its high social status and wide academic recognition. CFCRS 

institutions and CFCRS programs, especially those approved by the central government, are listed in 

Chinese written language and updated (but not always in a timely fashion) by the MoE, accessible on the 

MoE’s website (R. Yang, 2008). The MoE’s lists of CFCRS institutions and programs have thus become 

the main data source of TNHE in China.  

However, the MoE’s lists are not statistical reports, but rather textual presentations of basic but limited 

information about CFCRS such as the country of origin of the foreign HEI, academic level, subject area, 

enrolment method, qualifications, and term of validity (Hu & Willis, 2017). With this major data source of 

TNHE in China, descriptive statistics can be conducted in relation to CFCRS institutions and programs as 

approved and listed by the MoE. Statistical analysis can also reveal features in terms of CFCRS 

geographical distribution, educational levels and subject areas, regardless of the large number of non-

CFCRS institutions and programs invisible to the public.  

The overall scale of CFCRS (by September 2018) has reached 2,365 CFCRS institutions and programs, 

including 88 CFCRS institutions and 1,024 CFCRS programs at the tertiary level (Centre of Research on 

CFCRS, 2018). In terms of recent development features, Y. Y. Chan and Emmett (2015) retrieved the 

CFCRS data from the MoE updated in January 2013 and presented statistical details of the 773 CFCRS 

programs at the tertiary level in relation to the country origins and types of the foreign HEIs, educational 

levels and the subject areas as discussed below.  
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Top 10 sending countries/regions and host provinces. Similar to previous research (Hou et al., 2014; 

Mok & Xu, 2008; R. Yang, 2008), Y. Y. Chan and Emmett’s (2015) study demonstrated that the majority 

of foreign partner HEIs were from developed countries and regions with strong economies and advanced 

technology, especially English-speaking countries. Among the 773 CFCRS degree programs, over half of 

them (see Table 2.4 below) were provided by the HEIs from the UK, the US and Australia. 

          Table 2.4 Top 10 sending countries/regions of CFCRS degree programs 

Country of origin Number of programs Percentage 

UK 170 22% 

US 136 18% 

Australia 120 16% 

Russia 94 12% 

Canada 55 7% 

Hong Kong 38 5% 

Germany 34 4% 

France 34 4% 

Korea 23 3% 

Ireland 12 2% 

Adapted from Y. Y. Chan and Emmett (2015, p. 11) 

In terms of the geographical distribution, the 773 CFCRS degree programs spread across 27 out of 31 

provinces, municipalities and autonomous regions in China, mainly clustering in the eastern and north-

eastern areas that are abundant in economic prosperity and cross-cultural communication opportunities 

(see Table 2.5). This reality seems to be contradictory to the government policy as stated in the 

Implementation Measures, which encourages CRCRS to extend to the under-developed central and 
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western areas of China, especially to the remote rural areas (Qin, 2006)13. The clustering of CFCRS 

degree programs in eastern areas in China also reflects the revenue-oriented foreign HEIs’ strong 

preference in choosing partner Chinese HEIs from the economically developed areas where the local 

governments provide more financial support and the tuition fees standards are much higher than that in the 

under-developed areas (Helms, 2008; Qin, 2006; Willis, 2007). Equity and equality in education have thus 

become sensitive issues involved in the unbalanced geographical development of CFCRS in China.  

                Table 2.5 Top 10 host provinces of CFCRS degree programs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   
13 It should be noted that this government policy could also be interpreted by foreign partner universities and 

governments as a protectionist measure to limit foreign entry into the most demanded fields and locations (e.g., 

Ziguras & McBurnie, 2015). 

14 China’s 31 provinces, municipalities and autonomous regions are divided into four economic regions: eastern 

area (Beijing, Tianjin, Hebei, Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Fujian, Shandong, Guangdong, Hainan), north-eastern 

area (Liaoning, Jilin, Heilongjiang), central area (Shanxi, Anhui, Jiangxi, Henan, Hubei, Hunan), and western area 

(Inner Mongolia, Guangxi, Chongqing, Sichuan, Guizhou, Yunan, Tibet, Shaanxi, Gansu, Qinghai, Ningxia and 

Xinjiang) (NBS, 2011). 

Province Number of programs Percentage Region 

Heilongjiang 166 22% 

 
Eastern and 
north-eastern 
areas14 

Shanghai 102 13% 

Beijing 75 10% 

Jiangsu 67 9% 

Shandong 49 6% 

Liaoning 33 4% 

Zhejiang 33 4% 

Tianjin 28 4% 

Hubei 29 4% 
Central area 

Henan 56 7% 

Adapted from Chan and Emmett (2015, p. 13) 
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Educational levels and academic disciplines. In contrast to R. Yang’s (2008) study, which revealed an 

overwhelming majority of master’s degree programs, Y. Y. Chan and Emmett (2015) reported that over 

two-thirds of the CFCRS degree programs were at undergraduate level as displayed in Figure 2.7 below. 

This dominance of undergraduate programs is consistent with previous studies, such as Hou et al. (2014) 

whose data was retrieved from the MoE in July 2010 and Ong and Chan (2012) with data retrieved from 

the MoE in September 2011.  

 

Figure 2.7 Educational levels of CFCRS degree programs 

 

Such preference for undergraduate education is related to the potential benefits yielded from 

undergraduate CFCRS programs. As discussed in Section 2.3.2, undergraduate education in China usually 

lasts for four to five years and attracts larger enrolments, which means more income from tuition and fees 

than the two-/three-year postgraduate education (Qin, 2006). However, such a profit-orientation tends to 

view education as a commodity, undermining and threatening the traditional values of education as 

oriented to the public good.  

In terms of the academic disciplines of the CFCRS degree programs, in comparison to previous studies, Y. 

Y. Chan and Emmett’s (2015) study revealed new trends: declining programs in business and management 

and growing programs in engineering and new industries. The changes in academic disciplines are shown 

558 (71%)
173 (22%)

43 (5.5%) 10 (1.2%)

Undergraduate

Master

Undergrad-master

PhD

Adapted from Y. Y. Chan and Emmett (2015, p.15)
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in Table 2.6 below. Business and management related programs, despite having declined significantly 

since R. Yang’s (2008) study, still account for the majority of CFCRS programs, especially at the 

undergraduate level. These programs, along with those in information technology (IT) and computing, 

have been developed across various Chinees HEIs due to their low cost and high profit (Qin, 2006). 

 

 

       Table 2.6 New features in academic disciplines of CFCRS degree programs 

 Chan & Emmett 
(2015) 

Hou et al. 
(2014) * 

Yang 
(2008) 

Business & Management 37.3% 40.7% 61% 

IT & Computing 14.4% 20% 13.6% 

Engineering & Technology 14.2% 11.7% 7.9% 

Language & Education 6.5% 6% 8.4% 

Law 0.1% 1.4% 2.2% 

Agriculture & Environment 3.3% 3.2% / 

Science & Applied Sciences 8% 4.3% / 

Art, Design & Architecture 8.3% 5.7% / 

Nursing & Medical studies 3% 5.7%  

Social/Cultural & Media studies 3.5% 1.1% / 

* Undergraduate programs only; / information not available 

As highlighted by Chinese national and provincial education officials at the Sino-Australian Forum on 

TNE and Student Mobility in March 2015, the Chinese economy has undertaken significant changes in its 

structure from a decade earlier, shifting from a rapid growth to a sustainable growth mode. New skills and 

professional needs are required by this ‘new normal’ of the Chinese economy. Therefore, establishing a 

new range of CFCRS programs is encouraged by the government to meet the changing skills and 

professional needs, especially in the areas of emerging industries (Australian Government, 2015). 

However, limited research in recent years has been conducted to examine the development of new CFCRS 
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programs, especially after 2010 when the Chinese government resumed approving CFCRS program 

applications with the rigid requirements of the Four One-Third Rules on the curriculum. To better 

understand the empirical field of TNHE in China, a review of research trends on internationalisation of 

higher education (IoHE), and in particular TNHE globally and TNHE in China, is necessary.  

2.5 Research trends on TNHE and TNHE in China 

Research in the internationalisation of higher education (IoHE) has emerged as a distinct field only during 

recent decades. Kehm and Teichler (2007, p. 264) reviewed the developments of research in this field 

since the mid-1990s and identified seven broad research themes for IoHE:  

• Mobility of students and academic staff  

• Mutual influences of higher education systems on each other  

• Internationalisation of the substance of teaching, learning, and research  

• Institutional strategies of internationalisation  

• Knowledge transfer 

• Cooperation and competition  

• National and supranational policies as regarding the international dimension of higher education  

In line with these seven broad themes of IoHE, Kehm and Teichler (2007) suggested that future research 

should focus on the influence of internationalisation on the core areas of higher education or how to 

strengthen internationalisation in the core activities of teaching, learning and research. Has this suggestion 

been well adopted by researchers in recent years?  

Based on a content analysis on 406 articles published in the Journal of Studies in International Education 

from 1997 to 2016, Bedenlier et al. (2018) identified five overarching themes over a period of 20 years of 
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research on IoHE. The five themes are students (100%)15, education (79%), universities (41%), 

internationalisation (39%), and curriculum (9%), within which broad research foci are evident throughout 

four five-year research waves: 

• Delineation of the field (1997-2001) is characterised by two research strands: student experience, 

and policy and institutional developments of internationalisation; and seven central themes: 

education (100%), students (45%), universities (28%), countries (17%), role (12%), exchange 

(12%), and global (10%). 

• Institutionalisation and management of internationalisation (2002-2006) is characterised by six 

central themes: international (100%), learning (24%), global (19%), information (14%), cultural 

(13%), and activities (11%).  

• Consequence of internationalisation: student needs and support structure (2007-2011) is 

characterised by five central themes: students (100%), higher (72%), global 22%), social (12%), 

and issues (10%). 

• Moving from the institutional to the transnational context of internationalisation (2012-2016) is 

characterised by six central themes: students (100%), education (56%), countries (24%), 

internationalisation (31%), cultural (14%), and curriculum (11%).  

In view of the above evolution of research themes, it can be surmised that recent research in the field of 

IoHE has indeed shifted its analytical foci onto the core activities of teaching and learning as suggested by 

Kehm and Teichler (2007). However, it should be noted that ‘curriculum’ emerged as a research theme 

only in the latest five years of the transnational context of internationalisation (i.e., 2012-2016). The low 

percentage of the theme ‘curriculum’ (i.e., 9% across 20 years and 11% in 2012-2016) indicates that 

                                                   
15 The percentage, or a connectivity score, is calculated using the connectedness of concepts within that theme, and 

thus indicates the relative importance of the theme (e.g., the most important theme is the top theme at 100%).  
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studies in the core activities of curriculum still remain scarce. Therefore, more research is needed to 

closely analyse various aspects of curriculum in the transnational context of internationalisation.  

With regards to the young field of transnational higher education (TNHE), what research themes have 

been revealed in the literature? In a systematic review of the literature from the early 2000s onwards, 

Kosmützky and Putty (2016) identified six research themes in the field of TNHE:  

• Overview and trends 

• Quality assurance and regulation  

• Teaching and learning 

• Institutional and management perspectives  

• Governance and policy  

• Student choice and student mobility  

It can be seen that curriculum, despite being a topic under the theme of teaching and learning, has not 

become a distinct theme by itself in the research of TNHE as in the field of IoHE. It is therefore not 

surprising that Kosmützky and Putty (2016) suggested that future research should focus on specific 

aspects of TNHE to address research gaps or topics that are still in a state of infancy (e.g., curriculum).  

In addition to the identification of six research themes, Kosmützky and Putty (2016) also found that 

research in TNHE is dominated by singe case studies with very few comparative data. They therefore call 

for integrated perspectives on the interplay between local, national, and global developments in TNHE, 

illuminating the complex processes and mechanism of TNHE along with the actors and influences and 

their agendas and practices. To achieve this goal, multiple case studies and insights drawn from other 

disciplines or fields will provide integrated perspectives on the complexity in the core activities such as 

curriculum design and implementation in TNHE programs.  
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In relation to research in TNHE in China, Liu and Yan (2017) reviewed 629 journal papers published from 

1980 to 2016 in China and concluded with eight major research themes of CFCRS:  

• Development background, meaning, and problems of CFCRS 

• Operation modes of CFCRS 

• Student, teacher, tuition and quality management of CFCRS 

• Education sovereignty of CFCRS 

• Introduction of high-quality foreign education resources in CFCRS 

• Policy and law issues of CFCRS 

• Typical cases of CFCRS  

• Marketing strategies for CFCRS 

Apart from the above eight major themes, there are also a few studies examining curriculum design of 

CFCRS. Nevertheless, the majority of the Chinese studies in TNHE in China, according to Liu and Yan 

(2016), are not reliable research as they lack information on research design and methods and supporting 

data, and they call for more empirical investigations with robust design and methods to produce reliable 

data on TNHE in China.  

In sum, based on the above review of research trends in the fields of IoHE, TNHE and TNHE in China, I 

argue that research in TNHE in China could benefit from more scholarly attention to the under-researched 

aspect of core activities of CFCRS (i.e., curriculum). In addition, using a multiple case study design and 

drawing insights from other disciplines or fields could provide additional and integrated perspectives on 

the dynamics of TNHE in China.  

2.6 Curriculum and TNHE programs in China 

From as early as the sixteenth century, philosophers and scholars in the west have been defining 

curriculum from different perspectives based on their beliefs about the nature of knowledge and the 
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purposes of schooling. The term curriculum originated from a Latin word which meant ‘racecourse’, 

implying activities and experience of the runners on a circular race track following a particular plan, order 

or course (Henson, 2006; Leask, 2009).   

In relation to education, curriculum has a multiplicity of meanings. The most traditional and common 

approach views curriculum as the subjects that schools teach, including disciplined knowledge such as 

mathematics and broader subject areas such as social studies, applied sciences and language arts 

(McCulloch, 2008). In the context of American education, curriculum is seen as a program of studies 

comprising a planned sequence of courses specified in most university catalogues (Henson, 2006). Some 

educators view curriculum as a written document which embraces “every planned aspect of a school’s 

educational program” (Thompson & Gregg, 1997, p. 28). Later definitional approaches tend to take a 

broader viewpoint, referring curriculum to a set of sequential experiences set up by the school for the 

purposes of teaching and learning. For example, Neagley and Evans (1967) define curriculum as “all the 

planned experiences” provided by educational institutions to assist students in “attaining the designated 

learning outcomes to the best of their abilities” (p.2).   

With regards to transnational education, curriculum is regarded as a critical element in developing and 

implementing TNHE programs (Hughes & Urasa, 1997; Z. Zhang, 2012). To understand the critical role 

that curriculum plays in developing and implementing TNHE programs in China, a review of curriculum 

studies in relation to TNHE in China is necessary. 

2.6.1 Curriculum in the Chinese context 

The Chinese term for curriculum is kecheng. This term was first used in Confucius classics in the Tang 

Dynasty (648-907), referring to both school curriculum and social undertakings. It was in the Song 
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Dynasty (960-1279) that the meaning of kecheng was confined to the school curriculum. Nowadays, 

curriculum in China is linked to the larger societal issues and regarded as the core area of the educational 

reforms, with a focus on optimising the disciplinary structure and cultivating interdisciplinary talents 

responsive to economic and technological changes (Zhang & Zhong, 2003).  

Since the 1980s, the higher education curriculum in China has changed significantly. The narrow and 

restricted specialisations formulated by the Soviet model have been broadened into more general 

disciplinary areas to increase the flexibility of graduates in the labour market (Min, 2004a). As a 

consequence, the number of subjects or specialities in undergraduate education was trimmed down from 

over 1,400 in the 1980s to 506 in 2012 (MoE, 2012). This structural change of undergraduate curriculum 

also involves course arrangements. Specifically, the first two years of learning are devoted to general 

education, which provides a broad foundation for students to focus on specific academic areas and 

develop interdisciplinary competences in the remaining two or three years of study (Min, 2004a). It is on 

these curriculum assumptions and propositions that TNHE programs in China have been based. It can thus 

be argued that the curriculum of higher education in China and related curriculum policies, including the 

One-Third Curriculum Policy, will have a great influence on shaping the curriculum design and delivery 

of TNHE programs established and hosted at Chinese HEIs in collaboration with foreign partner HEIs.  

2.6.2 Curriculum adaptation in TNHE programs 

As curriculum in a TNHE program traverses two socio-cultural contexts, UNESCO/OECD (2005) 

recommended that transnational education curricula should be socially, culturally, and linguistically 

sensitive to the host countries, and initiatives and interventions should be in place to ensure this 

curriculum adaptation happens. This is particularly true of TNHE in China, as curriculum design and 
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delivery of TNHE programs hosted in Chinese HEIs is further complicated by disparate regional cultures 

and educational practices (McBurnie & Ziguras, 2007). Not surprisingly, TNHE scholars, predominantly 

from sending countries, have been concerned with the question of how to adapt the curriculum to the host 

countries’ language, culture and educational practices and ensure the equivalence between onshore and 

offshore curriculum.  

For example, after investigating practices of Australian offshore programs, Adams (2000, pp. 98-99) 

concluded with five principles of good practice in curriculum adaptation of TNHE as detailed below. 

• Principle 1: A program operated offshore should not alter the intention of its approval without an 

explicit change to the approval.  

• Principle 2: Course and subject approval mechanisms need to take into account approved 

university international strategies. 

• Principle 3: Students receiving awards through offshore courses must be assured by the provider 

that these courses meet the criteria for educational quality, and that the same standards are applied 

regardless of the place or manner in which the courses are provided.  

• Principle 4: Participants in transnational courses must be treated equitably and ethically. In 

particular, all pertinent information must be disclosed to participants in accord with the AVCC 

Code of Ethical Practice. 

• Principle 5: Offshore courses must be pedagogically sound with respect to the methods of 

teaching and the nature and needs of the learner. 

Principle 1 means that any significant alterations to the structure, subjects, material, and learning 

outcomes in the offshore curriculum need to be explicitly addressed by the providing or sending 

university. Principle 2 highlights that related academic regulations and administrative arrangements need 

to be in place and explicitly supplied for academic and administrative staff when dealing with curriculum 

adaptation. Principle 3 stresses maintaining the educational quality by applying the same criteria and 
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standards to the TNHE course. After all, the curriculum should not be simply exported to the host country 

but needs to take offshore students’ needs into account and make appropriate adaptation accordingly.  

In a similar vein, Ziguras (2007) argued that the curriculum of an offshore program should be equivalent 

to that delivered onshore, with appropriate adaptation to local contexts and student needs. To do so, on the 

one hand, content should be selected from both contexts and contextualised for the benefit of students 

from any side; and on the other, the sending HEI and the host HEI need to establish a close working 

relationship not only at the administrative level but also at the teaching staff level to avoid discrepancies 

between intended and received curriculum (McBurnie & Ziguras, 2007).  

However, these principles and strategies for curriculum adaptation in TNHE programs are mostly from a 

Western philosophical perspective, including that of TNHE awarding HEIs from the sending countries. To 

better inform the present study, a review of related studies on curriculum in TNHE in China is necessary.  

2.6.3 Curriculum studies in TNHE programs in China 

Despite the critical role that the curriculum plays in education, there is limited research on the curriculum 

of higher education in general (Barnett & Coate, 2005), and studies on curriculum of TNHE programs in 

host countries such as China are even scarcer.  

The majority of the English literature concerning TNHE in China has focused on rationales and 

government policies and regulations (e.g., W. W. Y. Chan, 2004; Fang, 2012; Huang, 2008; Zheng, 2009), 

development features and challenges (e.g., Y. Y. Chan & Emmett, 2015; Mok & Xu, 2008; Ong & Chan, 

2012; J. Yang, 2014; R. Yang, 2008; Zha, 2012; Zheng, 2013), or the implications for research and 

practice (e.g., Cai, 2011; Huang, 2007a). Similarly, the Chinese literature regarding TNHE in China is 

dominated by eight major themes as discussed in Section 2.5, focusing on issues of development 
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background, modes, management, education sovereignty, high quality education resource introduction, 

policy and law, typical cases and marketing strategies. Only a few studies, both from the English and 

Chinese literature as outlined below, have driven their attention to the curriculum of TNHE programs in 

China.  

English literature 

Adapting curriculum to the Chinese context. Gribble and Ziguras (2010) found regional differences in 

adapting Australian curriculum to the host country’s contexts. There was not much curriculum adaptation 

in delivering Australian TNHE programs in well-established and experienced TNHE markets in 

Singapore, Hong Kong, and Malaysia, because local students shared similar goals and aspirations with 

students in Australia. However, the authors identified a necessity for considerable curriculum adaptation 

when teaching Australian TNHE programs in China and Vietnam.  

In a similar vein, G. Feng and Gong (2006) found that Australian courses, especially core specialised 

courses, were systematically imported from the University of Technology, Sydney to the Sydney Institute 

of Language and Commerce (SILC) at Shanghai University without much curriculum adaptation over the 

years during the earlier stage of the cooperation. However, “at present the curriculum innovation has gone 

from the pure import of Western courses to the adaptation and modification of courses to suit the local 

context, and to the co-development of courses” (p. 25).   

These findings support what McBurnie and Ziguras (2007) argued, that is, curriculum delivery in TNHE 

programs is complicated and is challenged by the disparate educational practices of different regions and 

institutions. This argument makes particular reference to the Chinese context, where student entry 
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standards, academic regulations and discipline, learning materials, teaching arrangements and assessment 

methods are not of identical standards as those from the Western sending countries.  

Control over TNHE curriculum. According to Education International (2004, as cited in Z. Zhang, 2012), 

less matured and under-developed TNHE host countries usually have no control over the curriculum 

content in TNHE programs. For example, Feng (2013) investigated the influence of the academic strength 

of host Chinese HEIs on curriculum administration at two international branch campuses (IBC) in China: 

University of Nottingham Ningbo China and Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University. Feng found that the 

University of Nottingham exerted dominant control over the curriculum compared with its academically 

weaker Chinese partner, Zhejiang Wanli Education Group. On the other hand, as the University of 

Liverpool and Xi’an Jiaotong University were equally strong in academic capacity, their control of 

curriculum was somewhat evenly distributed.   

However, very few studies in the English literature have examined the curriculum in TNHE in China with 

relation to the Chinese government’s One-Third Curriculum Policy. In a recent study exploring the diverse 

motivations of transnational higher education in China, Hou et al. (2014) found that the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy were very difficult to implement in THNE programs, and thus this policy has not yet 

been fully attained. Nevertheless, little is known from the English literature to date about the interactive 

processes of translating the curriculum policy into the curriculum delivery in TNHE programs in China, in 

particular from a host Chinese HEI’s perspective.  

Chinese literature 

Will the Chinese literature offer more information about the curriculum in TNHE programs in China? 

Investigating a CFCRS program established by Auckland University of Technology and China Jiliang 
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University, Jia (2010) found that Chinese students did not benefit much from the courses, especially the 

specialisation core courses, intensively taught by fly-in foreign teachers in short periods of time. This is 

because, the average English proficiency of these Chinese students was insufficient to allow them to 

understand the textbooks written in English and follow the foreign teacher using English as the language 

of instruction. To help students overcome the language barriers and enhance the learning outcomes, this 

CFCRS program made a special arrangement where the Chinese teaching staff, both from the foreign 

language department and the academic unit hosting the programs, joined the classroom teaching to 

provide support and assistance, working as a team with the foreign faculty members. 

In a case study of a 3+1 Sino-UK CFCRS program in the discipline of art design, Niu (2014) discussed a 

module-based curriculum structure and three approaches of Chinese-Western curriculum integration. The 

curriculum of this CFCRS program was categorised into two main modules, namely the English language 

course module and the core academic course module. The English language course module was delivered 

in the first two academic years according to the standard of the English major program, providing students 

with systematic training of speaking, listening, reading and writing skills. English speaking courses were 

taught by foreign teachers. The specialised course module was delivered in the second and third academic 

years, comprising four sub-modules: general education courses, foundation courses, core academic 

courses and practice/internship courses. Within the core academic course module, 16 core academic 

courses (including five compulsory courses) were imported from the British university and delivered in 

both English and Chinese (or bilingual instruction) by foreign and Chinese teachers in collaboration. 

However, it is not clear whether the imported courses in this program fully complied with the Chinese 

government’s One-Third Curriculum Policy. In terms of Chinese-Western curriculum integration, this 

CFCRS program adopted three progressive approaches, namely from fully importing the British 
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curriculum (i.e., the five imported compulsory courses), to appropriately adding Chinese elements to the 

contents of the British curriculum, and to integrating the two curricula by making use of the British 

resources to strengthen the Chinese curriculum.  

A more comprehensive study on the construction of TNHE curriculum structure was conducted by Shao 

and Cheng (2013). They investigated a 2+2 CFCRS program in accounting established by Heilongjiang 

Jiaotong University and La Trobe University in Australia. The curriculum of this CFCRS program was 

divided into four modules, namely the English language course module, the core academic course module, 

the citizenship education module, and practice training module. Apart from constructing the curriculum 

structure, this program attached great importance to students’ English language learning. Over 320 

teaching hours of intensive English language learning was added to the curriculum to help students 

improve their English language proficiency and increase their chances of passing the IELTS test. The 

intensive English courses used original Australian textbooks and learning materials and were taught by a 

special teaching team where foreign teachers taught the speaking and writing skills and Chinese teachers 

taught English grammar and reading skills. In addition, different textbooks were chosen for different 

groups of students in the core academic courses. Upon entering the program, students were divided into 

‘two-campus students’ (i.e., those will go abroad to study) and ‘one-campus students’ (i.e., those will 

complete the study solely in China) according to the students’ choice and their English language 

proficiency. Core academic courses adopted original imported textbooks for two-campus students to 

prepare them for the follow-up study in the foreign campus, while Chinese textbooks were chosen for the 

one-campus students. However, the study did not specify the ways in which this CFCRS program 

implements the Chinese government’s One-Third Curriculum Policy. 
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Furthermore, in terms of the continuity of the curriculum, a study in a Sino-Australian CFCRS program in 

the discipline of tourism management (S. Zhang, 2012) revealed a ‘double-skin’ or mismatch problem 

between local courses and imported courses as well as within the core academic courses. For example, the 

majority of the core courses of the program, in particular those imported ones, were arranged in Semesters 

5 and 7 (while Semester 6 was for practice/internship and Semester 8 was for completing the graduation 

thesis). This arrangement was found to be problematic. On the one hand, students failed to build up a 

sufficient knowledge foundation for the study of the imported core courses at the beginning of the third 

academic year (i.e., Semester 5 in China), because they did not have a chance to acquire professional 

knowledge about tourism management during the first two academic years. On the other hand, the core 

academic courses arranged in Semester 5 were found to be unsuccessful in preparing students with 

sufficient professional knowledge and skills for the follow-up module of internship and practice in 

Semester 6. Therefore, the course arrangements in this program resulted in ineffective learning outcomes. 

However, similar to the previously discussed studies, it is not clear whether this TNHE program has 

complied with the Chinese government’s One-Third Curriculum Policy. 

To sum up, few studies in either the English or the Chinese literature to date have systematically explored 

and examined how the One-Third Curriculum Policy is implemented in TNHE programs hosted in 

Chinese universities in China. Therefore, further research is urgently needed to explore the interactive 

processes between curriculum policy and curriculum implementation in TNHE in China. 

2.7 Summary and conclusion 

In this chapter, I have examined both English and Chinese literature to establish a scholarly grounding for 

the present study. First, an overview of the definition and development of TNHE globally reveals an 
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empirical need for perspectives from TNHE host countries/HEIs, from which robust data on dynamic 

TNHE activities in various local contexts can then be generated and add new knowledge to the literature. 

To adopt a host perspective, investigations could start with the most active host countries such as China. 

In line with this insight, I then reviewed China’s higher education system and the development of TNHE 

in China. This exploration reveals a complex interplay of policy, people and contexts in implementing 

TNHE programs, in particular, the TNHE curriculum policy in China. Specifically, due to the two-tiered 

administrative system, local Chinese HEIs, especially the second-tier institutions, tend to be more 

proactive than the prestigious central Chinese HEIs in initiating various internationalisation strategies, 

including developing and hosting TNHE programs in partnership with foreign HEIs.  

To better inform the present study, I then revisited major research waves and themes in the field of TNHE 

globally, and in particular, TNHE in China. This review of research themes leads to the identification of 

an under-researched area: curriculum in TNHE programs. Finally, an overview of related studies 

regarding the curriculum in TNHE programs in China reveals that very few studies in both the English and 

Chinese literature have examined the curriculum issues in TNHE in China, in particular, the 

implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy.  

In sum, emerging in China in the 1980s, TNHE in China has grown rapidly and changed significantly after 

the issuance of the Regulation in 2003. CFCRS institutions and programs at the tertiary level are the 

typical representation of TNHE in China. Low-cost and high-profit CFCRS degree programs, especially at 

the undergraduate level, have been repeatedly established in the eastern and north-eastern regions, 

standing in sharp contrast with the government policy ideal of extending the CFCRS to the under-

developed and remote areas. Apart from the unbalanced distribution and low educational level, CFCRS 

has also been criticised for its profit orientation and poor quality, leading to many failed CFCRS 
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programs. In addition, the Chinese Government’s One-Third Curriculum Policy, despite its good 

intentions, was found very difficult to implement in local Chinese HEIs. However, little empirical data to 

date in the literature is available to systematically examine why and how this TNHE curriculum policy has 

been difficult to implement in TNHE programs hosted in local Chinese universities.  

Based on the above discussion of the literature review, I therefore conclude that: 1) research in TNHE 

could benefit from more scholarly attention to TNHE in China with a focus on the under-researched area – 

curriculum in TNHE programs; 2) research in TNHE in China could benefit from more on-the-ground 

studies on the daily practices of CFCRS degree programs hosted in second-tier local Chinese HEIs, in 

particular, in terms of implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy. This conclusion has thus informed 

possible strategies for the present study: 

• The main research purposes are to demystify why and how the One-Third Curriculum Policy is 

difficult to implement in TNHE programs hosted in local Chinese universities, and how to 

improve the TNHE curriculum policy implementation.  

• The investigation could focus on new CFCRS degree programs established in second-tier local 

Chinese HEIs after 2010 when the government resumed CFCRS applications with the emphasis of 

the One-Third Curriculum Policy. 

• Multiple case studies as research design and insights drawn from other disciplines or research 

fields could provide additional and integrated perspectives on the dynamic interplay of policy, 

people and contexts in the TNHE curriculum policy implementation in China. 

The following chapter will delineate a cross-disciplinary analytical framework that I developed for the 

present study. 
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Chapter Three Analytical Framework 

3.1 Introduction 

In recognition of the multi-level, multi-actor complexities in the TNHE curriculum policy implementation 

in local Chinese universities, in this chapter, I draw on insights from curriculum theories, implementation 

studies, and organisational studies to formulise an integrated approach and develop a cross-disciplinary 

analytical framework for the present study.  

First, an overview of curriculum theories reveals that discrepancies exist between what a curriculum 

should be and what actually occurs in practice due to different understandings of the curriculum at 

different levels of the education system (Section 3.2). To understand how the curriculum gaps occur, I 

then revisit the fields of curriculum policy and implementation (Section 3.3), and of education policy 

implementation (Section 3.4). This overview of the implementation studies reveals a need for an 

integrated approach for the present study that links the macro- and micro-level analyses to examine what 

specific aspects of the TNHE curriculum policy get implemented by which people, where, when and how.  

In search of such an integrated approach to curriculum policy implementation as desired in the present 

study, I then move to organisational learning theories for additional insights (Section 3.5). This overview 

leads to the identification of the Expanded 4I Model as the potential framework to conceptualise the 

process of the TNHE curriculum policy implementation in China as organisational learning: how local 

Chinese universities perceive, interpret, integrate and institutionalise the policy at different levels. The 

results from Sections 3.2 to 3.5 have enabled me to formulate an integrated approach to the present study 

and to develop a cross-disciplinary analytical framework for data collection and analysis (Section 3.6).  
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3.2 Levels of curriculum 

As discussed in Section 2.6, curriculum has various meanings depending on the different perspectives 

from and contexts in which it is defined. Regardless of how the curriculum is defined, there is often a 

discrepancy between what a curriculum should be and what it actually occurs in practice. The fundamental 

reason for the existence of this discrepancy is that curriculum is understood and perceived differently at 

different levels in the education system. Two theoretical models of curriculum are of relevance here. 

Four levels of curriculum. According to Labaree (1999), curriculum operates at four different levels from 

the top to the bottom of the education system (Figure 3.1). 

 

Figure 3.1 Four levels of curriculum (Labaree, 1999) 

As Figure 3.1 illustrates, at the top level, the rhetoric curriculum refers to the beliefs or recommendations 

held by educational leaders, policymakers and professors about what curriculum should be. The rhetoric 

curriculum is often embodied in the speeches of these influential groups and individuals, as well as reports 

and institutional texts. These ideas, when moving down to the educational institution, are translated into 

the formal curriculum in the form of written curriculum policies as embodied in various curriculum guides 
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and textbooks. At the bottom levels are the curriculum-in-use or the actual content that teachers teach, and 

the received curriculum, that is, what students actually receive and learn in the classroom. 

Tripartite curriculum framework. Another perspective as put forth by Doyle (1992) views curriculum 

as a set of dynamic processes along three dimensions: the institutional, programmatic and classroom. As 

Figure 3.2 below shows, the institutional curriculum refers to shared views about the purposes and aims of 

schooling with respect to society and culture, providing justification for “the selection and arrangements 

of content” at the programmatic level (Doyle, 1992, p. 487). In this account, the institutional curriculum is 

to a certain extent similar to the concept of the rhetoric curriculum in Labaree’s (1996) framework.  

 

Figure 3.2 Tripartite curriculum framework (Doyle, 1992) 

The programmatic curriculum transfers the ideals and expectations of the institutional curriculum into 

curriculum documents and materials for use in the classroom. It involves a set of processes such as 

constructing school subjects or programs of study, specifying intended outcomes, selecting and arranging 

content, and developing curriculum standards. From this viewpoint, the programmatic curriculum mirrors 

the concept of formal curriculum in Labaree’s (1996) framework.  

Theoretically, the operational process of curriculum – from top to bottom levels – seems to flow as 

implied in the above two figures. However, as Doyle (1992) critiqued, it can be difficult to translate the 

institutional and programmatic curricula into the classroom curriculum. This is because the classroom 
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curriculum is greatly influenced by teachers’ perspectives and the contextual factors of classroom 

activities. Therefore, there could be gaps between the classroom curriculum and the policy ideals as 

embodied in the curriculum documents. Evidently, this discrepancy between curriculum policy ideals and 

implementation reality also occurs in transnational higher education programs, where individual, 

institutional and contextual factors tend be to more complex and intricate than regular domestic programs. 

This situation can become even more complicated when education policies at the global, national and 

local levels come into play.  

Given different levels of curriculum and possible gaps of implementation between the levels, empirical 

studies in curriculum policy implementation in TNHE programs could draw on insights from the above 

two curriculum frameworks to locate where the implementation gaps occur. This argument makes 

particular reference to the present study in terms of addressing the first associated research question: 

examining the extent to which the One-Third Curriculum Policy is implemented in TNHE programs 

hosted in local Chinese universities. This can be achieved by comparing the programmatic curriculum as 

embodied in the designed curricula of TNHE programs with the classroom curriculum as embodied in the 

delivered curricula of TNHE programs. To better inform and add meaning to this process, insights from 

curriculum policy and implementation studies are of significant value in examining how the curriculum 

gaps occur in various contexts (i.e., the second associated research question of this thesis). 

3.3 Curriculum policy and implementation 

According to Winstanley (2008), curriculum involves two distinct sets of processes, namely, curriculum 

policy and curriculum implementation. Compared with curriculum policy developed by influential people 

such as policymakers, the implementation of curriculum is more related to what is taught in the classroom. 
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However, these two processes, though distinct from each other, are interrelated in three ways. First, 

curriculum policymakers need to have a good understanding of the issues involved in curriculum 

implementation to inform their decision-making and provide insights into successful curriculum policy. 

Second, teachers do not simply implement the curriculum, but need to interpret the policy as suitable in 

particular conditions for their teaching. Third, the development and improvement of the curriculum cannot 

occur without some interactions between these two processes.  

Based on this assumption, it is of vital importance to first understand how the curriculum is developed and 

implemented at various levels. In particular, empirical research in curriculum policy implementation is 

needed to explore the ways in which the interactions between curriculum policymakers and implementers 

can be facilitated and advanced to bridge the gap between the curriculum policy and implementation. 

3.3.1 Curriculum policy: State-based curriculum making and administration 

Curriculum policy is closely related to state-based curriculum making and administration. Curriculum 

making is a social process where the nation-state functions as the principal regulator in determining and 

legitimising what and how an educational institution should distribute knowledge (Haft & Hopmann, 

1990). This social process empowers the state with the symbolic actions of developing curriculum through 

constructing the pedagogical discourse, legitimising its social power and control over knowledge 

distribution, and re-contextualising official pedagogical discourse as syllabus (Neves & Morais, 2001). 

Therefore, in many countries, curriculum is a state-based document, or as Bernstein (1990) describes it, an 

official pedagogical discourse (OPD), approved and controlled by the educational authorities (Law, 2014). 

Curriculum making thus entails complex power relations between the key insiders and local level players. 

The key insiders include higher education policy makers and university faculty, curriculum developers, 
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professional associations and leaders in educational policy in legislatures, while the local players include 

school-level administrations, local school boards, curriculum supervisors, teacher unions and parent 

associations (Westbury, 2008).    

Of relevance to the present study, the educational authorities of the Chinese government are the key 

decision makers in defining and regulating curriculum in TNHE in China. Curriculum documents of 

TNHE programs must be approved by these authorities (i.e., the designed or approved curriculum of 

TNHE programs) before use or delivery (i.e., the delivered curriculum of TNHE programs). By comparing 

these two levels of curriculum: the designed/approved and the delivered curricula, the extent to which the 

One-Third Curriculum Policy is implemented in TNHE programs hosted in various local Chinese 

universities can then be ascertained.  

3.3.2 Curriculum implementation 

Research on curriculum implementation is not a recent phenomenon. In the early curriculum literature, 

researchers focused on ‘production’ and ‘installation’ while describing the process of curriculum 

development and implementation (Caswell, 1950 ). It was not until the late 1960s and early 1970s that the 

research focus was placed on the process of implementing the proposed curriculum (Synder, Bolin, & 

Zumwalt, 1992). Since then, research on curriculum implementation has yielded informative findings 

about the factors (Table 3.1) that facilitate and impede the curriculum implementation.  
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Table 3.1 Factors affecting curriculum implementation 

Fidelity 
studies 

Inhibiting factors:  
• Teachers’ lack of clarity about the innovation 
• Teachers’ lack of skills and knowledge needed to conform to the new role model 
• Unavailability of required instructional materials 
• Incompatibility of organisational arrangements with the innovation 
• Staff’s lack of motivation (Gross, Giacquinta, & Bernstein, 1971) 

Facilitating factors: 
• Curricular or instructional practices that were carefully developed, well-defined and 

determined to be effective 
• Training by credible people, often former teachers, and follow-up support activities 

through the first three years 
• Assistance and support by an array of players, including other teachers, principals, 

district staff, external trainers and liners 
• Attention to factors contributing to institutionalisation, including line items on budgets, 

orienting new or reassigned staff, and writing the change into curriculum guidelines 
(Loucks, 1983) 

• Administrators must provide the initial impetus and continuing assistance necessary for 
teachers to be able to succeed at the new practices and build up commitment to the new 
program (Huberman, 1983) 

Mutual 
adaptation 
studies 

Factors in relation to characteristics of the change: 
• Need and relevance of the change (e.g., McLaughlin, 1976) 
• Clarity (e.g., Sarason & Doris, 1979) 
• Complexity (e.g., Crandall et al., 1982) 
• Quality and practicality of program (e.g., Louis & Rosenblum, 1981) 

Factors in relation to characteristics at the school district level:  
• The district’s history of innovative attempts (e.g., Fullan, 1982) 
• The adoption process (e.g., Rosenblum & Louis, 1979) 
• District administrative support (e.g., Rosenblum & Louis, 1979) 
• Staff development and participation (e.g., Louis & Rosenblum, 1981) 
• Time-line and information system (e.g., Cowden & Cohen, 1979) 
• Board and community characteristics (e.g., Cowin, 1973) 

Factors at the school level: 
• The role of the principal (e.g., Emrick & Peterson, 1978) 
• Teacher-teacher relationships (e.g., Rosenblum & Louis, 1979) 
• Teacher characteristics and orientations (e.g., McLaughlin, 1976) 

Factors in relation to the external environment:  
• Government agencies (e.g., Cowden & Cohen, 1979) 
• External assistance (e.g., Louis & Rosenblum, 1981) 

Curriculum 
enactment 
studies 

Teachers and administrators need the following ten ‘inputs’ to build a curriculum successfully 
(Aikin, 1942; Giles, McCutchen, & Zechiel, 1942):  

• Time; as broad a base of participation as possible, including parents and students; 
cooperation coordination (comprehensiveness); research; planning; continual internal 
evaluation; willingness to experiment and change; conviction and courage; collaborative 
leadership and teacher collaboration; and freedom and responsibility 

Adapted from Synder et al. (1992) 

 

As shown in Table 3.1, curriculum implementation studies involve three main approaches: fidelity, mutual 

adaptation and curriculum enactment. First, curriculum implementation studies from a fidelity perspective 

(e.g., Crandall et al., 1982; Gross, Giacquinta, & Bernstein, 1971; Hall & Loucks, 1977; Huberman, 1983) 
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focus mainly on two issues: the extent to which a specific innovation is implemented as planned and the 

facilitating or impeding factors in the implementation of the intended innovation. As Fullan and Pomfret 

(1977) stated in their review article, the main purpose of fidelity studies is to “determine the degree of 

implementation of an innovation in terms of the extent to which actual use of the innovation corresponds 

to intended or planned use and to determine factors which facilitate and inhibit such implementation” (p. 

340). To measure the degree of implementation, a scale or checklist is often developed to match the 

intentions of the curriculum developers, comparing quantitatively and qualitatively the actual practices 

with the desired ones, such as the use of materials, activities, behaviours, understandings and attitudes. 

Fidelity studies examine the roles of teachers, administrators, and principals, revealing various factors (as 

illustrated in Table 3.1) facilitating and impeding teachers, administrators and principals in the successful 

implementation of curriculum innovation.   

The second perspective, mutual adaptation, refers to flexible negotiations and adjustments in curriculum 

made by curriculum designers and curriculum users in schools and classrooms. Mutual adaptation studies 

emerged as researchers tried to understand the failures of the fidelity model: much of the actual 

implementation of an innovation was not a straightforward installation, but more about negotiations. The 

mutual adaption studies (e.g., Berman & McLaughlin, 1976, 1977, 1978; McLaughlin, 1976) recognise 

the complexity of the implementation process. As such, curriculum knowledge is viewed as one facet of 

the larger, dynamic social system and implementation as a mutually adaptive process between the user and 

the institutional setting: that specific project goals and methods be made concrete over time by the 

participants themselves (McLaughlin, 1976). Researchers from the mutual adaptation perspective 

investigate various problems of education and their factors (as illustrated in Table 3.1), in particular, 

organisational variables that facilitate or impede implementation as intended.  
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Third, from the enactment or experiential perspective, curriculum is understood as the educational 

experiences constructed by students and teachers together. Curriculum enactment studies (e.g., Bussis, 

Chittenden, & Amarel, 1976; Paris, 1989) focus on the following: the enacted experiences created by 

students and teachers; the effects of outsider factors such as curricular materials, institutional strategies, 

policies, student and teacher characteristics on the enacted experience; and the effects of enacted 

curriculum on the learning experienced by students. The underlying assumptions of this perspective are 

that curriculum knowledge is a personal, individualised construct, and that successful implementation is 

actually the personal developmental change process which requires “understanding and acceptance of the 

subjective realities of the players undergoing the change process” (Synder et al., 1992, p. 418). It may be 

because of this situated and individualised enacted experience that enactment studies usually do not 

conclude with prescriptions for successful implementation of a curriculum. 

Of relevance to the present study, it can be seen that the above three perspectives show a continuum of 

research on curriculum implementation.  

 

Figure 3.3 The continuum of curriculum implementation studies 

As illustrated in Figure 3.3, fidelity studies stand at one end of this continuum, taking a more objective 

stance and viewing curriculum as measurable elements that can be assessed and matched with the desired 

practices. The mutual adaptation studies represent a midpoint along this line, examining the effect of the 

context on implementation and emphasising the complexity of the implementation process, where flexible 
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negotiations and adjustments are made between curriculum designers and users. At the other end of this 

continuum sit the curriculum enactment studies comprising a more subjective disposition, since they tend 

to view curriculum as an individualised construct and curriculum implementation as the ongoing, 

collective creation of enacted experiences by students and teachers.  

As Synder and colleagues (1992) pointed out, “these three different perspectives provide some 

illuminating contrasts and illustrate the complexity of what might be viewed as a straightforward task: 

studying the implementation of curriculum” (p. 427). Indeed, the complex process of curriculum 

implementation may not be fully explored by following only one perspective. Therefore, arguably what is 

required for further development in this this research field now is a transparent and solid synthesis which 

will enable a study to explore the curriculum (policy) implementation process from three dimensions:   

• To what degree has a curriculum (policy) been implemented (i.e., a fidelity approach)?  

• What organisational/institutional, and contextual factors facilitate or inhibit the implementation of 

a curriculum (policy) (i.e., a mutual adaptation approach)?  

• What individual factors facilitate or inhibit the implementation of a curriculum (policy) (i.e., an 

enactment approach)?  

Such an integrated approach will enable researchers to examine what specific aspects of the curriculum 

(policy) get implemented by which users, where, when and how, or in other words, to investigate the 

dynamic interplay of curriculum (policy), people, and places/contexts in the process of curriculum (policy) 

implementation. Since such an integrated approach is not available from the current curriculum 

implementation studies, it is then necessary to explore the field of education policy implementation 

research for theoretical insights.  



79 
 

3.4 Education policy implementation 

Education policy implementation research is one of the four qualitative approaches in the field of 

education policy analysis. Maguire and Ball (1994) distinguished three qualitative orientations in 

education policy analysis, that is, elite studies or situated studies of policy formation, trajectory studies, 

and implementation studies. The elite studies usually use interviews with the educational policy elite to 

understand how policy texts are produced, or focus on changing policies over time (Lingard, 2009). The 

trajectory studies investigate specific policies across the stage of the policy cycle, dealing with issues 

ranging from “the interplay between key actors involved in introducing, adapting and interpreting the 

policy” to “the actual initial implementation of the policy” (Halpin & Fitz, 1990, p. 169). The 

implementation studies focus on ‘the interpretation of and engagement in policy texts and the translation 

of these texts into practice”, using various research methods such as participant observation and interviews 

and case studies (Maguire & Ball, 1994, p. 280). In addition, the fourth qualitative approach to education 

policy analysis is conceptualised by Lingard (2009) as policy text analysis, which usually employs critical 

discourse analysis to analyse the linguistic features or discursive context in the policy texts.  

With respect to education policy implementation studies, similar research trends as the curriculum 

implementation studies can be traced in the literature. As a strong focus of education policy analysis is in 

the United States (US), education policy implementation issues have been well explored by 

implementation researchers such as Murphy (1971), McLaughlin (1987), R. F. Elmore and McLaughlin 

(1988), and more recently, Honig (2006b). According to Odden (1991), policy implementation has 

evolved through three stages, with the first two stages focusing on “macro-implementation issues of 

whether and how policies initiated at higher levels of government get implemented at lower levels of the 
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system” such as schools (p. 3), and the third stage addressing micro-implementation issues of initiating 

various policy instruments to improve local education systems.  

The first stage of implementation studies took place in the late 1960s and early 1970s, characterised by 

findings such as the inevitable conflict between state or federally initiated programs and locally 

implemented programs. Implementation problems, as revealed by the first stage studies, were related to 

both the policy design and the relationship between the policy and local institutional settings (Barro, 1978; 

Murphy, 1971). The second-stage studies began around the 1980s, characterised by their focus on the 

mutual adaptation process in the implementation. These studies concluded that the initial conflict between 

the high-level government policy and the local implementation was solved over time through bargaining 

and negotiations for a feasible adaptation between the two (e.g., Kirst & Jung, 1980; Peterson, Rabe, & 

Wong, 1986). The third stage of implementation studies, beginning in the late 1980s and early 1990s, 

shifted their focus from investigating how to implement the government-initiated programs to exploring 

how to make different policy instruments (e.g., mandates, regulations, incentives, and funds) work across 

different types of programs. These studies highlight the critical role of sufficient capacity and will power 

of active individuals, schools and districts in the policy implementation, questioning how to enhance the 

professional expertise of local teachers and administrators (e.g., Furhman, Clune, & Elmore, 1988; 

McLaughlin, 1991).  

It can be seen from the above discussion that education policy implementation studies share similar trends 

with curriculum implementation studies. Indeed, curriculum and policy are two interrelated spaces where 

the former can be viewed from the perspective of public policies that have some bearing on curriculum, 

and enquiry into the latter can be embodied in the studies of curriculum that raise important policy issues 

(Richard F. Elmore & Sykes, 1992). This intricate relationship between curriculum and policy raises a 
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question that is of particular relevance to the present study: What should be the current research agenda in 

(TNHE) curriculum policy implementation studies? 

As McLaughlin (1987) signalled, “the third generation of implementation analysts” have been challenged 

both conceptually and methodologically in how to integrate “the macro world of policymakers with the 

micro world of individual implementers” (p. 171). Macro-level analysis generally overlooks the dynamics 

at the individual level, providing policymakers or practitioners with insufficient guidance in relation to 

understanding and assessing the local outcomes and alternatives in real practices. On the other hand, 

micro-level analysis usually ignores the system-level outcomes and unexpected impact on the institutional 

setting, yielding limited guidance regarding system-wide decision making. Therefore, the desired model 

for the third generation of implementation studies resides in linking the two camps of analysis that 

“accommodate these multi-level, multi-actor complexities” (McLaughlin, 1987, p. 177).  

This insight from McLaughlin (1987) has been well celebrated by contemporary implementation analysts. 

After over five decades of development, contemporary education policy implementation research has 

taken on changes and complexities: new policy designs in terms of goals, targets and tools that are distinct 

from those of previous era (e.g., Coburn, 2003; Hatch, 2002; Honig & Hatch, 2004; Honig & Jehl, 2000); 

new actors such as ‘street-level bureaucrats’, intermediary and hybrid organisations, and non-system 

actors outside the formal education policy system (e.g., Dryfoos, Quinn, & Barkin, 2005; Loeb & 

McEwan, 2006; McLaughlin, 2006; Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002); and newly recognised resources 

(including cultural, social, political, technical and institutional capitals) that were previously hidden or 

ignored as necessary for effective implementation (e.g., D. K. Cohen & Hill, 2001; Honig, 2006a; Honig 

& Hatch, 2004; McLaughlin, 2006). Facing such a new landscape, the contemporary implementation 

research should therefore renew its research aims and methods to: 
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reveal the policies, people, and place that shape how implementation unfolds and provide 

robust, grounded explanations for how interactions among them help to explain 

implementation outcomes. The essential implementation questions then becomes not simply 

‘what’s implementable and works’, but what is implementable and what works for whom, 

where, when, and why? (Honig, 2006b, p. 2) 

To achieve this integrated approach, as Honig (2006a, 2009) recommended, theoretical constructs and 

conceptual frameworks from other disciplines, such as cognitive science, psychology, and leaning theory, 

can be referred and adapted to the implementation studies. In cross-disciplinary enquiries that have gained 

currency among contemporary implementation analysts, organisational learning theory seems 

“particularly promising for capturing the complex realities of how policies, people and places interact over 

time and within and across various institutional contexts” (Honig, 2009, p. 339). Therefore, an overview 

of organisational learning theories is necessary for seeking additional insights for the present study.   

3.5 Organisational learning 

Educational researchers such as D. K. Cohen (1982) have advocated conceptualising educational change 

as learning, but it is only recently that various theories of learning as socially situated processes have been 

adopted and demonstrated as a productive approach in implementation research.  

Scholars in different fields have employed divergent assumptions, constructs and methods in their 

approaches to learning. For example, cognitive psychologists and educators are interested in exploring 

how people as cognitive learners acquire, process, and store information and knowledge. Anthropologists 

and sociologists tend to investigate learning as cultural values, norms and identities that are transmitted 

from one collective and generation to another. Economists and business scholars are fundamentally tuned 

to investigate the impact of new technologies and explore how firms and companies survive and thrive 
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over time. Political scientists take a different approach towards learning by synthesising concepts from 

psychology, organisational sociology and economics, and in doing so, formulate their distinct scholarship 

as ‘policy learning’, ‘political leaning’, ‘social learning’ or ‘organisational learning’ (Brown & Kenney, 

2006).  

Organisational learning (OL), as defined by Argyris (1992), is a competence that enables organisations to 

“detect and correct errors, and to see when they are unable to detect and correct errors”, and the 

organisation that is more effective at learning will be more likely to be “innovative or knowing the limits 

of their innovation” (p.1). Based on this definition, OL is oriented towards bridging the gap between 

intention and action (Sharp, 1996). This assumption makes OL applicable to the curriculum policy 

implementation studies to investigate how to reduce the gap between curriculum policy ideals and the on-

the-ground actions and practices. 

In addition, as Argyris and Schön (1978) highlighted, “OL is not merely individual learning, yet 

organisations learn only through the experiences and actions of individuals” (p. 9). As an organisationally 

regulated collective learning process, OL involves “individual and group-based learning experiences 

concerning the improvement of organisational performance and/or goals” that are translated into 

“organisational routines, processes and structures, which in turn affect the future learning activities of the 

organisation’s members” (Schilling & Kluge, 2009, p. 338). Therefore, OL is conceptualised both at the 

macro/system/organisational level and the micro/individual and group level. From this viewpoint, OL can 

provide significant insights for the new generation of implementation studies which desire to link the 

macro- and micro-analyses as discussed in Section 3.4. 
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Based on the above two considerations, I argue that OL can serve as an insightful approach to the 

empirical foci of the present study: detecting the multi-level barriers that impede the effective 

implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs in China, and exploring how to 

overcome these barriers to bridge the gap between the policy ideals and on-the-ground implementation. To 

do so, a specific model in OL theories needs to be identified to inform data collection and analysis. The 4I 

Model and the Expanded 4I Model in the field of OL are of particular relevance in this regard. 

3.5.1 The 4I Model 

To theorise the process of organisational learning (OL), Crossan, Lane, and White (1999) developed an 

integrative framework known as the 4I Model. It contains four bi-directionally connected social 

psychological processes – intuiting, interpreting, integrating, and institutionalising (the 4Is) – that occur 

over three levels: individual, group, and organisation. This model provides an integrative and coherent 

framework for conceptualising general processes through which OL occurs. As Lawrence, Mauws, Dyck, 

and Kleysen (2005, p. 180) noted, the 4I Model has three outstanding characteristics:  

• It is multilevel, bringing together individual, group, and organisational levels of analysis.  

• It is dynamic, bridging the levels with specific mechanisms. 

• It clearly articulates four processes – intuiting, interpreting, integrating, and institutionalising– 

that allow learning to feed forward to the organisational level and feed back to the individual.  

Recognising the dynamics of power and politics in organisations, Lawrence and colleagues (2005) 

proposed a political extension of the 4I Model (Figure 3.4).  
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Figure 3.4 The political extension of the 4I Model (Lawrence et al., 2005, p.183) 

As illustrated in Figure 3.4, the intuiting process involves the development of new insights and ideas 

based on personal experience that are located within the individual. In the interpreting process, the 

individuals explain their insights through words and/or actions to themselves and more importantly to 

others. At the group level, the integrating step involves an achievement of a shared understanding among 

individuals and groups which allows for coherent, collective actions within the organisation. In the 

institutionalising process, shared understanding is implemented in systems, structures, procedures, rules, 

and strategies, and in doing so, become independent of its individual or group origins, and guides 

organisational action (Crossan et al., 1999; Lawrence et al., 2005; Schilling & Kluge, 2009).  

These four processes are complemented with four socio-political processes, namely, influence, force, 

discipline, and dominance. The process of influence refers to various political tactics including moral 

suasion, negotiation or persuasion to convince others to adapt to the proposed idea. The process of force 

involves using formal authority to create restrictive conditions to reduce alternatives or options available 

to organisational members, and in so doing, implement the new idea. The domination process functions as 

an effective strategy (e.g., changing material technologies and information system) to overcome potential 

resistance to institutionalising changes. Finally, the discipline process involves practices of changing costs 
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and benefits (e.g., recruitment, socialisation, compensation, training and team-based work) that are related 

to actions available to the members of the organisation (Crossan et al., 1999; Lawrence et al., 2005; 

Schilling & Kluge, 2009).  

As indicated in the literature, OL processes might be hindered by political, cultural, and structural forces 

(e.g., Morgan, 1986; Tucker, Edmondson, & Spear, 2002; Vince & Saleem, 2004). The underlying 

assumption of these studies is that “the analysis of impediments contributes to a deeper understanding of 

the underlying dynamics of OL as it complements existing theory and research on factors fostering and 

supporting OL” (Schilling & Kluge, 2009, p. 338). However, previous research on barriers to OL either 

focused on single impeding factors or produced findings without a solid theoretical grounding. Therefore, 

a systematic model of barriers to OL is eagerly required to expand the research scope and better inform 

research and practice. This is how the Expanded 4I Model came into being. 

3.5.2 The Expanded 4I Model 

The 4I model has aroused profound interest in the literature (e.g., Atuahene-Gima & Murray, 2007; 

Bunderson & Reagans, 2011; Rashman, Withers, & Hartley, 2009). Schilling and Kluge (2009) contended 

that the four social psychological processes can be adopted to categorise the impediments to OL at 

actional-personal and structural-organisational levels. However, the 4I model ignores the importance of 

the external environment of the organisation, which is relevant at all stages of the OL process. With this 

concern, Schilling and Kluge (2009) expanded the 4I model to include a societal-environmental level 

which refers to “the social and material world that members perceive as relevant to the organisational 

action” (p. 342).  
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Figure 3.5 The Expanded 4I Model of the OL process and its barriers (Schilling & Kluge, 2009, p.342) 

As illustrated in Figure 3.5, the Expanded 4I Model allows researchers to examine barriers to the OL 

process on the action-personal, structural-organisation, and societal-environmental levels. Empowered 

with this model, Schilling and Kluge (2009) reviewed related studies and summarised the identified 

barriers to OL as exemplified in Table 3.2.  

Table 3.2 The Expanded 4I Model: Barriers to OL 

     Process 
Level  

Intuiting Interpreting Integrating Institutionalising 

Actional- 
Personal  

Biased and deficiencies of 
employees in their function as 
sensors of the organisation 
(Huber, 1991; McCracken, 
2005); 
Lack of know-how concerning 
systematic failure analysis,   
Fear of disadvantages (Cannon & 
Edmondson, 2001) …  

Fear of loss of ownership 
and control of knowledge 
(Sun & Scott, 2005); 
Conflictual relationship 
between innovator and 
group, Lack of motivation 
and anxiety on the part of 
the group members 
(Szulanski, 2003) … 

Over-confidence of 
managers in existing 
practices (Elliott et al., 
1995); Lack of participation 
and communication/ forced 
top-down change, 
Conceived incompatibility 
with culture and structure of 
the organisation (Zell, 
2001) … 

Perceived irrelevance of the 
innovation for future 
purposes (Zell, 2011); 
Inadequate down-the-line 
leadership skills (Beer & 
Eisenstat, 2000); 
Opportunistic behaviour 
(Kim, 1993); Cynicism 
towards the organisation or 
innovation (Zell, 2001) … 

Structural- 
organisational 

Lack of clear, measurable goals 
and performance feedback ( 
Van de Ven & Polley, 1992); 
Strict work rules and regulations 
(McCracken, 2005); 
Narrow job descriptions and high 
division of labour (‘not my job’ 
phenomenon (Morgan, 1986); 
Organisational blame culture 
(scapegoating) (Vince & Saleem, 
2004) … 

High workload and 
frontline context (Tucker et 
al., 2002); 
Ego-defences of a strong 
collective identity (Brown 
& Starkey, 2000); 
Organisational silence 
(Wolfe Morison & 
Milliken, 2000); 
Failure-avoidance norms of 
the group (Sun & Scott, 
2005) … 

Inadequate communication 
between units (Beer & 
Eisenstat, 2000); Ineffective 
resource allocation, Power 
structure and relations (Beer 
et al., 1997); Lack of fit 
between innovation and the 
organisational assumptions 
and beliefs (Sun & Scott, 
2005) … 

Lack of time and resources 
(McCracken, 2005); Lack of 
clear responsibility 
concerning the 
implementation/ storage 
(Beeby & Simpson, 1998); 
Inconsistent organisational 
strategy, systems, policies 
and practices (Beer & 
Eisenstat, 2000) … 
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Societal- 
environmental 

Complex, dynamic and 
competitive market environments 
(Edmondson & Molngeon, 1996); 
Cultural distance and low level of 
experience in the relevant culture 
(Kuznetsov &Yakavenka, 2005); 
Complex, ambiguous and 
difficult knowledge (Cannon & 
Edmondson, 2001) … 

Divergent objectives, 
values, and hidden agendas 
in the group (Sun & Scott, 
2005); 
Knowledge incompatible 
with existing 
(occupational) mindsets 
(Baitsch & Alioth, 1990; 
Hanft, 1990) … 

Industrial recipes standing 
against the innovation 
(Spender, 1989); Time lag 
between organisational 
action and environmental 
response, Failure traps 
(Herber & Wolff, 2003) … 

Rapid technological change 
(Zell, 2001); Emerging 
management fads that 
promise quick success 
(Abrahamson & Fairchild, 
1999); Problem with 
linguistics and national 
culture (Kuznetsov & 
Yakavenka, 2005) … 

Adapted from Schilling and Kluge (2009, pp. 343, 347, 350, 353) 

 

As can be seen from Table 3.2, the Expanded 4I Model provides a grounded analytical framework for 

empirical studies that wish to ascertain the impeding factors in the process of OL. Of particular value to 

the present study, as discussed in Section 3.4, OL theories have been gaining currency in the 

implementation studies and regarded as “promising for capturing the complex realities of how policies, 

people and places interact over time and within and across various institutional contexts” (Honig, 2009, p. 

339). From this viewpoint, the process of implementing a particular curriculum policy in an educational 

program can thus be viewed as an OL process. Similarly, the process of implementing the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs hosted in local Chinese universities can be conceptualised as a 

process of OL, or specifically, how the local Chinese universities perceive, interpret, integrate and 

institutionalise the TNHE curriculum policy.  

Based on the above discussion, I therefore argue that the Expanded 4I Model provides a useful conceptual 

framework for the present study in terms of examining the actional-personal, structural-organisational, and 

societal-environmental factors impeding the local Chinese universities from effectively intuiting, 

interpreting, integrating, and institutionalising the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs 

hosted on their campuses. 
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3.6 Towards a cross-disciplinary analytical framework 

The discussions in Sections 3.2 to 3.5 provide a rationale for me to integrate insights from curriculum 

theories, implementation studies and organisational learning theories into a cross-disciplinary analytical 

framework for the present study. Specifically, the three associated research questions can be addressed by 

different but closely related approaches. 

As illustrated in Figure 3.6 below, addressing the first two associated research questions needs a fidelity 

approach in the field of curriculum implementation studies. This is because the fidelity approach focuses 

on two issues: the extent to which a specific innovation is implemented as planned, and the facilitating or 

impeding factors in the implementation of the intended innovation (Fullan & Pomfret, 1977). Applied to 

the present study, the fidelity approach can help examine the extent to which the One-Third Curriculum 

Policy is implemented as planned, and the impeding factors in implementing this policy.  

 

Figure 3.6 A cross-disciplinary analytical framework of the present study 

Addressing the second associated research question also requires a mutual adaptation approach in the 

field of curriculum implementation studies. This is because the mutual adaptation approach recognises the 

complexity of the implementation process, viewing it as a mutually adaptive process between the user and 
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the institutional setting (McLaughlin, 1976). This approach examines various problems and identifies 

factors, in particular, organisational variables that facilitate or impede implementation as intended. 

Applying these considerations to the present study, the mutual adaptation approach can help ascertain 

complex, multi-level factors, especially organisational variables that hinder local Chinese universities 

from effectively implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy.  

In addition, the third generation of education policy implementation studies provides insights into 

addressing the second and the third associated research questions. This is because the third-generation 

implementation studies link both macro- and micro-analyses to provide robust and grounded explanations 

for how policies, people, and places interact in the implementation process, and then to improve the 

implementation accordingly. Applied to the present study, the third-generation of education policy 

implementation studies can help unveil why and how the One-Third Curriculum Policy is difficult to 

implement, and the key elements that can assist local Chinese universities to improve the implementation 

of the policy.  

Based on the above theoretical underpinnings, I will then need to adopt specific models to collect and 

analyse data. First, the Tripartite Curriculum model (Doyle, 1992) can be applied to examine 

discrepancies between the designed and delivered curricula of the TNHE programs hosted in local 

Chinese universities. Evidence gained from this process will inform answers to the first research question. 

Second, the Expanded 4I Model of barriers to organisational learning (Schilling & Kluge, 2009) can be 

applied to examine actional-personal, structural-organisational, and societal-environmental barriers to the 

intuiting, interpreting, integrating, institutionalising processes of the TNHE curriculum policy 

implementation. Evidence gained from this process will inform answers to the second and the third 

research questions.   
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In sum, recognising the intricate relationships between curriculum and education policies, I take an 

integrated approach to the present study, conceptualising the implementation of the One-Third Curriculum 

Policy as a process of organisational learning that can be impeded by multi-level factors across four inter-

related socio-psychological processes (i.e., intuiting, interpreting, integrating and institutionalising). This 

integrated approach underpins my development of a cross-disciplinary analytical framework for data 

collection and analysis. The following chapter will delineate the overall methodology and specific 

methods to conduct the investigation of this thesis.  
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Chapter Four Methodology 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter describes specific methods employed in the qualitative enquiry to examine multi-level 

barriers impeding the effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs 

hosted at local Chinese universities.  

I first revisit the research problem, the purpose of the investigation and research questions (Section 4.2) of 

this thesis. Acknowledging the diversity of approaches to educational research, I then locate the present 

study in the broad qualitative tradition, analyse the ontological and epistemological underpinnings of the 

qualitative approach and discuss its main characteristics (Section 4.3).  

The identification and justification of using the multiple case study strategy (Section 4.4), as well as 

ethical concerns to ensure the validity and reliability of the investigation (Section 4.5) follows next. I also 

detail the sampling techniques and cross-case data collection procedures used in the present study, with 

the strengths and weaknesses of each data collection method being discussed and balanced. The strategies 

and procedures for managing and analysing the collected data are also described (Section 4.6).  

To ensure the consistency in methodological terminology in this thesis, I use the term methodology to 

denote the philosophical traditions and theoretical approaches that underpin an investigation process. The 

term strategy is used to describe specific research designs (such as grounded theory, case studies) that are 

used to conduct the investigation. And the term method(s) refers to particular research instruments that are 

employed to collect data from fieldwork (such as observations, questionnaires, and interviews).  
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4.2 Purpose of study and research questions 

The discussions in Chapters One and Two have identified an empirically overlooked area of the 

flourishing transnational higher education (TNHE) area in China. In particular, there exists a rhetoric-

reality mismatch regarding implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs hosted at 

local Chinese universities. Little empirical data to date is available to systematically delineate how and 

why this TNHE curriculum policy has been difficult to implement in local Chinese universities.  

To add insights into this research gap, the present study intends to investigate the dynamic interplay of 

policy, people and contexts in the TNHE curriculum policy implementation in China. The purposes of this 

investigation are to identify, understand and examine multi-level factors impeding the effective 

implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs hosted in local Chinese 

universities. In doing so, this thesis hopes to shed light on the development of practical elements and 

frameworks required to overcome the impediments and bridge the gap between policy ideals and local 

practices. To achieve this goal, an overarching research question needs to be addressed: What key 

elements or frameworks need to be in place in TNHE programs in China to overcome the barriers to 

effectively implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy at local Chinese universities? 

This main question presupposes the exploration of three associated research questions: 

• Associated research question 1(RQ1): To what extent is each of the Four One-Third Rules 

implemented in TNHE programs hosted at the local Chinese universities? 

• Associated research question 2 (RQ2): What kinds of barriers are there and how do they impede 

the effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs hosted at 

local Chinese universities? 
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• Associated research question 3 (RQ3): What sort of elements will assist these local Chinese 

universities in overcoming the barriers to effectively implementing the One-Third Curriculum 

Policy in the TNHE programs? 

To address these questions, an appropriate research approach and specific methods need to be identified 

and justified for the present study. 

4.3 Choosing an appropriate research approach 

In general, research is a process of meaningful, rigorous and orderly investigation into a problem, a topic 

or an issue (Creswell, 2014). The purpose of research is to add to knowledge, suggest solutions to or 

improvements for practice, or inform policy debates. In other words, research “typically means 

investigating a new problem or phenomenon with a defined motive” (Ayiro, 2012, p. 2). The education 

sector tends to be a hotbed for such research motives, as it is a sector living in a constantly changing space 

affected by an array of social, cultural, economic, political and religious dynamics. Educational studies are 

thus continually needed, not only to help better understand these fluctuations or occurrences, but more 

importantly, to provide valid and reliable information that can be used to guide decisions and improve 

educational practices.   

4.3.1 Diversity of educational research 

Closely related to the dynamic nature of educational practices, problems and issues, there has been a great 

diversity in theoretical approaches, strategies and methods, and analytical procedures developed and used 

to investigate various aspects of the education field (Keeves, 1997; Pring, 2010).  

It is widely acknowledged that educational research can fall into two traditions, namely, quantitative and 

qualitative (Creswell, 2014). The quantitative approach which prevailed mostly in the 1900s is also known 
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as the positivist, empirical, or objectivist approach. It addresses a research problem on the basis of trends 

identified in the field or on the needs to explain why certain things happen. The qualitative approach 

which became prominent in the early 1970s is also described as the interpretive, humanistic, or subjective 

approach. It deals with those research problems or issues whose variables are not known and thus need to 

be investigated and explored. Regarding data analysis, the quantitative researcher relies on statistical 

analysis of the collected data that are typically numbers or in other numerical forms, whereas the data in 

qualitative research are not purely statistical, but can include texts, conversations, or images, etc.  

Nevertheless, as Creswell (2014) pointed out, the quantitative and qualitative approaches should not be 

viewed as “two end points in a dichotomy, but rather as different points on a continuum” (p. 33). This is 

because researchers usually combine certain elements from both approaches to systematically understand 

and explore an educational problem, despite the fact that their studies tend to lean more towards one 

approach than the other. A typical case in this point is an influx of mixed methods studies in contemporary 

educational research, which employ research designs that collect, analyse and integrate both quantitative 

and qualitative data in a single or multiphase study (Hesse-Biber, 2010). A fundamental question or 

challenge that arises for all educational researchers would then be how to choose an appropriate approach 

to their research.  

4.3.2 Choosing the qualitative approach 

The fundamental principle of selecting a research approach and specific methods is not predetermined by 

the researcher, but rather influenced by the nature of the problems being studied and dependent on the 

purpose of the investigation. In Silverman’s (2010) words, the decision should be “based on the specific 

task at hand” (p. 9), and “choosing what works (for you)” (p. 12).   
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Regarding the selection of the research approach for the present study, I abided by this fundamental 

principle, but also held an eclectic attitude in search for specific methods to carry out the selected research 

approach. To do this, I took three factors suggested by Creswell (2014) into consideration, namely, 

matching the approach to the research problem, fitting the audience(s) for the research report, and relating 

to the researcher’s personal experience and training.  

First, the main purpose of the present study was to obtain a deeper understanding of the obstacles 

experienced by local Chinese universities in implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy in the TNHE 

programs hosted on their campuses. This purpose was not to examine trends of TNHE in China or to 

measure its variables or effects, which would be best suited for a quantitative investigation.  

Second, as implied in the research purposes and questions, especially the second and third associated 

research questions, the present study would be presented in a thick-description style focusing on details 

and experiences of local Chinese universities in terms of the barriers to implementing the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy in their daily operations of TNHE programs. Such an investigation would be of 

potential interest to a particular audience in the educational field.  

Third, in terms of personal experiences and training, I, as the researcher of the present study, have skills 

and experiences in collecting both quantitative and qualitative data from fieldwork, which allows for 

strengthening the quality of the investigation by using a broad qualitative approach complemented with 

some quantitative methods.  

From the fundamental principle and three-fold considerations discussed above, a broad qualitative 

methodology thus surfaced as the most appropriate approach to conduct the investigation in the present 

study. By taking this broad qualitative approach, researchers emphasise “the socially constructed nature of 
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reality, the intimate relationship between the researcher and what is studied, and the situational constraints 

that shape enquiry” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 8). Such an approach not only empowers the researchers 

to explore the research problem in its natural settings through fieldwork, but also allows for ‘eclectic’ 

designs (Pring, 2010) where a certain amount of quantitative data could also be collected alongside the 

primarily qualitative data, leading to more reliable and robust findings. Further justification for adopting a 

broad qualitative approach is presented below in the discussion of its philosophical underpinnings and 

characteristics.  

4.3.3 Philosophical underpinnings of qualitative research 

The fundamental assumption in qualitative research is grounded in the interpretivist or constructivist 

paradigm. Such a paradigm is characterised by a relativist ontology, which states that there is no single 

truth but only socially constructed reality. It is also defined by a subjectivist epistemology: human beings 

cannot separate themselves from what they know and thus researchers tend to rely on participants’ views 

to make sense of the situation under study and need to be aware of how their own background and 

experiences influence the interpretation (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006).  

At the heart of qualitative research, the focus is on how social experience is created and given meaning by 

its participants in their interactions with the social world (Creswell, 2014; Merriam, 2002; Sarankatos, 

2005). With its focus on process, meaning and understanding, the qualitative methodology tends to 

produce comprehensive and rich data, providing researchers with thick descriptions and deep 

interpretation. Therefore, naturally occurring and richly descriptive data (e.g., words, pictures) rather than 

fixed numbers are primarily used in the qualitative research to express what researchers have learnt about 

the phenomenon. In order to generate thick and rich data, the qualitative methodology employs a 
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multiplicity of techniques such as life stories, surveys, observations, interviews, as well as images, 

documents, diaries, communication texts that can capture and describe the participants’ lived experiences 

from various dimensions. With relation to the present study, three data collection techniques were used to 

generate adequate quality data, which are discussed in Section 4.6.3.  

Another important feature of qualitative research is the reflexivity of researchers. This is because 

researchers, as the primary and human instrument for data collection and analysis, have subjectivities and 

biases that may influence the process as well as results of the investigation. Therefore, qualitative 

researchers need to be constantly reflexive about their involvement in and potential impact on the research 

process and results (Sarankatos, 2005; Silverman, 2010). In the present study, as the investigator, I was 

highly aware of my presence and participation in the investigation, the potential impact on the 

participants, the data collection and interpretation, and the social reality that was constructed and 

described. My involvement and impact were regularly reflected on and closely monitored in the thesis.   

Despite the strengths of the qualitative research approach as embodied in the above features, researchers 

need to be aware of its limitations. Most of the concerns are related to issues such as reliability and 

validity (Sarankatos, 2005; Silverman, 2010). The question about how to ensure the credibility and quality 

of the present study will be discussed in Section 4.5.   

To sum up, the philosophical underpinnings and characteristics of the qualitative approach bear particular 

relevance to the present study as it places the participants’ views and experiences at the pivotal position 

and makes sense of the research problem from the viewpoint of the participants. The ways in which 

participants (i.e., students, academics and administrators from local Chinese universities) perceive, 
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interpret, integrate and institutionalise the One-Third Curriculum Policy in their natural daily settings are 

central to understanding how this curriculum policy is implemented in TNHE programs in China.  

In addition, a qualitative researcher often takes a further step beyond identifying the meaning of the 

constructed reality to exploring “the factors and conditions, cultural prescriptions and the social order in 

general that generate certain situations and social structure” (Sarankatos, 2005, p. 40). This articulation of 

the qualitative approach fits with the purpose of this study, that is, to explore what, why and how multi-

level barriers have impeded the effective implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy in TNHE 

programs hosted in local Chinese universities.  

Now that the broad qualitative approach has been justified for use in the present study, the next section 

describes the specific strategies and methods employed to undertake the investigation. 

4.4 Using the case study strategy 

Qualitative research is an overarching term comprising a number of variations. Five types of research 

designs are typically used in the educational field:  the basic or generic qualitative study, ethnography, 

phenomenology, grounded theory, and case study (Merriam, 1998). Case studies have become a common 

strategy to conduct qualitative research, contributing “to our knowledge of individual, group, 

organisational, social, political, and related phenomenon” (Yin, 2009, p. 4). This is because the case study 

method, as Stake (2005) argued, is “not a methodological choice but a choice of what is to be studied”, 

and the selected case(s) can be studied by whatever methods, be it “analytically or holistically, entirely by 

repeated measures or hermeneutically, organically or culturally” (p. 443). Taking a similar stance, Simons 

(2009) presents her insights of the case study as: 
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Case study is an in-depth exploration from multiple perspectives of the complexity and 

uniqueness of a particular project, policy, institution, programme or system in a ‘real life’ 

context. It is research-based, inclusive of different methods and is evidence-based. The 

primary purpose is to generate in-depth understanding of a specific topic (as in a thesis), 

programme, policy, institution or system to generate knowledge and/or inform policy 

development, professional practice and civil or community action. (p. 21) 

With its intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single unit or bounded system (Merriam, 1998), 

the case study design enables researchers to obtain an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon under 

investigation and the meaning(s) for the participants involved. It is clear to researchers that the interest of 

case studies is “in process rather than outcomes, in context rather than a specific variable, in discovery 

rather than confirmation. Insights gleaned from case studies can directly influence policy, practice and 

future research” (p. 19).  

In addition, the case study strategy is uniquely robust in two ways: its capacity to allow researchers to 

combine any methods or techniques that are used in other four types of qualitative research designs; and 

its flexibility in marshalling multiple sources of evidence from documents, artefacts, observations and 

interviews and analysing data in a triangular fashion in light of the prior theoretical frameworks. Such 

unique strengths of the case study design empower researchers to use whatever methods and data 

collection techniques that best suit the research purpose, providing substantive evidence and robust 

reasoning for addressing the research questions (Thomas, 2011). Therefore, case studies represent “an all-

encompassing method – covering the logic of design, data collection techniques, and specific approaches 

to data analysis (Yin, 2009, p. 11). 

In relation to the present study, I hoped to gain an in-depth understanding of a complicated situation, that 

is, how and why the One-Third Curriculum Policy has been difficult to implement in TNHE programs 
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hosted at local Chinese universities. Based on this purpose, a unit or a bounded system was formed around 

local universities in the less developed areas in China hosting TNHE programs in collaboration with their 

foreign partners. A few information-rich cases (see Section 4.6.1) in the established bounded system were 

focused upon in the investigation, providing insights that could influence policy, practice and future 

research. This is because it would be impossible for a researcher or group to investigate all the existing 

TNHE programs happening in various local Chinese universities due to the time limitation and resource 

restrictions. Besides, this ‘sweeping’ strategy is also unnecessary as the qualitative researcher would 

approach a point of theoretical saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) in data analysis where no additional 

data could be found from new information, new evidence, or new cases.  

Since the case study was chosen as the principal strategy to conduct the present study, the next 

consideration is which type of case studies best serves the research purpose and addresses the research 

questions.  

4.4.1 Types of case studies 

Despite the promising features of the case study design as discussed above, there seems to be no correct or 

particular way to define the concept case. A case entails “a single entity, a unit around which there are 

boundaries” on the one hand (Merriam, 1998, p. 27), or an integrated, bounded system (Stake, 1994). A 

case study can be thus understood as “the process of learning about the case”, as well as “the product of 

our learning” (Stake, 1994, p. 237). These two interrelated dimensions of case studies will be adopted in 

the present study. As a ‘unit of study’, the case study will allow me to explore each of the selected cases as 

a bounded and integrative system with its own dynamics and intricate characteristics while using multiple 
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sources of evidence to examine its elements. As an ‘end product’, the case study will enable me to 

describe and analyse the data and select findings from each unit/case in a rich and holistic way.  

Case studies can be viewed as intrinsic, instrumental, and collective/extended instrumental (Stake, 2005). 

Case studies in education can also be distinguished in terms of the nature of the end product – the final 

report or thesis, which could be descriptive, interpretive, or evaluative (Merriam, 1988). In relation to the 

present study, the case study strategy used in the investigation was collective/extended instrumental and 

primarily interpretive. This is because the investigation of the present study was conducted to understand 

an issue or a phenomenon, not because of the researcher’s particular interest in one particular case 

(Silverman, 2010).  

Specifically, the present study used case study strategy in order to gain a deeper understanding of an issue, 

that is, how the One-Third Curriculum Policy had been difficult to implement in TNHE programs hosted 

at local Chinese universities. My investigation thus did not originate from a particular case, but rather 

from the desire to explore an issue through multiple cases. It was primarily interpretive or analytical 

because rich, descriptive data gained from the investigation were used to develop theoretical categories or 

to verify hypotheses or theories held prior to the data collection – that is, to interpret or theorise the 

educational phenomenon (Merriam, 1988). More often than not, many case studies involve a combination 

of description, interpretation and evaluation (Merriam, 1998). The end product (e.g., the thesis) of a 

collective case study as in the present investigation would be primarily interpretive, but often supported 

with descriptive as well as some evaluative data. What needs to be considered next is how to implement 

this case study strategy into a robust design and practical steps.  
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4.4.2 Case study designs 

In terms of research design, case studies can involve a single case or multiple cases on the one hand, and a 

single unit of analysis or multiple units of analysis on the other (Yin, 2009). A single case design is 

usually adopted by researchers when they are to test a well-established theory, or to demonstrate an 

extreme, unique, representative/typical, revelatory, or longitudinal case. In comparison, a multiple case 

study design allows researchers to replicate and compare the study among several selected contexts. In 

doing so, a multiple case study can produce richer and more compelling evidence for cross-case analysis 

that is critical to a comprehensive investigation and understanding of a complex multi-faceted 

phenomenon.  

Taking this rationale into consideration, I found that a multiple case study design using a replication 

approach would better fit the purpose of the present study. This is because I was first informed by the 

literature of the disparate practices of the One-Third Curriculum Policy implementation among different 

TNHE programs hosted in various local Chinese universities; I then developed a deep interest in, and 

instrumental intention of exploring and comparing these disparate practices in different cases, with the 

purpose being to understand what the barriers were and how they impeded different local Chinese 

universities from effectively implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy in the TNHE programs 

hosted on their campuses.  

If taking these two models into consideration, a researcher will find four types of designs for case studies 

based on a 2x2 matrix (Figure 4.1). In this matrix, four types of designs are: (Type 1) single case (holistic) 

designs, (Type 2) single case (embedded) designs, (Type 3) multiple case (holistic) designs, and (Type 4) 

multiple case (embedded) designs.  
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Figure 4.1 Four types of designs for case studies (Yin, 2009, p. 46) 

As shown in Figure 4.1, a multiple case study design can be carried out as multiple holistic cases (Type 3) 

or multiple embedded cases (Type 4). In relation to the present study, a multiple embedded case study 

design presents the best approach to addressing the articulated research questions. This is because multiple 

units of analysis and multiple cases were included in the present study: the multi-level impediments 

experienced by students, academics and administrators in implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy 

in TNHE programs hosted in various case study sites. The collected data would not be pooled together 

across the cases but would be analysed as part of the findings for each individual case. These findings of 

each case would then be compared and contrasted so as to obtain a comprehensive understanding of such a 

complex multi-faceted phenomenon.  

Before putting this multiple case study design into practice, issues of validity and reliability and ethical 

considerations need to be discussed and carefully considered to ensure the quality of the study. 
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4.5 Ensuring the quality of the present study 

Regardless of the various approaches and methods that can be adopted by researchers, any investigation, 

especially in an applied field such as education, is expected to produce valid and reliable information in a 

rigorous, systematic, and ethical manner. Qualitative case studies as conducted and documented in this 

thesis are no exception. An essential question should always be borne in mind is that: To what extent can 

the findings of a qualitative case study be trusted? As Stake (2005) stressed, knowledge gained from the 

case or cases “faces hazardous passage from writing to reading”, and therefore it is the responsibility of 

the researcher and writer to seek “ways of safeguarding the trip” (p. 455). To ensure the trustworthiness 

and credibility of qualitative enquiries, according to Merriam (1988, 2002), four main areas – internal and 

external validity, reliability, and ethics – need to be considered and accounted for.  

Internal validity concerns the extent to which the findings of an investigation are congruent with reality. 

As realities in qualitative enquiry are multiple, changing, and context-dependent, the understanding of 

reality depends on how the researcher interprets participants’ understandings and interpretations of the 

case(s) of interest. Therefore, to ensure internal validity, qualitative researchers need to present a holistic 

interpretation of the phenomenon under study based on their understanding and uncovering the complexity 

of different perspectives in context.  

Reliability deals with the question of how research findings can be replicable. More often than not, 

replication of a qualitative study seldom yields the same results. Therefore, the reliability of a qualitative 

enquiry is more related to the instrumentation of the investigation, that is, to what extent the results are 

consistent with the data gathered. External validity refers to generalisability, that is, how the findings of an 

investigation can be transferred and applied to other cases or similar situations. In order to help readers or 
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consumers to apply the findings to their situations, the researcher must provide as much detail of the 

investigation as possible.  

Finally, the ethics of the researcher has a direct impact on the validity and reliability of the investigation. 

In qualitative research, two common areas where ethical issues are likely to occur are collection and 

analysing data and reporting findings. It is thus of critical importance for the researcher to follow ethical 

practice codes or guidelines that are required by his/her affiliation or research field.  

Technically, validity and reliability of any type of research can be enhanced through careful attention to 

the conceptualisation of the investigation and the ways in which data are to be collected, analysed, 

interpreted and presented. Merriam (2002) recommended eight strategies for promoting validity and 

reliability, as depicted in Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1 Strategies for promoting validity and reliability 

Strategy Description 

Triangulation Using multiple investigators, sources of data, or data collection 
methods to confirm emerging findings 

Member checks Taking data and tentative interpretations back to the people from 
whom they were derived and asking if they were plausible 

Peer review/ 
examination 

Discussions with colleagues regarding the process of study, the 
congruency of emerging findings with the raw data, and tentative 
interpretations 

Researcher’s position 
or reflexivity 

Critical self-reflection by the researcher regarding assumptions, 
worldview, biases, theoretical orientations, and relationship to the 
study that may affect the investigation 

Adequate 
engagement in data 
collection 

Adequate time spent collecting data such that the data become 
“saturated”; this may involve seeking discrepant or negative cases 
of the phenomenon 

Maximum variation Purposefully seeking variation or diversity in sample selection to 
allow for a greater range of application of the findings by 
consumers of the research 

Audit trail A detailed account of the methods, procedures, and decision points 
in carrying out the study 

Rich, thick 
descriptions 

Providing enough description to contextualise the study such that 
readers will be able to determine the extent to which their situation 
matches the research context, and hence, whether findings can be 
transferred 

 Source: Merriam (2002, p. 31) 
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In the case of the present study, I adopted the eight recommended strategies to not only guide the design 

and operationalisation of the multiple case study investigation, but also provide an overall checklist for 

ensuring the quality of this investigation as a whole. Details and evidence of how these strategies are 

carried out in the present study are documented in the following section. 

4.6 Conducting a multiple embedded case study 

When conducting a multiple case study, the first question that researchers need to ask is how many cases 

are necessary and sufficient for the study. Identifying suitable cases is therefore of vital importance to 

carrying out the multiple case study design in the present study. 

4.6.1 Identifying appropriate cases 

In general, two areas of consideration need to be taken into account when choosing the right cases for a 

multiple embedded case study. First, the decision on the number of cases is actually a reflection of the 

number of case replications – both literal and theoretical – that are desired for the study. Each case must 

be carefully selected to produce a literal replication (i.e., predicting similar results) or a theoretical 

replication (i.e., predicting contrasting results but for anticipatable reasons) (Yin, 2009). The logic behind 

such process is that the selected cases need to be replicated in such ways so that they will be “most likely 

to illuminate the research questions” (p. 29). Given the research focus of the present study, these are the 

areas that needed to be taken into consideration when selecting appropriate local Chinese universities as 

cases:  

• Hosting TNHE programs that were approved and licenced by the MoE and thus expected to 

comply with the One-Third Curriculum Policy. This is because, as discussed in the literature 

review chapter, the MoE suspended the TNHE application in 2006 and resumed approving new 



108 
 

TNHE programs in 2010. This is to say, local Chinese universities hosting the TNHE programs 

that were approved and licensed by the MoE after 2010 are particularly relevant to the present 

study. 

• Ranked as the second-tier (i.e., non-research intensive) local Chinese universities that are 

disadvantaged in academic capacity and educational resources. This is because, as revealed by Y. 

Y. Chan and Emmett’s (2015) study, the majority of TNHE program in China are hosted at 

second-tier local Chinese universities, not at prestigious research-intensive universities.  

• Last but not least, hosting TNHE programs in similar as well as different disciplinary/subject 

areas to allow for possibilities of literal and theoretical replications. 

Second, practicability in terms of data collection plays a crucial part in the decision-making process of 

choosing the most appropriate cases from a large pool of prospective cases. This is because in order to 

obtain authentic, useful and sufficient data, case study researchers need to have “sufficient access to the 

potential data, whether to interview people, review documents or records, or make observations in the 

field” (Yin, 2009, p. 29). To achieve this goal, as the researcher of the present study, I took advantage of 

my academic background and previous experience in TNHE programs at a local Chinese university from a 

non-coastal province in Eastern China. With the privilege of five years of work experience in TNHE in 

China, I was able to draw on my professional network to increase the chances of reaching out to potential 

participants and obtaining authentic, rich and sufficient data through well-designed and well-managed 

instruments. 

Based on these two considerations, an overview of TNHE programs hosted in this non-coastal province 

was needed. As of October 2015, when I started to design the investigation, there were altogether 14 
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TNHE programs licensed by the MoE and hosted at ten universities16. The programs and their host 

universities were defined by the following characteristics: 

• Among the ten host universities, only one is administered directly by the Ministry of Education 

(i.e., a central university), with the remaining nine being under the administration of the provincial 

government (i.e., local universities). This central university was hosting one TNHE program, and 

the remaining 13 TNHE programs were hosted at the nine local universities. That is to say, these 

nine local universities could be possible cases for the present study. In terms of academic status, 

none of these ten host universities were the first-tier research universities, but rather second-tier 

non-research intensive universities.    

• The 14 TNHE programs were all approved by the MoE since 2010. In terms of the educational 

level, only two TNHE programs were at the master’s level, with the remaining 12 programs at the 

undergraduate level. Three main disciplinary/subject areas were represented in these programs: 

engineering and technology (eight programs), business and management (three programs), and 

art/engineering/environment design (three programs).  

Given the traits desired for case study sites mentioned above, in principle, the ten host universities – 

except the central one – were identified as suitable cases. But practically, it was understood that I might 

not be able to or need to include all these nine universities in the multiple embedded case study design. 

This is because, firstly, not all the nine host universities would necessarily be willing to participate in the 

investigation. And secondly, even if willing to participate, not all of them would be needed due to the 

                                                   
16 This information was obtained on 10 October 2015 from the MoE’s lists of CFCRS institutions and programs at 

http://www.crs.jsj.edu.cn/index.php/default/approval/getbyarea/13 
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specific research focus of the present study. A flexible design thus becomes the key to an effective 

investigation, where the number of cases can be modified depending on the quantity and quality of the 

data generated from the first few cases.  

Based on the considerations and justification above, I was able to identify four local Chinese universities, 

the university leaders of which expressed their consent to be included as the case study sites. Table 4.2 

captures basic information about these four participating universities (all in pseudonyms) as well as the 

TNHE programs they were assigned for this investigation.  

              Table 4.2 Overview of the participating universities and TNHE programs 

Case study 
universities 

TNHE programs for investigation 

Disciplinary/ 
subject area 

Partnership Bachelor’s 
degree(s) 

Delivery 
mode 

Annual 
intake 

Required foreign 
language(s) 

CS1 Mechanical 
Engineering  

Sino-
Korean 

Chinese only 3+1 40 Korean 

CS2 Hotel 
Management 

Sino-Irish Double* 3+1 40 English 

CS3 Hotel 
Management 

Sino-
French 

Double* 4+0 80 English, French 

CS4 Logistics 
Management 

Sino-
German 

Double* 3.5+0.5 60 German 

Double* refers to double degrees, that is, a Chinese degree and a foreign degree. 

 

As can be seen from the delivery modes specified in Table 4.2, the four TNHE programs hosted at the 

case study universities were four-year undergraduate programs. Students from these programs were 

provided with a chance to study in their foreign partner university for between one semester to one year 

(i.e., three years in China and one year overseas), except for the third case university (CS3) where the 

Sino-French management program was designed for students to complete their program solely in China. 

In terms of the language of instruction, four foreign languages – Korean, English, French and German 

languages – were involved.  
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As specified by the MoE, each TNHE program was allocated a fixed cap of annual student intake or an 

enrolment quota. That is to say, the Sino-Korean engineering program hosted at the first case study 

university (CS1) should not enrol more than 40 students per year. The higher education student enrolment 

process in China usually starts after the two-day National Higher Education Entrance Examinations 

(NHEEE) or gaokao (i.e., June 8 and 9) and is completed by August each year, so that newly enrolled 

students can start their programs in late August or early September. Among the four participating TNHE 

programs, the highest quota was 80 students per year allocated to the Sino-French management program 

in CS3. This comparatively higher student intake in CS3 is understandable: more students are expected to 

be interested in and be able to afford this program because students can complete this program and obtain 

double degrees without travelling overseas. 

In terms of student numbers, during the period of data collection for the present study (December 2015 to 

June 2016), there were two cohorts of students studying in the first three case study universities with a 

maximum number of 320 enrolments, and three cohorts of students studying in CS4 with a maximum 

number of 180 enrolments. It should be noted that the actual student number in these four TNHE 

programs tends to be smaller than 500, because no university can guarantee to enrol the exact number of 

students as the allocated annual intake quota although they would all try to make full use of this quota. 

The next section details the sampling strategies that I used to identify and recruit participants for the 

present study. 
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4.6.2 Sampling strategies for recruiting participants  

4.6.2.1 Purposeful sampling to identify prospective participants 

Among various sampling strategies, purposeful, rather than random, sampling methods are often 

employed by qualitative researchers to seek out groups, settings and individuals where the phenomenon or 

processes being studied are most likely to take place (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Purposeful sampling was 

adopted in the present study to identify and recruit ‘information-rich cases (Patton, 2015) and good 

informants (Flick, 2014; Morse, 1998), because decisions from such sampling strategy aim at the data 

source that “promises the greatest insights” in the study (Flick, 2014, p. 171).  

To carry out purposeful sampling procedures, the researcher must first specify the selection criteria for 

recruiting participants (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993). To start such criteria-based selection, “a list of 

attributes essential” to the study needs to be defined by the researcher before proceeding to “find or locate 

a unit matching the list” (p. 70). These criteria, or list of attributes, are usually defined in relation to the 

theoretical framework developing from the empirical material. In line with the research focus of the 

present study, the following criteria were identified in order to select relevant informants:  

• They should be implementers (e.g., students, academics and administrators) of the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy who were involved in the TNHE programs at the identified four case study 

universities. 

• They should have necessary knowledge and experience of the issue being studied or material at 

their disposal so that they can perform actions of interest, for example, providing relevant TNHE 

curriculum documents or answering questions in questionnaires and interviews.  
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• They should have the capability to reflect on their experiences in these programs and articulate 

problems, issues, and suggestions regarding the implementation of the One-Third Curriculum 

Policy at various levels.  

• They should have time and be willing to participant in the study.  

With these criteria as the benchmark, I was able to identify three groups of prospective informants or 

participants for the present study. They were: 

• Students studying in the TNHE programs hosted at the four case study universities. Specifically, 

two cohorts of students (i.e., Year 2014 and Year 2015) from the first three case study universities 

(with a maximum of 320 students), and three cohorts of students (i.e., Year 2013, Year 2014, and 

Year 2015) from the fourth case study university (with a maximum of 180 students).  

• Academic staff working in the TNHE programs hosted at the four case study universities. 

Specifically, two types of teachers were sought, namely teachers who were teaching the imported 

foreign courses and those teaching local courses. This is because, as discussed in Chapter Two, 

the key to implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs resides in the 

delivery of these two types of courses.  

• Administrative staff working in the TNHE programs hosted at the four case study universities. 

They mainly came from two different but closely related institutional units: administrative units 

and teaching units. This is because the Chinese-foreign partnerships in operating TNHE programs 

in China are usually forged, initiated and mediated by the administrative units such as the 

International Office that deals with international/foreign affairs on behalf of the university. The 

actual operations of teaching and learning in TNHE programs take place at schools or teaching 
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units (e.g., School of Mechanical Engineering in CS1). Therefore, prospective administrators 

participating as informants for the present study could include administrators such as (Deputy) 

Directors of the International Office and their mid-managers, as well as academic-administrators 

(Deputy) Deans and their managers from the teaching units involved.  

These three groups of prospective participants seem to match well with the first three attributes of the 

sampling criteria detailed above. However, in order to rule out those who did not have time or were not 

ready to participate in the present study, the researcher had to turn to a more specific strategy under the 

umbrella of purposeful sampling – snowball sampling. 

4.6.2.2 Snowball sampling to recruit key informants 

As the most common form of purposeful sampling, snowball, chain or network sampling is an approach 

for identifying information-rich key informants or critical cases (Merriam, 1998). To recruit key 

informants, researchers could follow procedures that:  

start with one or a few relevant and information-rich interviewees and then ask them for 

additional relevant contacts, others who can provide different and/or confirming perspectives. 

Create a chain of interviewees based on people who know people who know people who 

would be good sources given the focus of inquiry (Patton, 2015, p. 270). 

Bearing this strategy in mind, I identified key participating informants from the four case study 

universities. Specifically, I first approached Zhang (pseudonym) from the first case study university 

(CS1), Director of the International Affairs Department in CS1, with more than 10 years of experience in 

Chinese-foreign educational communication and cooperation. Notably, Zhang had helped CS1 develop 

and host five TNHE programs during the past six years, with two programs licensed by the MoE and three 

programs approved by the provincial government. During the first meeting with Zhang in January 2016, 
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he referred me to another four informants from CS1, three informants from CS2, two informants from 

CS3 and four informants from CS4.  

All the key informants recommended by Zhang were either academic or administrative staff working in 

TNHE programs hosted in the four case study universities. The researcher then contacted each of the 

recommended informants, seeking for their consent and willingness to participate in the present study. An 

email containing the introductory information of the investigation and consent form was sent out to each 

recommended informant, and follow-up phone calls ensued one week later. As it eventuated, by the end of 

February 2016, five informants (including Zhang) from CS1, two from CS2, and three from CS4 were 

willing and available to take part in the present study.  

To compensate for the missing informants from CS3 and comparatively few staff participants from CS2, I 

requested to attend and record two communication meetings, between CS2 and CS1 and then CS3 and 

CS1 respectively. The theme of both meetings was how to operate TNHE programs and implement the 

One-Third Curriculum Policy, which is pertinent to the research foci of the present study. From these two 

meetings, the researcher further identified another informant from CS2 and three key informants from 

CS4. These additional four informants provided rich information on and valuable insights into the issues 

under investigation during the meeting. Table 4.3 below depicts basic information of staff participants in 

the present study. 

Meanwhile, I also asked the participating informants whether they could help me get access to students 

studying in TNHE programs hosted at their universities. It turned out that permission to recruit student 

participants could not be obtained from CS4, due to the university’s increased sensitivity towards 

outsiders after they nearly failed the MoE inspection and evaluation a few months prior to my request. The 
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other three universities permitted me to meet their students. In the end, I was able to meet two cohorts of 

students from CS1 and CS2 respectively, and first-year students (Year 2015) from CS3. Demographic 

information of student participants in the present study is illustrated in Table 4.4. 

  Table 4.3 Demographics of staff participants 

Case 
sites Name Gender Category Position Data collection 

CS1 

Zhang M Administrator Director, International Affairs Department Interview 

Wang M Administrator  Deputy Director, International Affairs Department Interview 

Ping M 
Academic-
administrator 

Dean, School of Mechanical Engineering 
Professor 

Interview 

Chen M 
Academic-
administrator 

Deputy Dean, School of Mechanical Engineering 
Professor 

Interview 

Jing F Academic Lecturer, School of Mechanical Engineering Interview 

CS2 

Fang F 
Academic-
administrator 

Director, Office of Teaching & Research in Hotel 
Management  

Interview 

Meng F Academic Lecturer, School of Tourism Management Interview 

Shi M Administrator 
Dean, Institute of International Communication & 
Continuing Education  

CS1-CS2 
Meeting 

CS3 

Cong M Administrator 
Dean, College of International Education 
Director, Foreign Affairs Office 

CS1-CS3 
Meeting 

Zhu M 
Academic-
administrator 

Dean, School of Tourism 
Professor 

Hong M 
Academic-
administrator 

English lecturer 
Director of the English Teaching Department 

CS4 

Feng M Administrator 
Director, Department of International 
Communication & Cooperation 

Interview 

Yang F 
Academic-
administrator 

Assistant to the Academic Director, TNHE 
program in Logistics Management 

Interview 

Lei M 
Academic-
administrator 

Section Chief, Department of International 
Communication & Cooperation Lecturer 

Interview 

 

Table 4.4 Demographics of student participants 

Case 
sites Year of intake TNHE Program Number Average age 

CS1 

Year 2014 
Sino-Korean Mechanical Engineering 

23 20.17 
Year 2015 30 19.27 
Year 2014 

Sino-US Electrical Engineering* 
26 20.81 

Year 2015 37 19.38 

CS2 
Year 2014 

Sino-Irish Hotel Management 
30 20.40 

Year 2015 26 19.27 
CS3 Year 2015 Sino-French Hotel Management 33 19.21 

Subtotal 205 19.74 
*The university leaders in CS1 assigned two programs for student questionnaires, but one program (i.e., Sino-
Korean Mechanical Engineering) for staff interviews.  
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In terms of the sample size of the present study, 14 staff informants and 205 student participants seemed to 

provide adequate data to answer the research questions and fulfil the research purpose. This is because the 

procedures in sampling the case study sites and information-rich participants in the present study were 

theoretically and practically grounded, following well-established and clearly-articulated principles and 

criteria as detailed above.  

After the case study sites were identified and the participants recruited, the next step was to use effective 

instruments to collect data.  

4.6.3 Sources of data: Documents, questionnaires, and interviews 

The use of data collection techniques as well as the specific information considered to be data in this 

study was determined by the researcher’s theoretical orientation, by the problem and purpose of the study, 

and by the sample selected. As a consequence, three instruments were used to gather research data: TNHE 

curriculum documents, student questionnaires, and semi-structured interviews with academic and 

administrative staff working in the TNHE programs hosted at the four case study universities. 

These three data collection instruments were carried out in both parallel and sequential ways in the present 

study. It was parallel because I collected and analysed related TNHE curriculum documents from all the 

four case study universities simultaneously. It was sequential because another two data gathering tasks, 

that is, student questionnaires and staff interviews, were conducted in each case site sequentially, as they 

required direct contact with participants. 

Technically, the combination of the three data sources represents a mixed methods approach to data 

collection, which, according to Creswell (2014), “provides a better understanding of the research problem 

and question that either method by itself” (p.565). However, a mixed methods research approach is not 
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simply collecting two distinct types of data – qualitative and quantitative – but rather involves intricately 

“merging, integrating, linking or embedding the two ‘strands’” (p. 565). In a similar vein, staff interviews 

in the present study surfaced as the primary data source due to the broad qualitative approach adopted, 

while the other two data sources (i.e., TNHE curriculum documents and student questionnaires) provided 

important information as a baseline and cross-check for within-case/subject and between-case/subject 

consistency.  

4.6.3.1 TNHE curriculum documents 

Documents are often used as good sources for qualitative case studies because they provide insights into 

the phenomenon being investigated, which makes the investigation well-grounded in the contexts involved 

(Merriam, 1998). In general, documents, are standardised artefacts that can be written, verbal, visual, or 

cultural (Merriam, 2002). They can include public or official records (e.g., birth certificates, university 

regulations) and private or personal records (e.g., diaries, photographs) that the qualitative researcher 

obtains about particular sites or participants in an investigation.  

In the case of the present study, written TNHE curriculum documents produced by the four case study 

universities hosting TNHE programs and analysis of these documents were used as complementary data 

sources to student questionnaires and staff interviews. As discussed in the literature review chapter, a 

curriculum is represented at the institutional, programmatic and classroom levels. As such, the curriculum 

of a TNHE program also consists of these three levels:  

• The institutional TNHE curriculum embodied in the speeches of influential stakeholders (e.g., 

policymakers, university leaders, and professors), as well as reports and institutional texts.  
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• The programmatic TNHE curriculum embodied in written documents such as the designed 

curriculum approved by the MoE, including curriculum guides, materials and textbooks, and in 

particular, specifications about local and imported foreign courses in the program agreement 

between the Chinese and foreign universities.  

• The classroom TNHE curriculum as a sequential plan of learning activities developed by teachers, 

students and communities collectively, which is particularly embodied in the semester course 

timetables and teachers’ lesson plans. 

Curriculum documents at the above three levels were necessary data sources for the present study. This is 

because the first associated research question (RQ1) aims to examine the extent to which each of the Four 

One-Third Rules as required by the One-Third Curriculum Policy is implemented at the local Chinese 

universities. In other words, the RQ1 is to identify and understand the discrepancy or the mismatch 

between “what should be taught” (i.e., the institutional and programmatic curriculum) and “what was 

actually taught” (i.e., the classroom curriculum).  

Bearing the potential limitations of using documents as data sources in mind, I followed Creswell’s (2014) 

guidelines to locate, obtain and record the TNHE curriculum documents for the present study. First, I 

identified three types of documents that can provide useful information to answer the research questions: 

the policy documents produced by the case study universities regarding implementing the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy; the designed curriculum of the TNHE programs that were approved by the MoE; and 

the TNHE curricula actually carried out in the classroom, such as semester timetables and teaching plans.  

Second, I also considered using both public (e.g., institutional policy documents, and the MoE approved 

TNHE curriculum documents) and private (TNHE program teachers’ teaching plans) as sources of 
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information for the present study. However, it should be noted that public documents might be more 

difficult to access than private documents, while on the other hand, once the documents are obtained, it 

tends to be easier to determine the authenticity and validity of public documents as they were approved 

and archived by official authorities.  

Third, I sought permission to obtain and use the identified TNHE curriculum documents at the very 

beginning of the research process, that is, when I contacted the leaders (i.e., provosts/vice-presidents) of 

the case study universities to get their permission (see Appendix I) to conduct the investigation on their 

campuses. As it eventuated, I obtained some policy documents from the websites of the case study 

universities, and the electronic version of the designed curricula of the four TNHE programs approved by 

the MoE. Permission to use these documents for analysis was also obtained from the case study 

universities.  

Finally, I carefully examined the accuracy and completeness of the institutional policy documents and the 

MoE-approved TNHE curriculum documents obtained from the case sites. In particular, I removed 

identifiable information such as the name of the universities from the documents and substituted these 

with pseudonyms before data analysis.   

4.6.3.2 Student questionnaires 

Questionnaires, ranging from highly structured to unstructured formats, have been widely used as a useful 

instrument for collecting survey information. The selection of a specific type of questionnaire to 

operationalise in a study is usually determined by the size of the sample. If the sample size is large, the 

questionnaire would be more structured, closed and numerical; and alternatively, if the sample size is 
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comparatively small, the questionnaire would be less structured, more open and word-based (L. Cohen, 

Manion, & Morrison, 2011).  

In relation to the present study, semi-structured questionnaires with closed-ended and open-ended 

questions were selected as a supporting data collection instrument. This is because the size of the sample 

in the present study (i.e., four TNHE programs hosted at four local Chinese universities) was 

comparatively small. On the other hand, such a semi-structured approach allows the chance for more open 

responses for qualitative analysis (Thomas, 2011).  

The general purpose of the student questionnaires was to get an insight into students’ experience in the 

TNHE programs. Specifically, the objectives of the student questionnaires were to gather basic 

information about the TNHE programs and the delivery of TNHE curricula from the students’ 

perspectives. Therefore, the subsidiary topics included students’ demographic information, their 

motivation for entering the program, their experiences in studying in the program, and their opinions about 

the TNHE curricula actually taught in their classrooms. Data from the students’ questionnaires were also 

used to cross-check the consistency with the data from staff interviews. 

To conduct the survey, I designed a print version of the questionnaire containing open-ended and closed-

ended questions itemised for each subsidiary topic. On average, it took a respondent 10-15 minutes to 

complete all the questions. The questionnaire was pre-tested and pilot-tested to enhance its validity. The 

print version, instead of a web questionnaire, was preferred due to internet access restrictions in the case 

sites; as informed by the case study universities, not all classrooms used for teaching TNHE programs 

were equipped with internet facilities and computers, nor did the students in these programs all have 

devices and/or internet-access to complete a web questionnaire. The questionnaire booklets started with 
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introductory information about the present study and the method for respondents to give consent. 

Considering the language proficiency of the respondents, the questionnaire booklets were presented both 

in English (see Appendix II) and Mandarin Chinese. The bilingual questionnaire booklets were believed to 

help respondents to better understand the questions and to provide more authentic and quality data using 

their native language (Tsang, 1998).  

In terms of the actual operationalisation, I first obtained permission to administer questionnaires with 

students from three of the case study universities. The fourth case study university (CS4) did not permit 

their students to complete questionnaires, as mentioned in the sampling subsection. Next, I visited the 

other three case study universities one by one and asked the TNHE program managers to help with 

locating the classrooms and arranging a time for questionnaire administration.  

Once the schedule was worked out, I contacted the teachers whose classroom teaching would be 

interrupted due to the questionnaire administration. I introduced myself to the teachers involved and 

explained to them the purpose of the present study as well as what would happen in the classroom during 

the conduction of the questionnaires. The teachers then informed their students of the upcoming research 

activities and elicit any students’ questions regarding the questionnaires, the overall investigation and the 

researcher. After a mutual understanding was established among the researcher, the classroom teachers 

and the students, the printed questionnaire booklets were handed out to the students. Before answering the 

questions on the booklets, students were further provided with information about the investigation as well 

as their rights in participating in the research. As it eventuated, 205 responded questionnaires were 

collected (see Table 3.4), accounting for a 64% response rate.  
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4.6.3.3 Staff interviews 

In qualitative case research, interviewing is widely used as a major source of data to obtain specific 

information needed for an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon under study, especially when other 

methods such as field observation are not available or possible (Creswell, 2014). Interviews can be carried 

out as highly structured, semi-structured, or as free flowing conversations, depending on the extent to 

which interview questions are determined or standardised beforehand (Merriam, 1988).  

In the present study, semi-structured interviews were chosen as the primary interviewing method for data 

collection. This is because the exploratory and interpretative nature of the investigation has presupposed a 

more open-ended and less structured interviewing format. The unique strength of semi-structured 

interviews lies in the fact that the researcher is able to address additional or new questions emerging from 

the process of investigation, which can elicit more detailed information and further exploration of the 

phenomenon (Brewerton & Millward, 2001).  

The key to operationalise semi-structured interviews in qualitative case studies is a well-established 

interview guide, schedule or protocol, which serves as a checklist during the interview to make sure that 

all relevant topics are covered (Merriam, 1988) and to ensure consistency of enquiry with each participant 

(Patton, 2015). In the case of the present study, a comparatively detailed list of major topic issues and 

questions in the interview protocol was carefully developed and justified in accordance with research 

questions as well as the analytical framework (see Figure 3.6).  

As can be seen from the interview protocol, four main types of questions were included in the staff 

interviews: experience/behaviour questions, knowledge questions, opinion/value questions, and hypothetic 

questions (Merriam, 1988). The main purpose of this protocol was to guide me to conduct open-ended 
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questioning on how the academic and administrative staff at different levels and from different 

universities perceive, interpret, integrate and institutionalize the One-Third Curriculum Policy in their 

daily operations of TNHE programs. In doing so, I would be able to identify and understand various 

factors impeding the effective implementation of such policy and then develop possible framework(s) to 

overcome these barriers.  

Another issue that needs to be considered in developing the interview protocol is language. This is 

because the language used in the interview has potential influences on the quality of data (Byrne, 2012). 

With relation to the present study, as the semi-structured staff interviews were conducted with academic 

and administrative staff in local Chinese universities, the protocol was written in English (see Appendix 

III) and Mandarin Chinese. The English version was required because of this thesis’s use of English, while 

the Mandarin Chinese version was needed so that the questions could be asked in the participants’ native 

language. This is because, using the participants’ language is of “paramount importance” for generating 

authentic, free-flowing and richer data. It helps the interviewer build “good rapport”; it allows participants 

to “fully express themselves” in their own voices and with their own language; it also helps the 

interviewer and researcher to interpret the data with “cultural understanding” (Tsang, 1998, p. 511).  

After the interview protocol was developed, I pilot-tested and pre-tested it with fellow researchers and 

academic colleagues who are familiar with the topic so that unclear or inappropriate questions would be 

identified, discussed, improved or eliminated to maximise its validity and practicability (Berg, 2009). In 

terms of the actual operationalisation, I first identified key staff participants for interviews as discussed in 

the sampling section. I then visited each case site to schedule a time and place to interview with these 

participants (including the two interuniversity communication meetings). At the onset of each interview, I 

explained the purposes of the research project to the participants, briefed the process and recording 
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method of the interviews, answered questions from participants if they had any, and sought the 

participants’ signatures on the information consent forms. The interviews, guided by the protocol, lasted 

from half an hour to over an hour depending on the participant’s time investment. Each interview took 

place in a quiet space and was recorded with a reliable voice recorder.  

The audio files of the interviews were managed and stored in secured places including the researcher’s 

personal computer. All the audio files were then transcribed into text data in Mandarin Chinese and their 

word processing files were imported to the researcher’s NVivo project database. The identifiable 

information from the text files such as the name of the participants was removed and substituted with 

pseudonyms before data analysis.  

The next section details how the collected data were treated and analysed to answer the research questions 

and generate findings.  

4.6.4 Data analysis 

A number of methods of qualitative data analysis, including content analysis, have been developed and 

widely used. In a broad sense, content analysis refers to “any qualitative data reduction and sense-making 

effort that takes a volume of qualitative material and attempts to identify core consistencies and meanings” 

(Patton, 2015, p. 541). Focusing on both surface and underlying meaning and interpretation in the text, 

content analysis is widely applied in a variety of materials and contexts, producing cross-sectional and 

cross-cultural data (Sarankatos, 2005).  

Qualitative data analysis is derived from the quantitative version of the content analysis method that was 

narrowly referred to as manifest content and frequency count in the 1940s. Starting as a non-frequency 

content analysis in the 1950s, qualitative content analysis has been developed as a systematic and flexible 
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method to describe and interpret data, especially latent and context-dependent meanings (Schreier, 2014). 

The unique strength in qualitative data analysis compared to other qualitative methods lies in its capability 

of incorporating elements from the quantitative research approach. This feature makes the qualitative 

content analysis the most appropriate data analysis method for the present study, as the combination of 

quantitative data from student questionnaires and qualitative data from TNHE curriculum documents and 

staff interviews were collected as required for the purpose of the study and its research questions.   

Technically, qualitative content analysis is carried out by reducing the amount of the data and assigning 

successive parts of the information to the categories of a coding frame (Schreier, 2014). Therefore, at the 

heart of qualitative content analysis lies the development and application of the coding frame, which 

consists of at least one main category and two mutually exclusive subcategories that feature in the 

description and interpretation.  

Schreier (2014) delineated eight basic steps in conducting qualitative data analysis: deciding on a research 

question, selecting material, building a coding frame, segmentation, trial coding, evaluating and modifying 

the coding frame, conducting main analysis, and presenting and interpreting the findings. The whole 

process can be operationalised in two ways: inductively (i.e., data-driven) or deductively (i.e., 

theory/concept-driven). This two-way analysis process is well depicted by Elo and Kyngäs (2007) in 

Figure 4.2. 
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Figure 4.2 Preparation, organising and resulting phases in content analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2007, p. 110) 

In the case of the present study, the qualitative data analysis was both data-driven and concept-driven. It 

was concept-driven because the analytical framework (see Figure 3.6) used in the investigation provided 

basic directions in developing four main categories – perception, interpretation, integration, and 

institutionalisation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs. I was always aware that the 

development of subcategories (i.e., the multi-level barriers) should come from the collected data as I could 

not anticipate what information would be provided by the documents and the informants.  

In terms of the step-by-step operationalisation of qualitative data analysis, I first consolidated all the data 

that were collected (i.e., TNHE policy and curriculum documents, responses from student questionnaires, 
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and transcripts of staff interviews) in an NVivo project database and prepared them for analysis. I then 

immersed myself in the data by reading through them within the context of the setting and the research 

purpose to develop a general sense of the data. During the second round of reading, I located the most 

relevant segments of data, selected the units of analysis, and decided on the analysis of manifest or latent 

contents.  

After this preparation work, I was then ready to conduct the main analysis on the first few cases, which 

involved assigning segments to relevant codes (i.e., open coding) and group codes under subcategories 

and main categories. In doing so, a coding frame was developed from the first few cases. The frame was 

then applied to other cases (i.e., trial coding) and constantly refined through comparing and contrasting the 

developed codes and categories across data from different sources and cases. The process was continued 

until a point of saturation was reached when no additional new concepts could be found. This finally led to 

the development of higher order core categories and final frameworks that featured in the description and 

interpretation of the findings.  

Of note is that I used software NVivo (version 11) produced by QSR International to facilitate the data 

management and analysis. This is because NVivo was developed with “a complete tool kit for rapid 

coding, thorough exploration, and rigorous management and analysis” (Creswell, 2014, p. 267). After 

installing this program into my personal computer, I imported all the word processing files (i.e., TNHE 

policy and curriculum documents, responses from student questionnaires, and transcripts of staff 

interviews) into the NVivo project database. I then operationalised the qualitative content analysis with 

each word processing file, that is, reading through data, developing nodes (i.e., codes and categories) and 

assigning text segments to these nodes. Examples of how NVivo was used in the data management and 

analysis in the present study are presented in Appendix IV.  
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All the nodes were represented in Mandarin Chinese in accordance with the language used in the text files. 

This is because using the same language to transcribe and analyse data not only avoids inconsistency and 

variation issues in translating Mandarin Chinese into English, but also enhances the contextual and 

cultural understanding in data description and interpretation (Jaffe, 2007). Nevertheless, the major 

findings from the data and supporting evidence are presented in English in this thesis, as shown in the 

following three results chapters. 

4.7 Summary 

In this chapter, I have drawn on methodological literature to identify and justify the broad research 

approach and specific methods that were used in the present study. I have noted that despite the diversity 

of approaches to educational research, the selection of the methodology and methods for any investigation 

should be determined by the nature of what is being studied. The elucidation of the research problem, 

purpose and questions has helped locate the present study in a broad qualitative approach. Accordingly, 

the ontological and epistemological underpinnings of this approach and its main characteristics have been 

discussed and evaluated.  

Among the five common types of qualitative enquiry in the educational field, the case study was selected 

as the primary strategy to conduct the investigation due to its unique strength in marshalling any methods 

or techniques to generate data. Before operationalising the multiple case study design, I have discussed 

strategies for promoting the validity and reliability of the investigation as well as considerations of ethical 

issues. I have detailed the sampling techniques for recruiting participants and the procedures of 

operationalising three data collection instruments. I have also explained how the collected data were 

managed and analysed using NVivo software, and how the findings were presented in this thesis. A 
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number of appendices providing details of key research items and documents involved in the present study 

have been included, which serves as an audit trail to enhance the validity and reliability of this 

investigation.  

In the next three chapters, I present and discuss the major findings of the present study.  
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Chapter Five TNHE Curriculum Policy Implementation in 

China: Discrepancies between Policy Ideals and Local 

Realities 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter draws on data from TNHE curriculum documents, student questionnaires, as well as staff 

interviews to address the first associate research question (RQ1): the extent to which each of the Four 

One-Third Rules is implemented at the local Chinese universities hosting TNHE programs.  

The chapter begins by revisiting the One-Third Curriculum Policy (Section 5.2) and examining the 

evidence of Four One-Third Rules in the official written curricula of the four TNHE programs approved 

by China’s Ministry of Education (MoE) (Section 5.3). It then moves to examine the implementation of 

the Four One-Third Rules in the TNHE curricula that were actually delivered in the case study universities 

(Section 5.4). By comparing the evidence of implementation on these two levels of TNHE curricula – the 

Approved Curriculum and the Delivered Curriculum – discrepancies between policy ideals and on-the-

ground practice are revealed. Based on these discrepancies, I answer RQ1 with supporting evidence and 

critically discuss it in light of the literature (Section 5.5).  

5.2 Policy from above 

As discussed in Chapters One and Two, to ensure the quality of the increasing number of TNHE programs 

hosted at Chinese higher education institutions (HEIs), China’s MoE introduced the policy concerning the 

proportion of foreign partner HEIs’ investment in TNHE program curriculum, which is known as the One-

Third Curriculum Policy (MoE, 2006; Zeng, 2016). This TNHE curriculum policy, also known as the Four 
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One-Third Rules, entails specific requirements for foreign curriculum investment in TNHE programs in 

China. The policy was required to be observed by all CFCRS institutions and programs in China, 

especially those operating with a two-campus model. The four rules entailed in this policy are stated as 

below: 

• First one-third rule: the imported foreign courses should account for at least one third of the total 

courses in the program. 

• Second one-third rule: the imported foreign core academic courses should account for at least one 

third of the total core academic courses in the program. 

• Third one-third rule: the teaching staff from the foreign partner university should teach at least 

one third of the total courses in the program. 

• Fourth one-third rule: the teaching hours of core academic courses taught by the teaching staff 

from the foreign partner university should account for at least one third of the total teaching hours 

in the program. 

As required by this policy, any TNHE program hosted at Chinese HEIs in China is supposed to present a 

special curriculum designed and delivered jointly by the Chinese HEI and its foreign partner. This special 

curriculum can be understood as a joint curriculum, because it is, as implied by the policy, neither a fully 

imported foreign curriculum nor an entirely Chinese curriculum. In such a joint curriculum, the foreign 

partner HEI’s investment or responsibility, as manifested in the proportion of foreign courses and the 

teaching hours, should account for at least one third of the total program curriculum investment in China.   

However, as can be seen from the wording of the above four rules, the One-Third Curriculum Policy 

itself, similar to other regulations on TNHE in China, appears to be quite general and somewhat 

ambiguous, leading to various interpretations and inconsistent local practices (Banks et al., 2010). Since 



133 
 

the policy maker – the MoE – did not provide guidelines or clarifications on how to correctly understand 

and implement the Four One-Third Rules, it is consequently left to the host Chinese HEIs to translate the 

policy into the curricula of TNHE programs based on their understandings of the policy and their 

academic, financial and sociocultural situations. Such translations can therefore vary from one TNHE 

program or host university to another, due to possible diversity in implementers’ policy understandings 

and disparate local contexts.  

To examine such a policy-to-curriculum implementation process requires a comparative scrutiny of two 

levels of TNHE curriculum, that is, the official curriculum that was designed by the Chinese HEI jointly 

with its foreign partner and approved by the MoE (hereafter as the Approved Curriculum), and the 

classroom curriculum that was actually delivered by the Chinese HEI jointly with its foreign partner 

(hereafter as the Delivered Curriculum). 

5.3 Evidence of policy compliance in the Approved Curricula of the TNHE programs 

In this section, I critically examine the Approved Curriculum documents across the four case study 

universities to explore how each TNHE program translated the One-Third Curriculum Policy into its 

official curriculum that was submitted to the MoE for appraisal and approval.  

It is widely acknowledged that a TNHE program with a designed curriculum that failed to observe the 

Four One-Third Rules would have had a very slim chance of obtaining approval from the MoE. That is to 

say, based on this acknowledgement, the Approved Curricula of the four TNHE programs hosted at the 

four case study universities should hypothetically all have met the policy requirements, with the expected 

proportion of imported foreign courses as well as teaching hours undertaken by the teachers from the 
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foreign partner universities. Will this hypothesis hold true for the four TNHE programs under 

investigation in the present study?  

5.3.1 Approved Curriculum of TNHE program in Mechanical Engineering in CS1 

As discussed in the methodology chapter, the TNHE program in Mechanical Engineering hosted at CS1 

was a cooperative education program between CS1 and its partner, a Korean university. This program was 

approved and licensed by the MoE in August 2013 and enrolled its first cohort of students in September 

2014. By June 2016, when the data collection in the present study was completed, there were two cohorts 

of students – Year 2014 and Year 2015 – studying in this program full time. 

The four-year undergraduate program was designed with a two-campus delivery model. Students would 

spend three years studying in CS1, and then one year in Korea if they met the academic requirements of 

the Korean partner university. Those who fail to meet the Korean admission requirements could choose to 

stay in CS1 to complete the degree. Although students may study one year in the Korean partner 

university, they would obtain the Chinese degree only, rather than two degrees (i.e., one from CS1 and the 

other from the Korean partner university). This was because, according to Interviewee Zhang from CS1, 

international students were required to study at least two years in the Korean partner university in order to 

obtain a Korean degree, according to the Korean education policy.  

Given this two-campus model, the appropriate curriculum investment from the Korean partner university 

would be the key to obtaining the approval from China’s MoE and to operationalising the program on the 

campus of CS1. Hence, I examined the Approved Curriculum of this program (see Table 5.1) in order to 

explore the evidence of implementing the Four One-Third Rules. 
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   Table 5.1 The Approved Curriculum of the TNHE program in CS1 

Category Couse name Credit Teaching 
hours* 

Suggested 
semester 

Taught by teachers 
from 

Liberal 
education 
platform 

Moral Cultivation & Basics of Law 3 48 1 CS1 
Outline of Modern Chinese History 2 32 2 CS1 
Fundamental Principles of Marxism 3 48 3 CS1 
Maoism & China’s Socialism 6 96 4 CS1 
English I-IV  8 140 1,2,3,4 CS1 
Computer Basics 3 48 2 CS1 
C-Language Programming 4 72 3 CS1 
Korean Language Learning I-IV 36 600 1,2,3,4 Korean partner HEI 

Major/ 
speciality 
fundamental 
platform 

Advance Mathematics AI  4 80 1 CS1 
Advance Mathematics AII 5 100 2 CS1 
General Chemistry 2 36 5 CS1 
Thermodynamics 2 36 4 Korean partner HEI 
Linear Algebra 3 48 2 Korean partner HEI 
Physics B for University Students 4.5 82 2 CS1 
Complex Variables & Integral 
Transforms 

2 36 3 Korean partner HEI 

Theoretical Mechanics 3 54 3 Korean partner HEI 
Mechanics of Materials 3 54 4 Korean partner HEI 
Electrical & Electronic Technology 4 72 3 CS1 
Principles of Mechanics 3 54 4 Korean partner HEI 
Hydromechanics 2 36 4 Korean partner HEI 
Computing Methods 2 36 5 CS1 
Modern Engineering Graphics 5 90 1 CS1 
Exchangeability & Measurement 2 36 3 CS1 
Mechanical Engineering & Materials 2 36 2 CS1 

Major/ 
speciality 
core 
platform 

Sensing & Inspection Technologies 2 36 5 Korean partner HEI 
Mechanical Design 3 54 5 Korean partner HEI 
Basics of Mechanical Engineering 
Control 

3 50 6 Korean partner HEI 

Mechanical Manufacturing 
Technology 

3 54 6 Korean partner HEI 

Electrical Control of Machine Tools 2 36 6 Korean partner HEI 
Computer Numeric Control 
Technology 

3 54 6 Korean partner HEI 

Principles & Application of Single 
Chip Microcomputer 

2 36 5 CS1 

Electromechanical Integration 
Technology 

2 36 6 CS1 

Total  133.5 2326  
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As can be seen from Table 5.1, the program was designed to include a total of 32 courses to be taught in 

CS1 during the first three years, that is, from Semester 1 to Semester 617. Among these 32 courses, 14 

courses were to be imported from the Korean partner university and taught by Korean faculty, accounting 

for 43.75% (i.e., more than one third) of the total courses. This is to say, the requirement of the first one-

third rule was fulfilled in this designed curriculum.  

In terms of the second and third one-third rules, there were altogether 24 major or speciality courses 

designed for the first three years in China, among which 13 courses (i.e., 54.17%, more than one third) 

were to be imported from Korea and taught by the Korean partner faculty. This is to say, the requirements 

of the second and third one-third rules were also well met in this designed curriculum. 

In terms of the teaching hours, a total of 2,326 teaching hours were needed to teach 32 courses in China. 

Among the 1,242 teaching hours allocated for 24 major or speciality courses, 602 teaching hours (i.e., 

48.47%, more than one third) were to be undertaken by Korean partner faculty. The requirement of the 

fourth one-third rule was thus sufficiently met in this designed joint curriculum.  

Based on the above description and analysis, I can conclude that the One-Third Curriculum Policy was 

well translated and implemented in the Approved Curriculum of TNHE program in Mechanical 

Engineering hosted at CS1. Therefore, the case of TNHE program hosted at CS1 supports the hypothesis 

that the designed curriculum of a TNHE program should comply with the One-Third Curriculum Policy in 

order to be approved by the MoE. The overall curriculum investment from the Korean partner university 

                                                   
17 Teaching arrangements in the four case study universities followed a bi-semester academic year. The first 

semester, or the Autumn Term, usually starts in September and ends in January. The second semester, or the Spring 

Term, runs from late February to July. Therefore, a four-year undergraduate program consists of eight semesters. The 

sixth semester thus refers to the second term of the third academic year. 
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accounted for almost half of the total curriculum investment in the program hosted at CS1, significantly 

higher than the ‘one third’ threshold requirement from the MoE.   

5.3.2 Approved Curriculum of TNHE program in Hotel Management in CS2 

As detailed in the methodology chapter, the TNHE program in Hotel Management hosted at CS2 was a 

cooperative education program between CS2 and its partner, an Irish university. Similar to the TNHE 

program in CS1, this program was approved and licensed by the MoE in 2013, and welcomed its first 

cohort of students in September 2014. By June 2016 when the fieldwork of the present study completed, 

two cohorts of students – Year 2014 and Year 2015 – were studying in this program full time.  

The four-year undergraduate program was also designed with a two-campus delivery model. Students 

would spend three years studying in CS2, and then one year in Ireland if they met the academic 

requirements of the Irish partner university. In contrast to CS1, students in this program would obtain two 

bachelor’s degrees, Chinese and Irish respectively, should they meet all the academic requirements. 

Students who fail to study in Ireland could choose to stay in CS2 to complete the Chinese degree. The 

Approved Curriculum of this program is displayed in Table 5.2 for analysis. 

As can be seen from Table 5.2, the program was designed to include a total of 34 courses to be taught in 

CS2 during the first three years, that is, from Semester 1 to Semester 6. Among these 34 courses, eight 

courses were to be imported from the Irish partner university and taught by the Irish partner faculty, 

accounting for 23.53% (i.e., less than one third) of the total courses. This is to say, the requirement of the 

first one-third rule was not sufficiently fulfilled in this designed curriculum.  
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   Table 5.2 The Approved Curriculum of the TNHE program in CS2 

Category Couse name Credit Teaching 
hours* 

Suggested 
semester 

Taught by teachers 
from 

Liberal 
education 
platform 

Moral Cultivation & Basics of Law 3 48 1 CS2 
Outline of Modern Chinese History 2 32 3 CS2 
Fundamental Principles of Marxism 3 48 2 CS2 
Maoism & China’s Socialism 5 96 4 CS2 
Fundamental English  8 128 1,2 CS2 
English Reading & Writing 24 384 1,2,3,4,5,6 Irish partner HEI 
English Listening & Speaking 24 384 1,2,3,4,5,6 Irish partner HEI 

Major/ 
speciality 
fundamental 
platform 

Introduction to Tourism 3 48 1 CS2 
Service Etiquette 1.5 32 1 CS2 
Management 3.5 64 2 CS2 
Food Culture 2 32 2 CS2 
Western Economics 3 48 3 CS2 

Major/ 
speciality 
core 
platform 

Calculus I, II 6 96 1,2 CS2 
Linear Algebra II 2 32 3 CS2 
Probability & Statistics 3 48 4 CS2 
Tourism Statistics 2.5 48 5 CS2 
Restaurant Management 3.5 64 2 CS2 
Hotel Room Management 2 32 3 CS2 
Learning to Learn 2.5 48 4 Irish partner HEI 
Front Office Management 3 48 3 Irish partner HEI 
Catering Management 3 48 4 Irish partner HEI 
Accounting  3 48 4 Irish partner HEI 
TM Information System 3.5 64 4 CS2 
Financial Management 3 48 5 CS2 
Tourism Economics 3 48 3 CS2 
Organisational Behaviour 2.5 48 3 CS2 
Marketing 1.5 32 5 CS2 
Hotel Secretarial Studies 1.5 32 4 CS2 
Planning 1.5 32 5 CS2 
Hotel Public Relations 1.5 32 5 CS2 
Tourism Psychology 2 32 5 CS2 
Marketing Management 3 48 5 Irish partner HEI 
HR Management & Training 3 32 5 Irish partner HEI 
Business Strategic Management 2 32 6 CS2 

Total  140.5 2336  

 

In terms of the second and third one-third rules, there were altogether 27 major or speciality courses 

designed for the first three years in China, among which six courses (i.e., 22.22%, less than one third) 

were meant to be imported and taught by the Irish partner faculty. The requirements of the second and 

third one-third rules were therefore not accomplished in this designed curriculum, either. 
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In terms of the teaching hours, a total of 2,336 teaching hours were needed to teach 34 courses in China. 

Among the 1,216 teaching hours allocated for 27 major or speciality courses, 272 teaching hours (i.e., 

22.37%, less than one third) were undertaken by the Irish partner faculty. This is to say, the requirement of 

the fourth one-third rule was again not met in this designed curriculum.  

Based on the above description and analysis, I can conclude that the One-Third Curriculum Policy was not 

well translated and implemented in the Approved Curriculum of TNHE program in Hotel Management 

hosted at CS2. Therefore, the case of TNHE program hosted at CS2 does not support the hypothesis. The 

overall curriculum investment from the Irish partner university accounted for about one fifth of the total 

curriculum investment in the program, significantly lower than the ‘one third’ threshold requirement from 

the MoE.   

5.3.3 Approved Curriculum of TNHE program in Hotel Management in CS3 

In relation to CS3, the TNHE program in Hotel Management was a cooperative education program 

between CS3 and its partner, a French university. This program was approved and licensed by the MoE in 

March 2014 and welcomed its first cohort of students in September 2014. By June 2016 when the data 

collection for the present study was completed, two cohorts of students – Year 2014 and Year 2015 – were 

studying in this program full time. 

In contrast to CS1 and CS2, the four-year undergraduate program was designed to be delivered solely in 

China, that is, a one-campus model. Students would spend all four years studying in CS3, whilst 

opportunities for a few weeks of exchange or visiting to the French partner university were made available 

but not required. Despite this one-campus model, students in this program would obtain two bachelor’s 
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degrees, Chinese and French respectively, should they complete the program and meet all the academic 

requirements.  

The Approved Curriculum of this program (see Table 5.3) was examined in order to explore the evidence 

of implementing the Four One-Third Rules. 

   Table 5.3 The Approved Curriculum of the TNHE program in CS3 

Category Couse name Credit Teaching 
hours* 

Suggested 
year 

Taught by teachers 
from 

Liberal 
education 
platform 

Moral Cultivation & Basics of Law 2.5 40 1 CS3 
Computer Science I, II 3 56 1,2 CS3 
Fundamental Principles of Marxism 2.5 40 1 CS3 
Outline of Modern Chinese History 2 32 2 CS3 
Maoism & China’s Socialism 5 80 2 CS3 
English I, II, III, IV 24 434 1,2 CS3 
French Language Learning I, II, III 12 192 1,2,3 French partner HEI 
Contemporary World & Economics 2 32 3 CS3 
Cross-Cultural Communication 2 32 3 CS3 
Negotiation Skills 2 32 3 CS3 

Major/ 
speciality 
fundamental 
platform 

Service Etiquette 2 32 1 French partner HEI 
Corporation Economics 4 64 1 French partner HEI 
Public Administration I 6 96 1 French partner HEI 
Public Administration II-III 14 224 2,3 CS3 
Nutriology I, II 4 64 1,2 CS3 
International Tourism & Economics 4 64 2 French partner HEI 
Business Tax & Finance 2 32 3 CS3 
Commercial Law (Tourism) 2 32 3 CS3 
International Administration 2 32 3 French partner HEI 
Tourism Economics 2 32 3 CS3 

Major/ 
speciality 
core 
platform 

Human Resources Management I 4 64 1 French partner HEI 
HR Management II-III 10 160 2,3 CS3 
French Wine Management 4 64 1 French partner HEI 
Professional Culture 2 32 1 French partner HEI 
Marketing I 4 64 1 French partner HEI 
Marketing II-III 10 160 2,3 CS3 
Hotel Environment & Management 4 64 1 French partner HEI 
Restaurant Environment & 
Management 

4 64 1 French partner HEI 

Environment Economics 2 32 2 French partner HEI 
Global Wine Management 2 32 2 French partner HEI 
Industry Dynamics 2 32 2 French partner HEI 
Management & Information 
Technology 

2 32 2 French partner HEI 

Business Promotion 2 32 3 French partner HEI 
Situations of Europe 4 32 3 French partner HEI 

Total  150 2506  
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As can be seen from Table 5.3, the program was designed to include a total of 34 courses to be taught in 

CS3 during the first three years, that is, from Semester 1 to Semester 6. The last two semesters in China 

were designed for internship and project thesis writing. Among these 34 courses, 18 courses were meant 

to be imported from the French partner university and taught by French partner faculty, accounting for 

52.94% (i.e., more than one third) of the total courses. This is to say, the requirement of the first one-third 

rule was fulfilled in this designed curriculum.  

In terms of the second and third one-third rules, there were altogether 24 major or speciality courses 

designed for program, among which 17 courses (i.e., 70.83%, more than one third) were meant to be 

imported and taught by the French partner faculty. This is to say, the requirements of the second and third 

one-third rules were also sufficiently met in this designed curriculum. 

In terms of the teaching hours, a total of 2,506 teaching hours were needed to teach 34 courses in China. 

Among the 1,536 teaching hours allocated for 24 major or speciality courses, 832 teaching hours (i.e., 

54.17%, more than one third) were undertaken by French teaching faculty. This is to say, the requirement 

of the fourth one-third rule was sufficiently met in this designed joint curriculum.  

Based on the above description and analysis, I can conclude that the One-Third Curriculum Policy was 

well translated and implemented in the Approved Curriculum of TNHE program in Hotel Management 

hosted at CS3. Therefore, the case of the TNHE program hosted at CS3 supports the hypothesis. The 

overall curriculum investment from the French partner university accounted for almost two thirds of the 

total curriculum investment in the program, significantly higher than the ‘one third’ threshold requirement 

from the MoE.   
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5.3.4 Approved Curriculum of TNHE program in Logistics Management in CS4 

As detailed in the methodology chapter, the TNHE program in Logistics Management hosted at CS4 was a 

cooperative education program between CS4 and its partner, a German university. As the TNHE pioneer 

among the four case study universities, this program was approved and licensed by the MoE in 2010, and 

its first cohort of students began studying in September 2011. By June 2016 when the data collection was 

completed, three cohorts of students – Year 2013, Year 2014 and Year 2015 – were studying in this 

program full time, and Year 2012 students were about to graduate.  

The four-year undergraduate program was also designed following a two-campus delivery model. 

Students would spend three and a half years studying in CS4, and one semester (i.e., Semester 6) in 

Germany if they met the academic requirements of the German partner university. Students in this 

program would obtain two bachelor’s degrees – Chinese and German respectively, should they complete 

the program and meet all the academic requirements. Students who fail to study in Germany could choose 

to stay in CS4 to complete the Chinese degree.  

The Approved Curriculum of this program was examined in order to explore the evidence of 

implementing the Four One-Third Rules. As can be seen from the Table 5.4 below, the program was 

designed with a total of 34 courses, among which 28 courses should be taught in CS4 during the 3.5 years 

of the program, and six courses were to be taught in Germany in Semester 6. Among these 34 courses, 13 

courses were to be imported from the German partner university and taught by German partner faculty, 

accounting for 38.24% (i.e., more than one third) of the total courses. This is to say, the requirement of the 

first one-third rule was fulfilled in this designed joint curriculum. However, if only taking the imported 

courses taught in China into consideration (i.e., excluding the courses taught in Germany in Semester 6), 
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the situation would result in a different scenario where seven courses out of 28 total courses (i.e., 25%, 

less than one third) were to be imported from Germany and taught by the German partner faculty in China. 

In this case, the requirement of the first one-third rule was not fulfilled in this designed joint curriculum. 

Table 5.4 The Approved Curriculum of the TNHE program in CS4 

Category Couse name Credit Teaching 
hours* 

Suggested 
semester 

Taught by teachers 
from 

Liberal 
education 
platform 

Moral Cultivation & Basics of Law 3 48 1 CS4 
Computer Science I 2 32 1 CS4 
Fundamental Principles of Marxism 3 48 2 CS4 
Outline of Modern Chinese History 2 32 3 CS4 
Maoism & China’s Socialism 3 48 4 CS4 
Elementary Germany I, II, III, IV 50 864  1,2,3,4 CS4 
Academic Germany I, II, III  20 360 3,4,5 CS4 
Advanced Mathematics  5 80 1 CS4 
Linear Algebra & Probability 4 64 2 CS4 

Major/ 
speciality 
fundamental 
platform 

Basics of Business Economics 5 64 2 CS4 
Accounting 5 80 2 CS4 
Statistics 3 56 2 CS4 
Financial Management 5 64 3 CS4 
HR Labour Law 5 64 3 CS4 
Control 5 60 4 CS4 
Basics of National Economics 5 60 4 CS4 
Management Information System 5 60 5 CS4 
Economic Law 5 60 5 German partner HEI 
Operational Research 5 60 5 CS4 
Communication Skills 5 60 6 German partner HEI 
Economic Policy 5 45 7 CS4 

Major/ 
speciality 
core 
platform 

Sales & Logistics 5 64 3 German partner HEI 
Logistics Seminars 5 45 4 German partner HEI 
Enterprise Logistics 5 60 5 CS4 
Logistics Information Technology 5 60 5 CS4 
Management Tools 5 45 6 German partner HEI 
Logistics Management 5 60 6 German partner HEI 
Automobiles & Logistics Service 
Providers 

5 60 6 German partner HEI 

Trade & Aviation 5 60 6 German partner HEI 
Supply Chain Management & 
Control 

5 60 6 German partner HEI 

Management Plan 5 45 7 German partner HEI 
Procurement Management 5 60 7 German partner HEI 
Logistics Project 10 105 7 German partner HEI 
International Logistics & Trade 5 60 7 German partner HEI 

Total  220 3093  
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In terms of the second and third one-third rules, there were altogether 25 major or speciality courses 

designed for this program, among which 13 courses (i.e., 52%, more than one third) were meant to be 

imported and taught by the German partner faculty. This is to say, the requirements of the second and 

third one-third rules were sufficiently met in this joint curriculum. Interestingly, if only taking the 

imported courses taught in China into consideration (i.e., excluding the courses taught in Germany in 

Semester 6), this designed curriculum was still able to meet the requirements of the second and third one-

third rules. This is because seven out of 19 major or speciality courses (i.e., 36.84%, more than one third) 

were to be imported and taught by German partner faculty. 

In terms of the teaching hours, a total of 3,093 teaching hours were needed to teach 34 courses in the 

program. Among the 1,517 teaching hours allocated for 25 major or speciality courses, 784 teaching hours 

(i.e., 51.68%, more than one third) were to be undertaken by German partner faculty. This is to say, the 

requirement of the fourth one-third rule was also sufficiently fulfilled in this designed curriculum. In a 

similar vein, if only taking the imported courses taught in China into consideration (i.e., excluding the 345 

teaching hours of the courses taught in Germany in Semester 6), the situation would change into a 

landscape where 439 out of 1,172 teaching hours (i.e., 37.46%, more than one third) were undertaken by 

German teaching faculty on the campus of CS4. From this understanding, the requirement of the fourth 

one-third rule was still fulfilled in this designed curriculum. 

Based on the above description and analysis, I can conclude that the One-Third Curriculum Policy, except 

for the first one-third rule, was well translated and implemented in the Approved Curriculum of TNHE 

program in Logistics Management hosted at CS4. Therefore, the case of TNHE program hosted at CS4 

partly supports the hypothesis. With an average curriculum investment (i.e., 34%), especially in terms of 
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the number and teaching hours of major or speciality courses, the curriculum investment from the German 

partner university reached more than the ‘one third’ threshold as required by the MoE.   

To sum up, the four TNHE programs, except for the one in CS2, seemed to have efficiently translated and 

implemented the One-Third Curriculum Policy in their Approved Curriculum. In other words, the 

hypothesis (i.e., a TNHE program should comply with the One-Third Curriculum Policy in order to be 

approved by the MoE) does not hold true for all the four TNHE programs under investigation. Of special 

note are two case study programs. First, the Approved Curriculum of the TNHE program in Hotel 

Management hosted at CS2 did not sufficiently observe the Four One-Third Rules; however, the program 

was still approved by the MoE and had been operating since 2014. Second, the Approved Curriculum of 

the TNHE program in Logistics Management hosted at CS4 included six courses taught in Germany in its 

designed curriculum, which suggested a different understanding of how to implement the policy into 

TNHE program from the other three case study universities. These peculiarities will be probed and 

discussed in Section 5.5.  

To better understand how the Approved Curriculum was actually carried out in the case study universities, 

I then analysed the Delivered Curricula of the four TNHE programs, that is, the classroom curriculum of a 

TNHE program that was actually delivered in China by the Chinese HEI jointly with its foreign partner. 

5.4 Evidence of policy compliance in the Delivered Curricula of the TNHE programs 

To explore the extent to which the One-Third Curriculum Policy is implemented in the TNHE programs in 

China (i.e., the RQ1), it is necessary to examine the Delivered Curriculum of the case study TNHE 

programs in more detail. For this present study, I used two primary instruments – student questionnaires 

and staff interviews – to obtain evidence of and gain insights into TNHE curriculum policy 
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implementation in the Delivered Curriculum. This is because perceptions and daily experience of students 

and staff (especially teaching staff) constituted a direct and grassroots perspective in understanding how 

the curriculum was actually delivered and implemented in the classroom (e.g., Cardall, Rowan, & Bay, 

2008; Howard, Englert, Kameg, & Perozzi, 2011; Ransford, Greenberg, Domitrovich, Small, & Jacobson, 

2009; Roehrig, 2005). On the other hand, student and staff data could be cross-checked for reliability, and 

could complement each other especially when either the student perspective (e.g., in CS4) or the staff 

perspective (e.g., in CS3) were not available, missing, or incomplete. The analysis of the Delivered 

Curriculum of TNHE programs across the four case study universities is displayed as below.  

5.4.1 Delivered Curriculum of TNHE program in Mechanical Engineering in CS1 

As I discussed in the previous section, there were two cohorts of students studying TNHE program in 

Mechanical Engineering hosted at CS1. During the data collection for the present study, Year 2014 

students were in their fourth semester, and Year 2015 students were in their second semester. Due to this 

limitation, the focus of research is restricted to the courses delivered in the first two years of instruction.  

According to the Approved Curriculum (Table 5.1), there should be eight courses with a total of 918 

teaching hours taught by teachers from the Korean partner university during the first four semesters. The 

eight imported courses were: Linear Algebra in Semester 2; Complex Variables & Integral Transforms 

and Theoretical Mechanics in Semester 3; Principles of Mechanics, Mechanics of Materials, 

Thermodynamics, and Hydromechanics in Semester 4; and Korean Language Learning I-IV from 

Semester 1 to Semester 4. A question thus arises in examining the Delivered Curriculum of this TNHE 

program: were these courses actually taught in CS1 by teachers from the Korean partner university as 

originally designed?  
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Data from 53 student questionnaire responses (i.e., 23 from Year 2014 students and 30 from Year 2015 

students) showed that only some of the eight imported courses were actually taught in CS1 as originally 

designed. Specifically, the language course (i.e., Korean Language Learning I-IV) was actually delivered 

by Korean teachers dispatched from the Korean partner university on a regular semester basis with the 

designed weekly teaching hours during the first four semesters. However, only four rather than seven 

major or speciality courses – Principles of Mechanics, Mechanics of Materials, Thermodynamics, and 

Hydromechanics – were actually imported from the Korean partner university and taught by its faculty 

using the original Korean textbooks. The other three major or speciality courses that were designed for 

Semester 2 and Semester 3 were actually taught by Chinese teachers using Chinese textbooks.  

Of special note here is that the four imported major or speciality courses were not delivered on a regular 

semester basis with the designed weekly teaching hours, but rather were taught intensively by two visiting 

Korean professors within one month from May to June 2016. According to staff interviewees Ping and 

Chen from CS1, during this one-month intensive learning, all the Chinese courses included in this 

program were suspended in order to set aside time for the teaching of the four imported courses. Students 

had lectures in the morning (four teaching hours at most) and tutorials in the afternoon (three teaching 

hours at most) on a daily basis. In this case, seven teaching hours on a daily basis (i.e., Monday to Friday) 

would result in a maximum of 140 teaching hours over a four-week period to teach the four imported 

Korean courses. However, 180 teachings hours were allocated for teaching these four imported courses 

according to the Approved Curriculum. That is to say, by comparison, 40 teaching hours were missing 

among these four imported courses in the actual teaching practice. 

To sum up, five out of eight imported Korean courses (i.e., 62.5%) with approximately 740 out of 918 

teaching hours (i.e., 80.61%) of TNHE program in Mechanical Engineering hosted at CS1 were actually 
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delivered as originally designed. In terms of the Four One-Third Rules, it can be seen that only the 

language course (i.e., Korean Language Learning I-IV) had fully implemented the policy requirements as 

expected in the Designed Curriculum, whereas the imported major or speciality courses appeared not to 

have been implemented as approved. Neither the number nor the teaching hours of the imported major or 

speciality courses during the first four semesters in the Delivered Curriculum sufficiently implemented the 

policy as in the Approved Curriculum. Nevertheless, due to the fact that the data collection occurred when 

the program progressed to its fourth semester, the implementation scenarios of the imported courses 

during the fifth and sixth semesters were beyond the scope of the present study.  

5.4.2 Delivered Curriculum of TNHE program in Hotel Management in CS2 

Similar to the situation in CS1, there were two cohorts of students studying the TNHE program in Hotel 

Management hosted at CS2. Students enrolled in 2014 students were in their fourth semester while 

students enrolled in 2015 were in their second semester when the data collection for the present study 

occurred. Consequently, the imported foreign courses actually delivered in the first four semesters in 

China were the focus of the examination.  

According to the Approved Curriculum (Table 5.2), there should be six courses with a total of 704 

teaching hours taught by teachers from the Irish partner university during the first four semesters. The six 

imported courses were: Front Office Management in Semester 3; Learning to Learn, Catering 

Management, and Accounting in Semester 4; and English Reading & Writing, and English Listening & 

Speaking from Semester 1 to Semester 4. A question thus arises in examining the Delivered Curriculum of 

this TNHE program: Were these imported courses actually delivered in CS2 by teachers from the Irish 

partner university as they were designed to be?  
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Data from 56 student questionnaire responses (30 from Year 2014 students and 26 from Year 2015 

students) showed that only some of the six imported courses were actually taught in CS2 as designed. 

Specifically, the language courses (i.e., English Reading & Writing, and English Listening & Speaking) 

were delivered by foreign teachers employed by the Irish partner university on a regular semester basis 

with the designed weekly teaching hours. However, only three major or speciality courses – Learning to 

Learn, Accounting, and Catering Management – were actually imported from the Irish partner university 

and taught in CS2 on a regular semester basis with the designed weekly teaching hours.  

Of special note here is that, according to staff interviewees Fang and Meng from CS2, the three major or 

speciality courses were not taught by visiting teachers from the Irish partner university, but rather by 

‘teachers’ employed by a third party – the Chinese agent company of the Irish partner university. These 

third-party employed ‘teachers’ were not accredited or trained teachers, as they were actually international 

students who were doing their doctoral degrees in universities in China. The other major or speciality 

course – Front Office Management – that was designed for Semester 3 was actually taught by a Chinese 

teacher from CS2 using Chinese textbooks.  

To sum up, five out of six imported Irish courses (i.e., 83.33%) with approximately 656 out of 704 

teaching hours (i.e., 93.18%) as designed in the Approved Curriculum of TNHE program in Hotel 

Management hosted at CS2 were actually delivered in the classroom. Although the delivery rate of the 

Approved Curriculum in CS2 seems to be higher than that of CS1, it should be noted that the Approved 

Curriculum in CS2 did not meet the Four One-Third Rules by design at the very onset as discussed in 

Section 4.3.2. Therefore, even if all the designed six imported Irish courses could be actually delivered in 

CS2, its Delivered Curriculum would still have failed to implement the TNHE curriculum policy.  
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Taking the course category into consideration, similar to the situation in CS1, it seems that the language 

courses (i.e., English Reading & Writing, and English Listening & Speaking) had fully implemented the 

policy requirements as expected in the Designed Curriculum, whereas the imported major or speciality 

courses did not. Neither the number nor the teaching hours of the imported major or speciality courses 

during the first four semesters in the Delivered Curriculum had sufficiently implemented the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy as in the Designed Curriculum. Finally, the actual delivery of the imported courses 

during the fifth and sixth semesters was beyond the scope of analysis, as the program had just proceeded 

to its fourth semester when the data collection took place.  

5.5.3 Delivered Curriculum of TNHE program in Hotel Management in CS3 

When it comes to the third case study university, the TNHE program in Hotel Management hosted at CS3 

was in its second year, with two cohorts of students studying full time on campus, that is, the Year 2014 

cohort in their fourth semester and the Year 2015 cohort in their second semester. Therefore, the imported 

foreign courses actually delivered in the first two academic years in China were the focus of the 

examination.  

According to the Approved Curriculum (Table 5.3), there should be 15 courses with a total of 864 

teaching hours taught by teachers from the French partner university during the first four semesters. These 

15 imported courses were: French Language Learning I, Service Etiquette, Corporation Economics, Public 

Administration I, HR Management I, French Wine Management, Professional Culture, Marketing I, Hotel 

Environment & Management, and Restaurant Environment & Management in the first academic year; and 

French Language Learning II, International Tourism & Economics, Environmental Economics, Global 

Wine Management, Industry Dynamics, and Management & Information Technology in the second 
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academic year. A question thus arises in examining the Delivered Curriculum of this TNHE program: 

Were these courses actually taught in CS3 by teachers from the French partner university as they were 

designed to be?  

Data from 33 student questionnaire responses of Year 2015 students showed that only one imported 

course (i.e., Restaurant Environment & Management) was actually taught in CS3 as designed by the 

French partner faculty. However, this course was not delivered on a regular semester basis, but rather 

taught intensively within a few weeks. Year 2014 students were not available for investigation as they 

were doing practice modules in a local hotel at the time of data collection. Therefore, other data sources 

are needed to present a fuller picture of the foreign courses actually delivered in CS3.  

According to staff informants Cong and Zhu from CS3 at the communication meeting between CS1 and 

CS3, the Approved Curriculum was not implemented exactly as designed and only five imported courses 

– one in the first academic year and four in the second academic year – were actually delivered by 

teachers from the French partner university. Of note here is that each of these five foreign courses was not 

delivered on a regular semester basis but was taught very intensively in a period of two weeks, even 

shorter than that in CS1. Similar to the situation in CS1, in order to make this intensive learning possible, 

all the Chinese courses were suspended. In terms of the teaching hours, each intensive course would 

involve at most 70 face-to-face teaching hours during the two-week period (i.e., seven teaching hours per 

day and five days per week). Based on this estimation, a maximum of 350 teaching hours were used for 

the teaching of five intensive courses. In contrast, 864 teachings hours were designed for teaching the 15 

imported courses as shown in the Approved Curriculum. That is to say, only about one third of the 

imported courses as well as their teaching hours were actually implemented in practice as originally 

designed in the Approved Curriculum. 
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To sum up, five out of 15 imported French courses (i.e., 33.33%) with approximately 350 out of 864 

teaching hours (i.e., 40.51%) of the TNHE program in Hotel Management hosted at CS3 were actually 

delivered as originally designed in the Approved Curriculum. In terms of the Four One-Third Rules, it can 

be seen from the Delivered Curriculum that neither the language course (i.e., French Language Learning I-

II) nor the imported major or speciality courses had fully implemented the policy requirements as 

expected in the Designed Curriculum. The implementation of the imported courses during the third 

academic year was beyond the scope of the present study, as the program had just progressed to its second 

academic year when the investigation for the present study was conducted.  

5.4.4 Delivered Curriculum of TNHE program in Logistics Management in CS4 

In contrast to the first three case study universities, the TNHE program in Logistics Management hosted at 

CS4 has progressed into its sixth year. It had produced its first group of graduates in 2015 and would have 

another cohort of graduates in June 2016. During the data collection for the present study, there were four 

cohorts of students studying in this program on a full-time basis – Year 2012 students in their eighth 

semester, Year 2013 in their sixth semester, Year 2014 in their fourth semester, and Year 2015 in their 

second semester. Considering that the imported German courses did not start till the third semester (as 

shown in the Approved Curriculum), the focus of the examination was thus the courses delivered in the 

last three academic years (excluding Semester 6) in China.  

According to the Approved Curriculum (Table 5.4), there should be seven courses with a total of 439 

teaching hours taught by teachers from the German partner university during the third, fourth, fifth and 

seventh semesters in China. The seven imported courses were: Sales & Logistics in Semester 3; Logistics 

Seminars in Semester 4; Economic Law in Semester 5; and Management Plan, Procurement Management, 
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Logistics Project, and International Logistics & Trade in Semester 7. A question thus arises in examining 

the Delivered Curriculum of this TNHE program: Were these courses actually taught in CS4 by teachers 

from the German partner university as they were designed to be?  

As no student questionnaires were allowed to be administered in CS4, the search for evidence of the 

actually delivered imported courses turned to data from staff interviews and public documents. According 

to staff interviewees Feng and Yang, the seven imported German courses were all delivered by the 

German partner faculty as designed in the Approved Curriculum. This is because their TNHE program in 

Logistics Management had been being supported by a stable foreign teaching team. This team consisted 

mainly of long-term German professors working in the China-German Institute of Applied Sciences in 

CS4, short-term visiting scholars from CS4’s partner universities in Germany, as well as experts from 

German enterprises in China employed as guest professors by CS4’s German partner universities.  

A browse of the university website seemed to confirm the reliability of the information provided by the 

above mentioned two staff interviewees. Information obtained from the website indicates that there were 

around 20 German professors working full time in the China-German Institute of Applied Sciences in 

CS4. Besides, a long-term visiting scholar who was doing research in the School of Management was also 

teaching some of the major or speciality courses of this TNHE program. The teaching team also included 

several fly-in German professors who came to CS4 to teach in each academic year.  

However, as pointed out by another staff interviewee Lei, an academic-administrator in the program, most 

of the imported German courses were actually taught by fly-in Germany professors in CS4. This is 

because the majority of the long-term German professors working full time in the China-German Institute 

of Applied Sciences in CS4 did not specialise in Logistics Management but were teaching on the other 
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three Sino-German TNHE programs, such as Mechanical Engineering, that were hosted at CS4. As this 

academic-administrator further explained, their German partner university was always able to send their 

professors to CS4 to teach the seven imported courses. However, notably, the fly-in German faculty’s 

teaching was not carried out on a regular semester basis with allocated weekly teaching hours as designed 

in the Approved Curriculum but was taught in intensive ‘block seminars’ within a period of nine to 12 

days.  

In terms of the actual teaching hours, according to Interviewee Yang, one imported German course was 

taught for nine to 12 days with four to five teaching hours of seminars every morning. Based on this 

estimation, the maximum teaching hours for such an imported course taught by a fly-in German professor 

would be 45 (i.e., five teaching hours for nine days) or 60 (i.e., five teaching hours for 12 days), which 

equalled the allocated teaching hours in the Approved Curriculum. That is to say, the teaching hours of the 

seven imported major or speciality courses as designed in the Approved Curriculum were actually carried 

out in real practice, although the actual teaching did not happen on a regular semester basis but in the form 

of intensive ‘block seminars’.  

To sum up, it can be inferred that seven imported German courses with 439 teaching hours as designed in 

the Approved Curriculum of TNHE program in Mechanical Engineering hosted at CS4 were actually 

delivered in the classroom (i.e., 100% implementation). But it should be noted that most of these major or 

speciality courses were taught intensively within nine to 12 days, rather than on a regular semester basis 

with weekly teaching hours. 

 In terms of the Four One-Third Rules, the number and the teaching hours of the seven imported major or 

speciality courses in the Approved and Delivered Curriculum had implemented the second, third, and 
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fourth one-third rules. In contrast, the first one-third rule was not well implemented in the Approved 

curriculum from the beginning, and consequently was not well accomplished in the Delivered Curriculum. 

However, what should be noted here is that, in contrast to the other three TNHE programs, the foreign 

language courses (i.e., Elementary German, and Academic German) were not regarded as the imported 

foreign courses in CS4. This situation might contribute to CS4’s failure in implementing the first one-third 

rule. Further discussion of these issues will be covered in the next section. 

5.5 Synthesis and discussion 

As can be seen from the description and discussion in the previous two sections, the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy issued by the MoE was implemented differently across the four case study universities. 

With these disparate implementation scenarios, discrepancies between policy ideals and local practice 

surfaced from the comparative analysis of the two-level curricula, that is, the Approved Curriculum and 

the Delivered Curriculum, of the TNHE programs hosted at the four case study universities. The on-the-

ground implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy across the four case study universities, as 

synthesised and illustrated in Tables 5.5 and 5.6 below, not only provides answers to the first associated 

research question (RQ1), but also prompts thinking about the deep-rooted causes that had resulted in such 

disparate implementation scenarios in local contexts.  

5.5.1 Policy implementation in Approved Curricula across the four TNHE programs 

The implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in the designed curriculum of the four TNHE 

programs is synthesised in Table 5.5, with the foreign curriculum investment being quantified in relation 

to each of the Four One-Third Rules.  
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 Table 5.5 Policy implementation in Approved Curricula of the four TNHE programs 

Cases First 1/3 Rule Second 1/3 Rule Third 1/3 Rule Fourth 1/3 Rule 

CS1 14/32= 43.75% 13/24= 54.17% 13/24= 54.17% 602/1242= 48.47% 

CS2 8/34= 23.53% 6/27= 22.22% 6/27= 22.22% 272/1216= 22.37% 

CS3 18/34= 52.94% 17/24= 70.83% 17/24= 70.83% 832/1536= 54.17% 

CS4 7/28= 25% 7/19= 36.84% 7/19= 36.84% 439/1172= 37.46% 

Average 36.31% 46.02% 46.02% 40.62% 

 

On average, the four TNHE programs had implemented the One-Third Curriculum Policy, with 36.31% 

foreign curriculum investment in terms of the first one-third rule, 46.02% foreign curriculum investment 

in terms of the second and third one-third rules, and 40.62% foreign curriculum investment in terms of the 

fourth one-third rule. In other words, with such a comparatively adequate level of foreign curriculum 

investment, the One-Third Curriculum Policy in general seemed to be relatively easy to implement in the 

designed curricula across the four TNHE programs. This is understandable because, as for the local 

Chinese universities, meeting the requirements of the Four One-Third Rules in the designed curriculum 

would be one of the prerequisites to obtain the MoE’s approval to host and operate the TNHE program. 

While the combined scores presented in the table paint a picture of compliance between implementation 

and policy, a deeper investigation looking at non-aggregated data of each case provided evidence that the 

TNHE curriculum policy implementation on the ground at the Approved Curriculum level was disparate 

and discrepant. For example, the Approved Curriculum of the TNHE program hosted at CS2 could not 

comply with any of the Four One-Third Rules, as it was designed with an around one fifth proportion of 

foreign curriculum investment. Meanwhile, CS4’s Approved Curriculum fulfilled the requirements of the 

last three one-third rules but not that of the first rule.  
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It is noted that a reading of the information in Table 5.5 alone is insufficient to clarify the discrepancies 

that occurred in CS2 and CS4. In other words, little can be discerned from Table 5.5 about why CS2 and 

CS4 had designed such curricula knowing that the foreign curriculum investment would be inadequate 

according to the policy. To understand these discrepancies, comparing the design of the imported courses 

across the four case study universities might provide some evidence. What surfaced from this comparison 

was a nuanced feature in relation to the foreign language courses. That is, the foreign languages courses 

(i.e., Elementary German and Academic German) in TNHE programs hosted at CS4 were not designed or 

counted as the imported foreign courses; however, the foreign languages courses in the other three TNHE 

programs were designed or counted as the imported foreign courses.   

As can be seen from the Approved Curriculum (Table 5.5), the German language courses in the TNHE 

Program were designed as domestic or local courses taught by CS4’s Chinese teachers. If the two German 

language courses were treated as the imported courses, then the first one-third rule would be nearly 

accomplished with nine imported foreign courses among the total 28 courses (i.e., 32.14%, almost one 

third). However, CS4 did not take this ‘easy way out’ to produce a curriculum that would ideally comply 

with the policy, but rather adhered to its actual situation where they enjoyed the advantage of sufficient 

German language teacher resources from its regular four-year undergraduate program in German 

Language offered by the School of Foreign Languages in CS418. Consequently, CS4 did not need to rely 

on the German partner university to teach the foreign language courses in the TNHE program. These 

German language courses were thus not designed as imported foreign courses.  

                                                   
18 Four undergraduate programs (i.e., English, Japanese, German, and Korean languages) were offered by the School 

of Foreign Languages in CS4.  
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In contrast, the other three case study universities did not seem to enjoy the same level of foreign language 

teacher resources as CS4. Specifically, there was no regular Korean language program offered by the 

School of Foreign Languages in CS1. Although CS1 employed one Chinese teacher in 2009 who majored 

in Korean language teaching and obtained her master’s degree in South Korea, her speciality was not in 

training students to pass the Test of Proficiency in Korean (TOPIK) – one of the admission requirements 

to study in South Korea.  

In a similar vein, CS3 did not have a regular French language program which could provide adequate 

teachers to teach the French language course for the TNHE program. In CS2, although there was a regular 

English language program offered by the School of Foreign Languages, these English language teachers 

were not specialised in training students to pass the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) or 

the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) – one of the admission requirements to study 

in English-speaking countries including Ireland.  

Therefore, without sufficient resources to teach the foreign language courses, the TNHE programs hosted 

at CS1, CS2 and CS3 had to rely on their foreign partner universities, and consequently included the 

foreign language courses in the list of the imported foreign courses taught by the teachers from foreign 

partner universities.  

Viewed from another angle, if taking each one-third rule into consideration, it can be seen from the 

Approved Curriculum that the four case universities had attached greater importance to importing the 

major or speciality courses than to the general/liberal arts courses from the foreign partner universities. 

For example, 13 out of the 14 imported courses in CS1, six out of eight imported courses in CS2, and 17 
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out of 18 imported courses in CS3 were major or speciality courses. In CS4, all the seven imported 

courses were of the major or speciality category.  

This overwhelming dominance of importing foreign major or speciality courses, to a large extent, was 

predetermined by the One-Third Curriculum Policy itself. In order to meet the requirements of the first 

and second one-third rule at the same time, the TNHE programs had to be designed in such a way that 

most of the imported foreign courses were major or speciality courses. And to meet the requirements of 

the third and fourth one-third rules at the same time, the TNHE programs had to be designed in such a way 

that most of the imported foreign courses were to be taught by teachers from the foreign partner 

universities, rather than by the Chinese faculty.  

This situation poses two potential challenges or difficulties in teaching practice. First, the Chinese teachers 

who previously taught these major or speciality courses would be replaced by teachers from the foreign 

partner university. That is to say, the teaching hours of these Chinese teachers would be substantially 

reduced, leading to a substantial reduction in their salary and allowances. These interest-related issues 

would develop a fractious, if not a hostile, attitude toward the incoming foreign teachers among the 

Chinese teachers whose interests were hampered (Che, 2003). In the long run, the ideal of Chinese 

teachers’ interacting with and learning from the foreign experts as envisaged by TNHE advocates such as 

MoE and the leaders of host universities would most likely not eventuate (Zeng, 2016). 

The second potential challenge was associated with the availability of foreign teachers who were expected 

to come to China to teach the imported courses. The One-Third Curriculum Policy was developed under 

the assumption that the foreign partner universities would be world-renowned universities and thus have 

sufficient educational resources including lecturers and professors who could be dispatched to China to 
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teach on a regular semester basis. As revealed from the literature, most TNHE programs in China were 

operated by the second-tier Chinese universities with second-tier foreign universities (Y. Y. Chan & 

Emmett, 2015; Fang, 2012) because most world-renowned universities both in China and abroad do not 

need TNHE programs to attract more education resources to build up their academic capacity. 

With such an unsound assumption, the One-Third Curriculum Policy gave little consideration to some 

practical issues. For example, the expected foreign teachers would have similar semester-based teaching 

responsibilities in their own countries, and thus may not be able to teach in China at the same time or 

could only go to China during their holidays to teach for a very short period of time (Jia, 2010; Zeng, 

2016). Under such circumstances, when the foreign partner university could not send their teachers to 

China, the imported foreign courses would employ different ways of delivery in practice: teaching by 

Chinese teachers instead (e.g., in CS1, CS2); by visiting or fly-in teachers from the foreign partner 

university (e.g., in CS1, CS3, and CS4); or by so-called ‘teachers’ temporarily employed by the foreign 

partner university and/or its agent in China (e.g., in CS2).  

We can assume that the discrepancies and challenges discussed above might very well exert a potential 

impact on the actual delivery of the Approved Curriculum, or in other words, on the implementation of the 

One-Third Curriculum Policy in the Delivered Curriculum. In the following section, I canvass a 

comparative analysis of the TNHE curriculum policy implementation on these two levels of TNHE 

curriculum across the four case study universities.  

5.5.2 Policy implementation discrepancies across the four TNHE programs: Answers to RQ1 

When translating the Approved Curriculum into practice, the four case study universities took on different 

implementation scenarios as shown in Table 5.6 below. In general, with the exception of CS4, the host 
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universities did not deliver all the imported courses as originally designed in the Approved Curriculum. 

Significant discrepancy rates between the Approved Curriculum and the Delivered Curriculum were found 

in the first three host universities. Interestingly, among the four TNHE programs, the Approved 

Curriculum produced by CS3 and CS1 perfectly met the requirements of the Four One-Third Rules, but 

the highest discrepancy rates also happened in these two host universities. Although CS4 seemed to have 

delivered all the imported foreign courses as designed in the Approved Curriculum, the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy was still not fully implemented because the Approved Curriculum did not meet the 

requirement of the first one-third rule from the very beginning. 

Table 5.6 Discrepancies between Approved and Delivered Curricula 

Policy 
 
Cases 

Number of imported 
courses 

(First 1/3 Rule) 

Number of imported 
core courses 

(Second 1/3 Rule) 

Number of imported 
core courses taught by 
foreign partner faculty 

(Third1/3 Rule) 

Teaching hours for 
imported core courses 

taught by foreign 
partner faculty 

(Fourth 1/3 Rule) 

Designed Delivered Designed Delivered Designed Delivered Designed Delivered 

C
S1 

Semesters 1-4 8 5 7 4 7 4 318 140 

Discrepancy rate 37.5% 42.86% 42.86% 55.97% 

C
S2  

Semesters 1-4 6 5 4 3 4 3 192 144 

Discrepancy rate 16.67% 25% 25% 25% 
C

S3  
Semesters 1-4 15 5 14 5 14 5 736 350 

Discrepancy rate 66.67% 64.29% 64.29% 52.45% 

C
S4 

Semesters 3-5,7 7 7 7 7 7 7 439 439 

Discrepancy rate 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Average rate* 30.21% 33.04% 33.04% 33.36% 

Discrepancy rate* refers to the difference between the number of imported courses designed in the Approved Curriculum (X) and the number 
of the imported courses actually delivered in the classroom (Y). The discrepancy rate can thus be calculated as (X-Y)/X x100%. The larger the 
discrepancy is, the bigger the discrepancy rate will be.  

The data indicated in Table 5.6 addresses the first research question (RQ1). It shows an approximate 30% 

discrepancy rate across from the four TNHE programs. To this extent, none of the Four One-Third Rules 

was fully implemented in the four host universities. Compared with the other three one-third rules, the 



162 
 

fourth one-third rule, with the highest average discrepancy rate (33.36%), appeared to be the most difficult 

requirement to be fulfil.  

Taking each program and each one-third rule into consideration, findings in relation to the RQ1 unfold as 

follows: 

• In terms of the first one-third rule, all the four TNHE programs failed to meet this requirement. 

The failure of implementing the first one-third rule resulted from significant discrepancy rates in 

CS1 (37.5%) and CS3 (66.67%) on one hand, and the insufficient imported courses designed in 

the Approved Curriculum in CS2 and CS4 on the other.  

• In terms of the second one-third rule, only the TNHE program hosted at CS4 met the requirement, 

while the other three failed to implement the policy as indicated by significant discrepancy rates in 

CS1 (42.86%), CS2 (25%), and CS3 (64.29%). The discrepancy rate in CS2 was comparatively 

lower, but it should be noted that its Approved Curriculum did not fulfil the second one-third rule 

from the very beginning.  

• In terms of the third one-third rule, similarly, the TNHE program hosted at CS4 was the only 

program that met the requirement, whilst the other three failed to implement the policy as 

indicated by significant discrepancy rates in CS1 (42.86%), CS2 (25%), and CS3 (64.29%). The 

discrepancy rate in CS2 was comparatively lower, but it should be noted that its Approved 

Curriculum did not fulfil the second one-third rule from the very beginning.  

• And lastly, in terms of the fourth one-third rule, the requirement was fulfilled by the TNHE 

program hosted in CS4 only, whilst significant discrepancy rates in CS1 (55.97%), CS2 (25%) 

and CS3 (52.45%) meant these three TNHE programs failed to implement the policy.  
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5.5.3 Discussion 

As indicated by the average discrepancy rates shown in the four programs, I can conclude that the One-

Third Curriculum Policy was not well implemented in the TNHE programs hosted at the Chinese 

universities investigated in the present study. These findings are consistent with other studies (Centre of 

Research on CFCRS, 2013; G. Feng & Gong, 2006; Hou et al., 2014), which found the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy very difficult to implement in Chinese higher education institutions. However, the 

literature to date has not provided evidence or insight into why and how such discrepancies between 

policy ideals and local implementation practice took place.  

This lack of empirical evidence has thus placed the present study in the foreground as it aims not only to 

go beyond the field’s existing knowledge to examine the extent to which each of the Four One-Third 

Rules was implemented in the Approved and Delivered Curricula of TNHE programs in China (Chapter 

Five), but also to unveil the barriers that prevented local Chinese universities from effectively 

implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy (Chapter Six). From then, it aims to explore possible 

framework(s) that could help local Chinese universities to overcome such barriers for the benefit of 

students, staff, and the universities (Chapter Seven).  

The disparate scenarios of implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy, as revealed from the 

comparison between the Approved and Delivered Curricula of the four TNHE programs, were inevitably 

associated with the host universities’ different academic and financial capacities, such as the educational 

resources of foreign language teachers discussed in section 5.5.1. They also point to at least another three 

factors: the longstanding tensions between central-level policymaking and local policy implementation, 

the policy itself, and the regulating system of TNHE programs in China.  
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First, the various different local practices as revealed from the present study vividly embody a maxim 

typically existing in the reform era in China, which is, “where there is a policy from above, there are 

countermeasures from below”, or ‘shang you zhengce, xia you duice’ in Chinese (D. L. Yang, 1999, p. 

170). In line with this maxim, the dynamics of TNHE programs in China depend crucially on how the 

localities (i.e., local Chinese universities) respond to the central policy (i.e., the One-Third Curriculum 

Policy). As D. L. Yang (1999) explains, central policies “might not get implemented because of local 

resistance and diversionary tactics” on the one hand, and local leaders fully aware of the centralised power 

would have reasons to be reluctant to challenge the central policy openly on the other hand (p. 170).  

The invisible power of the maxim aggravated by the disparate local contexts in China had thus made the 

process of implementing this central policy more complicated and unpredictable. As can be seen from the 

disparate TNHE curriculum policy implementation scenarios in the present study, the sentiments of this 

maxim were adeptly adopted by the local Chinese universities, which in turn contributed, to a great extent, 

to the failure of TNHE curriculum policy implementation. For example, when the foreign partner 

universities could not dispatch their own teachers to China as expected, host universities in China had then 

turned to some ‘countermeasures’ or the ‘diversionary tactics’ that could operate in practice and comply 

with the policy principles at the same time.  

These ‘countermeasures’ used by the four case study universities in the present study included at least 

three tactics. First, the imported courses were taught intensively (e.g., in the form of ‘block seminars’) 

within a short period of time by visiting or fly-in teachers from the foreign partner university (e.g., CS1, 

CS3, CS4). Second, the imported courses were taught on a regular semester basis by ‘teachers’ who were 

working or studying in China and temporarily employed by the foreign partner university or its agent for 

the TNHE program in China (e.g., CS2). Third, the imported courses were advertised as cooperative 
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teaching by Chinese and foreign teachers, but actually taught by host universities’ Chinese teachers only 

(e.g., CS1, CS4), teaching either in Chinese language and using Chinese textbooks, or bilingually using 

the foreign textbooks and syllabi.  

Second, the diverse local practices were also a product of the ambiguity and vagueness of the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy itself. As can be seen from the wording of the Four One-Third Rules, the policy itself 

appears to be quite general and somewhat ambiguous (Banks et al., 2010), failing to clarify the following 

points:  

• How to produce a joint TNHE curriculum by integrating the foreign curricular elements with the 

Chinese curricular elements? Could foreign courses and their curricular be simply imported to 

replace the existing or corresponding Chinese courses? Or should the curricular elements of these 

foreign courses be evaluated and assessed in terms of their appropriateness in China’s context? 

Who has the authority to decide which foreign courses are needed and which foreign curricular 

elements are necessary for the joint curriculum, and in what ways could such decision-making 

process happen? 

• How to deliver the imported foreign courses in TNHE programs in China? Should the teachers 

from the foreign partner HEI come to China to deliver these foreign courses on a regular semester 

basis? Or could they fly in and fly out to undertake intensive teaching for a short period of time? 

Can these foreign courses be delivered by the teachers from the foreign partner HEI online 

through a computer-aided platform such as a MOOC without a physical presence in Chinese 

classrooms? Can these foreign courses be delivered by ‘teachers’ who are not physically from, but 

temporarily employed in China by, the foreign partner university? Who has the authority to decide 
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what kind of teachers are eligible and available to teach these foreign courses, and in what ways 

could such a decision-making process happen? 

• How to make Chinese courses account for two thirds of the total curriculum in the TNHE 

program? Could some Chinese courses be simply cut off and replaced by corresponding foreign 

courses in the joint curriculum? Or could the whole Chinese curriculum remain intact and at the 

same time add to it foreign courses which account for at least one third of the total Chinese 

courses? Or should the Chinese courses and imported courses be integrated rather than operate 

under ‘two separate skins’ (Z. Zhang, 2012)? Who has the authority to decide which Chinese 

courses are needed in the joint curriculum and how Chinese courses are integrated with foreign 

courses, and in what ways could such a decision-making process happen? 

It is arguably true that educational policies and quality assurance frameworks tend to set broad 

requirements and allow the institutions flexibility to decide how to meet those standards. However, 

without guidelines or clarifications on the above-mentioned issues, the implementation of the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy was inevitably affected by different interpretations and understandings held by local 

Chinese universities.  

Third, the fact that local Chinese universities could successfully use the above-mentioned 

countermeasures or diversionary tactics in real practice echoes the criticism of the TNHE regulating 

system in China (Ong & Chan, 2012; Zeng, 2016). That is, a strong emphasis was placed on approval 

procedures of TNHE programs (as can be seen in the Approved Curricula) with less attention to quality 

assurance oversight measures and to the actual operational practices in host universities (as can be seen in 

the Delivered Curricula). A typical case in this regard would refer to CS2, where the designed curriculum 
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of TNHE program failed to comply with the Four One-Third Rules but was still approved and licensed by 

the MoE.  

Such typical cases revealed in the present study would thus pose thought-provoking questions about the 

host university, the policy maker MoE, as well as the regulating system of TNHE programs. These 

questions could include, for example:  

• Why did CS2 present to the MoE such a curriculum, knowing from the very beginning that the 

imported foreign courses barely comply with the Four One-Third Rules? 

• Why did the MoE still approve and license the TNHE program and its curriculum at CS2? What 

special considerations did the MoE take in this respect?  

• Was each of the Four One-Third Rules valued differently as in the case of CS4 by host 

universities and the MoE? Could it be possible to obtain the MoE’s approval by complying with 

only three rather than four one-third rules?  

• And perhaps more subtly, if around one fifth of the foreign curriculum investment would suffice 

to gain MoE’s approval (e.g., CS2), then, what was the point of the MoE to introducing and 

reinforcing the ‘one third’ foreign investment threshold anyway?  

Clarification on the above questions are essential to a better understanding as well as more effective 

implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy. Since the policy maker, the MoE, did not clarify 

how to implement the Four One-Third Rules, it is consequently the Chinese host universities’ 

responsibility to translate this policy into the curricula of TNHE programs based on the maxims they hold, 

their understanding of the policy, and their academic, financial and sociopolitical situations. Such policy-
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to-practice translations can therefore vary from one TNHE program to another and from one Chinese HEI 

to another. 

The explorations of the aforementioned issues are beyond the scope of the first associated research 

question (RQ1). However, answers to these questions can help clarify how the One-Third Curriculum 

Policy was perceived, interpreted, integrated, and institutionalised by the local Chinese universities 

hosting TNHE programs. In so doing, existing and potential barriers that prevented the effective 

implementation of the policy can then be identified, understood, and desirably, discharged. These in-depth 

examinations will be explored in Chapter Six. 
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Chapter Six Barriers to Implementing the TNHE Curriculum 

Policy at Chinese Host Universities 

6.1 Introduction  

My analysis in this chapter draws primarily on the data from staff interviews to address the second 

associated research question (RQ2): What kinds of barriers are there, and how do they impede the 

effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs hosted at the local 

Chinese universities? 

I begin by revisiting the analytical framework, the Expanded 4I Model of barriers to organisational 

learning (OL), that I used to conceptualise the process of implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy 

in TNHE programs hosted at Chinese host universities (see Section 3.5.2). The Expanded 4I Model 

developed by Schilling and Kluge (2009) categorises multi-level factors impeding the four bi-directionally 

related social psychological processes of organisational learning (i.e., intuiting, interpreting, integrating 

and institutionalising). Key concepts in relation to this analytical framework are briefly discussed in 

Section 6.2.  

After discussing this model, I then present the results of data analysis regarding the 12 barriers identified 

relevant to the four processes of implementing the TNHE curriculum policy at the four case study 

universities. While the barriers to the four processes are reported separately in four sections (Sections 6.3 

to 6.6), they are nevertheless bi-directionally related, and thus influence each other.  

In view of these interrelationships, I then analyse the identified barriers across the four case study 

universities (Section 6.7). To anticipate this discussion, I found that the majority of the 12 barriers are at 
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the actional-personal and structural-organisational levels where individuals and their micro contexts such 

as interpersonal relations and organisational culture play a critical role. The more barriers identified in a 

Chinese host university, the more difficult it would be for this university to implement the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy. Based on this analysis, I move to address the second associated research question 

(RQ2). Finally, I critically discuss major findings in light of the literature and in relation to the argument19 

put forward in Chapter Five.  

6.2 TNHE curriculum policy implementation as organisational learning 

As I discussed in Chapter Three, I conceptualise the process of implementing the One-Third Curriculum 

Policy at Chinese host universities as a process of organisational learning in the present study. This is 

based on insights from educational researchers such as Cohen (1982) who have advocated conceptualising 

educational change as learning. Various theories of learning as socially situated processes have been 

adopted in the field of implementation research. In particular, political scientists have adopted concepts 

from psychology, organisational sociology and economics to formulise a distinct scholarship as ‘policy 

learning’, ‘political learning’, ‘social learning’, or ‘organisational learning’ (Brown & Kenney, 2006). In 

relation to the present study, the One-Third Curriculum Policy introduced by China’s Ministry of 

Education (MoE) is conceptualised as an educational change to local Chinese universities hosting TNHE 

programs. Facing such an educational change, these universities are consequently required to engage in 

learning at individual, group and organisational levels so as to meet the requirements of the TNHE 

curriculum policy. 

                                                   
19 The disparate practices of the TNHE curriculum policy implementation at Chinese host universities were attributed to four 

factors: the longstanding tensions between central-level policymaking and local policy implementation; different academic and 

financial capacities of the Chinese host universities; the policy itself; and the regulating system of the TNHE programs in China. 



171 
 

Organisational learning (OL) has been defined in various ways. According to Argyris (1992), OL is a 

competence that enables organisations to “detect and correct errors” (p. 1). By this account, if successfully 

enacted, OL can help organisations to bridge the gap between their intentions and actions (Sharp, 1996). 

Notably, it is not the organisation itself but the individuals and groups within the organisation that are 

engaged in learning. This is because “organisations learn only through the experiences and actions of 

individuals” (Argyris & Schön, 1978, p. 9). Therefore, OL involves “individual and group-based learning 

experiences concerning the improvement of organisation performance and/or goals” that are translated 

into “organisational routines, processes and structures, which in turn affect the future learning activities of 

the organisation’s members” (Schilling & Kluge, 2009, p. 338). From this understanding, OL can serve as 

a potential tool to detect and address problems and issues so as to improve organisation performance.             

As a socially situated process, OL can be facilitated or hindered by various factors. Despite existing 

theories and research on fostering factors, analysis of impeding factors is believed to “contribute to a 

deeper understanding of the underlying dynamics of OL” (Schilling & Kluge, 2009, p. 338). In line with 

the purposes of the present study, impeding factors or barriers to the effective TNHE curriculum policy 

implementation at local Chinese universities became the foci of the second associated research question. 

To fulfil this purpose, the Expanded 4I Model of barriers to OL (Schilling & Kluge, 2009) is employed as 

the analytical framework to examine multi-level factors impeding the effective TNHE curriculum policy 

implementation at the four case study universities.  

6.2.1 The Expanded 4I Model 

Among various theories on organisational learning (OL), an integrative model, namely the 4I Model, 

developed by Crossan et al. (1999) has received increasing attention from scholarship (e.g., Atuahene-
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Gima & Murray, 2007; Bunderson & Reagans, 2011; Rashman et al., 2009). The 4I Model constructs OL 

as four bi-directionally related processes at individual, group and organisational levels: intuiting, 

interpreting, integrating, and institutionalising (see Figure 3.4). Intuiting is a process that is located within 

the individuals, involving the development of new insights and ideas based on personal experience. In the 

interpreting process, the individuals explain their insights and ideas through words and/or actions to 

themselves and more importantly to others. At the group level, the integrating process involves an 

achievement of a shared understanding among individuals and groups, which allows for coherent, 

collective actions within the organisation. Finally, in the institutionalising process, shared understanding 

among individuals is implemented in systems, structures, procedures, rules, and strategies. In doing so, it 

becomes independent of individuals or group origins, and guides organisation action (Crossan et al., 1999; 

Lawrence et al., 2005).  

Despite its contribution to OL scholarship, the 4I Model is criticised by Schilling and Kluge (2009) for 

ignoring the external environment of the organisation, which is relevant at all stages of OL. Responding to 

this concern, Schilling and Kluge (2009) expanded the 4I Model by adding a societal-environmental level 

that refers to “the social and material world that members perceive as relevant to organisational action” (p. 

342). In addition, to complement existing theories and research on factors facilitating the OL process, 

Schilling and Kluge (2009) advocate that examining impeding factors can better help an understanding of 

the underlying dynamics of OL. Taking these two points into consideration, Schilling and Kluge (2009) 

constructed the Expanded 4I Model to assist researchers in modelling barriers to four bi-directionally 

related processes (e.g., intuiting, interpreting, integrating, and institutionalising) of OL on three different 

levels (i.e., actional-personal, structural-organisational, and societal-environmental) (see Figure 3.5). With 

the Expanded 4I Model, Schilling and Kluge (2009) summarised from the literature the factors (see Table 
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3.2) impeding the four socio-psychological OL processes at the actional-personal, structural-

organisational and societal-environmental levels.  

This expanded model provides a theoretical grounding for conceptual and empirical enquiries of the OL 

process in various educational contexts. Based on the application of this model, 12 prominent factors 

impeding the effective TNHE curriculum policy implementation at Chinese host universities emerged 

from data analysis as follows. 

l Barriers to intuiting process of TNHE curriculum policy implementation: 

ü Barrier 1: Divergent perceptions and inappropriate knowledge on the part of policy 

implementers 

ü Barrier 2: Ambiguity of the policy itself 

ü Barrier 3: A hierarchical institutional structure with multiple levels of leadership 

l Barriers to interpreting process of TNHE curriculum policy implementation: 

ü Barrier 4: Fear of loss of ownership or control of knowledge 

ü Barrier 5: Conflictual relationships among units and team members 

ü Barrier 6: High workload and lack of incentives 

l Barriers to integrating process of TNHE curriculum policy implementation: 

ü Barrier 7: Inadequate participation and communication 

ü Barrier 8: Perceived incompatibility with students’ foreign language proficiency 

ü Barrier 9: Insufficient funding and problematic financial management 

l Barriers to institutionalising process of TNHE curriculum policy implementation: 

ü Barrier 10: Perceived irrelevance of the policy for future purposes 

ü Barrier 11: Lack of highly qualified human resources 

ü Barrier 12: Lack of effective institutional regulations 
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The above 12 barriers are reported in Sections 6.3 to 6.6 respectively, and their interrelationships are 

discussed in Section 6.7. However, before this, I will briefly discuss the organisational structures of the 

four case study universities to contextualise the findings.  

6.2.2 Organisational structures of the four case study universities 

A regular public university in China usually operates with two groups of functions: teaching units, and 

administrative or service units. This is also true of the four case study universities (Figure 6.1). 

 

Figure 6.1 Organisational structures of the case study universities 

In 2016, when this investigation was conducted, the first case study university (CS1) consisted of 13 

teaching units (e.g., School of Engineering), 25 administrative units (e.g., the Academic Affairs 

Department), and three academic service units (e.g., Library). Daily operation of the TNHE program in 

Mechanical Engineering in CS1 involved at least three administrative units (i.e., the International Affairs 

Department, the Enrolment and Employment Department, the Academic Affairs Department) and one 

teaching unit (i.e., School of Engineering) where the program was hosted.  
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The second case study university (CS2) comprised 12 teaching units, 14 administrative units, and three 

academic service units. Daily operation of the TNHE program in Hotel Management involved at least two 

administrative units (i.e., the Institute of International Communication and Continuing Education, the 

Academic Affairs Department20) and one teaching unit (i.e., School of Tourism Management) where the 

program was hosted.  

Similar to CS2, the third case study university (CS3) consisted of 18 teaching units, 16 administrative 

units, and two academic service units. Daily operation of the TNHE program in Hotel Management 

involved at least two administrative units (i.e., Foreign Affairs Office, the Academic Affairs 

Department21) and three teaching units (i.e., the College of International Education22 where the program 

was hosted, School of Tourism, and the English teaching department).  

The fourth case study university (CS4) comprised 18 teaching units, 20 administrative units, and three 

academic service units. Daily operation of the TNHE program in Logistics Management involved as least 

two administrative units (i.e., Department of International Communication and Cooperation, the Academic 

Affairs Department23), and one teaching unit (i.e., School of Management) where the program was hosted.  

From the above, it is clear that the number of administrative and service units involved in the TNHE 

program is almost double that of the teaching units at CS1 and CS2. In comparison, at CS3 and CS4, there 

is approximately the same number of teaching units as of administrative and service units involved in the 

TNHE program. In other words, CS1 and CS2 seem to have greater involvement by administrative units 

                                                   
20 The Office of Enrolment was a sub-branch office within the Academic Affairs Department at CS2.  

21 The Office of Enrolment was a sub-branch office within the Academic Affairs Department at CS3. 

22 The School of International Education was co-located with the International Affairs Department at CS3.  

23 The Office of Enrolment was a sub-branch office within the Academic Affairs Department at CS4. 
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than CS3 and CS4. Based on the above organisational structures of the four case study universities, it is 

expected that the administrative units would exert profound, if not prevailing, influence on the teaching 

and learning (including the TNHE curriculum policy implementation) in the TNHE programs. This 

expectation is confirmed with evidence in the following four sections illustrating the 12 barriers to the 

effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy at the Chinese host universities.  

6.3 Barriers to the intuiting process of TNHE curriculum policy implementation 

In this section, the interview data are examined across the four case study universities to identify existing 

and possible obstacles to the intuiting process of implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy. Various 

barriers to the intuiting process of OL (see Table 3.2) could impede novel insights and innovative ideas to 

be developed among individuals. For example, actional-personal barriers to intuiting include cognitive and 

psychological phenomena such as divergent perception, lack of motivation, and professional identity. 

Structural-organisational barriers can affect individuals’ ability to develop new insights by giving too 

much (e.g., due to clear, measurable goals) or too little freedom (e.g., due to strict rules and regulations) 

for ‘thinking out of the box’. Societal-environmental barriers reside in the traits of the knowledge itself 

(e.g., implicitness and ambiguity), the market environment and broad social cultural experience (Schilling 

& Kluge, 2009).  

In the present study, three prominent barriers to the intuiting process of implementing the TNHE 

curriculum policy emerged from the data analysis. The evidence of these barriers and how they influence 

the TNHE curriculum policy implementation are illustrated and discussed under three subheadings: 

divergent perceptions and inappropriate knowledge on the part of policy implementers (Section 6.3.1); 
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ambiguity of the policy itself (Section 6.3.2); and a hierarchical institutional structure with multiple levels 

of leadership (Section 6.3.3).  

6.3.1 Divergent perceptions and inappropriate knowledge on the part of policy implementers 

The first prominent barrier to the intuiting process of implementing the TNHE curriculum policy relates to 

individuals’ cognitive and psychological restrictions. Data analysis revealed divergent perceptions and a 

lack of relevant knowledge on the part of policy implementers. Evidence for this barrier was more 

prominent in the first three case study universities, resulting in opportunistic (CS1), indifferent (CS2), and 

cocksure (CS3) approaches towards implementing the TNHE curriculum policy. 

CS1: An opportunistic approach 

Previously a full-time biochemistry professor, interviewee Wang, started his Deputy Director position at 

the International Affairs Department in April 2015. He was expected to use his teaching experience to 

improve the quality of the teaching management of the TNHE programs hosted at CS1. When asked about 

his opinion on the One-Third Curriculum Policy, he stated that,  

To my understanding, the policy is deficient in logic. In general, there are only five to six core 

academic courses in a normal undergraduate program. In order to ‘deal with’ (yingfu) the policy, we 

had to increase the number of academic courses to 15 or 16 in a TNHE program. Otherwise, we would 

not be able to achieve the goal [of making the imported core academic courses account for at least one 

third of the total courses]. … This policy is their [i.e., the MoE’s] idea. Theoretically, it is good in its 

intention to import and use high-quality foreign educational resources for the benefit of our higher 

education. But, it is not down to earth. In other words, if you want to import and use these foreign 

educational recourses, you need time for the imported recourses to collide and adjust with our local 
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educational philosophy and teaching models. You can’t just take it here and say now you use it24. 

(Interview 1, 22nd March 2016) 

Wang’s perception of the policy as evidenced in the above excerpt arises from his professional role as an 

experienced university teacher who knows the ‘down-to-earth’ practices of curriculum design and 

teaching. Because of his professional role and teaching experience, he saw the deficiency in the policy 

itself, referring to the policy as ‘theirs’ (i.e., the MoE’s), not ‘his’ or ‘ours’. Consequently, this cognitive 

and psychological distance between the policy and himself as the policy implementer paved the way for 

his defensive response of ‘dealing with’ rather than observing the policy with due diligence.  

With the fear of not being able to import one-third courses from the foreign partner university as expected 

by the policy, the curriculum designers from CS1 did not seek innovative ideas that could help implement 

the policy in the long run. Instead, they chose to tamper with the number of core academic courses in the 

curriculum to achieve the required one-third proportion. Such a first-order problem solving, or fixing 

problems without addressing underlying causes to prevent their recurrence (Tucker et al., 2002), has 

worked on paper helping CS1 obtain the approval and license from the MoE. However, it would easily fall 

short of delivering a quality TNHE program. Indeed, Wang admitted that delivering the imported foreign 

courses according to the required standard and quality requires ‘time’ to sort out clashes and adjustments 

that came with combining Chinese and foreign elements in the program.   

Wang’s perceptions were echoed by his colleague Zhang. Zhang was perhaps the most experienced 

administrative staff member in the field of internationalisation of higher education at CS1. He was 

previously the Deputy Director of the Foreign Affairs Office at the university since January 2005, looking 

                                                   
24 All excerpts in this chapter were translated from Mandarin Chinese to English by the researcher of the present 

study. 
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after the university’s international communication and cooperation activities. Following the initiative of 

the university’s internationalisation project in 2009, the then Foreign Affairs Office was removed from the 

President Office in July 2011 and upgraded as an independent unit within the university, the International 

Affairs Department. With his rich experience in the field, Zhang was appointed as the Director of the 

International Affairs Department. At an inter-university meeting, Zhang shared his opinion on the policy: 

During quite a few discussion meetings, we all talked about the fact that there are at most ten core 

academic courses in an undergraduate program. There is no way to make the imported core academic 

courses account for at least one third of the total courses, unless all the core academic courses are 

imported. In fact, how could you import all core academic courses? To do so, you have to ‘fabricate’ 

(zaojia) the paper work. (Meeting Interview 1, 4th May 2016)  

Zhang’s perceptions of the policy as evidenced in the above excerpt also stemmed from his professional 

role of an administrator. Because of his administrative rather than academic experience, Zhang, compared 

to Wang, may not have possessed a profound knowledge of or experience in curriculum design and 

teaching. As a consequence, when he talked about the number of core academic courses in an 

undergraduate program in general, Zhang was less sure about the quantity, using the expression ‘at most 

ten’, while Wang was more affirmative by saying ‘only five to six’. Nevertheless, it is also because of his 

professional role as an administrator that Zhang tended to be more open to the idea of ‘zaojia’ (or 

fabricating) compared with Wang who used a milder expression ‘yingfu’ (or dealing with). To Zhang, 

fabricating information on the TNHE curriculum seemed to be an inevitable and acceptable strategy in the 

face of the policy requirements.  

Both Zhang and Wang, as the leaders of the International Affairs Department at CS1, were responsible for 

submitting TNHE program applications to the MoE for approval and undertaking the MoE’s evaluation of 
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TNHE programs. Due to their professional roles, Zhang and Wang tended to be mainly concerned with 

getting the TNHE program application approved by the MoE and helping the TNHE program pass the 

MoE’s evaluation. In Zhang’s words,  

We didn’t consider too much when applying for the TNHE program. Our first thought was to get the 

program approved by the MoE, and then to think about how to implement the designed curriculum. 

However, in practice, we encountered all kinds of problems. In fact, at the beginning, both our foreign 

partner university and we held an opportunistic attitude, that is, to take advantage of the MoE approved 

program to attract students, rather than to actually implement the One-Third Curriculum Policy in 

practice. However, this opportunistic approach may not work now as the MoE has started to evaluate 

all TNHE programs. (Interview 4, 23rd May 2016) 

The above perceptions related to opportunism held by the individual policy implementers, especially by 

the mid-level administrators like Zhang and Wang, paved the way for CS1’s acceptance of fabricated 

practice and other opportunistic behaviours. Bounded by this opportunistic approach, it is not surprising 

that the discrepancy between the designed curriculum and the delivered curriculum found at CS1 is the 

second highest among the four case study universities (see Table 5.6). 

CS2: An indifferent approach 

Interviewee Shi was a newcomer to the field of higher education internationalisation. He was an associate 

professor in Chinese Language and Literature before he was appointed in early 2016 as the Dean of the 

newly established unit, the Institute of International Communication and Continuing Education. When 

asked about the implementation of the policy in the TNHE program in Hotel Management, he stated that, 

Because I came to this newly established institute earlier this year, to be frank, I don’t know much 

about the business here. … Zhang, what you just said about the policy is new information to us. The 

Four One-Third Rules are indeed troublesome. I had a look at our curriculum of the TNHE program in 
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Hotel Management. It seems that we can’t meet the policy requirements. I don’t worry too much about 

it. When my secretary presented to me a few days ago the self-appraisal report that needs to be 

submitted to the MoE, I made a few changes in word choice, doing some ‘flexible treatment’ (rouxing 

chuli) so as to make it sound better in complying with the policy. (Meeting Interview 1, 4th May 

2016).  

Shi’s perception, evident in the above excerpt, revealed his inadequate knowledge of and indifferent 

attitude to the policy. He blamed the recent change of his position and organisational restructure at the 

university for his lack of appropriate knowledge of the policy. Previously, the TNHE programs at CS2 

were administrated by the College of International Communication and Education, chaired by a Director 

who shared a very similar work experience with Zhang from CS1. In early 2016, just a few months before 

the present study was conducted, the College of International Communication and Education was merged 

with the College of Continuing Education into a new unit, the Institute of International Communication 

and Continuing Education. The then Director who worked in the field for more than a decade was 

appointed to another job at a teaching unit.  

During an informal talk among attendees at the inter-university meeting, Shi complained to Zhang that the 

then Director was so unhappy about her position change that she did not share much information with Shi 

about the TNHE program and the overall practices of international communication and education. From 

Shi’s perspective, the policy was ‘indeed troublesome’, because he found it difficult to import sufficient 

foreign courses in the TNHE program as required by the MoE. Due to his indifferent attitude, he did not 

‘worry too much about it’, because he, as the newly appointed dean, was not responsible for the fact that 

the program did not meet the policy requirements. Instead, he thought he did a favour to CS2 by making 

some ‘rouxing chuli’ (or flexible treatments) in word choice in the self-appraisal report so that the TNHE 

program could ‘sound better in complying with the policy’.  
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In contrast with Shi’s perception, interviewee Meng noted that she often discussed the policy with her 

colleagues. Meng, holding a master’s degree in Event Management from Griffith University, Australia, 

was employed in April 2014 by CS2 as a learning advisor for students in the TNHE program as well as an 

IELTS instructor. When talking about the One-Third Curriculum Policy, she shared the following 

observations: 

Miss Rong (Shi’s secretary) and I often talk about the TNHE program, because we share a very similar 

education experience. We even discussed the practicability of the policy. We calculated how many 

courses need to be taught by foreign teachers. We discussed how much our students would absorb 

from the foreign teachers’ courses. The more we discussed, the more we felt that importing so many 

foreign courses wouldn’t work, at least for the first one or two years. This is because our students’ 

foreign language proficiency is far from sufficient to fully understand foreign teachers’ teaching. Now 

we only have two courses taught by foreign teachers. But our second-year students seem to have 

difficulties in understanding the foreign teachers, and thus lodged various complaints. … What will 

happen when students are in their third year? Well, students would have no choice but to learn the 

required courses taught by foreign teachers. They have to! Perhaps, fewer imported courses will serve 

our students better (Interview 5, 4th May 2016) 

Meng’s perception about the policy as evidenced in the above excerpt reveals her cognitive distance from 

the policy. Meng thought the policy ‘wouldn’t work’ because students did not have sufficient foreign 

language proficiency to help them understand the courses taught by foreign teachers. This perception of 

the policy also stemmed from Meng’s professional role. As the learning advisor and the IELTS teacher, 

Meng understood her students’ needs and learning difficulties well. Standing in her students’ shoes, she 

doubted the practicability of the policy and defended students who had ‘no choice but to learn’ the 

imported foreign courses. To Meng, the One-Third Curriculum Policy was an imposed requirement, 

giving little consideration to students’ diverse abilities and needs. As a result, academics like Meng 
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developed a reluctant attitude towards the policy, thinking that ‘fewer imported courses’ might benefit 

students better. 

The above perceptions held by the individual policy implementers, especially by unit leaders like Shi and 

academics like Meng, paved the way for CS2’s indifferent approach to the One-Third Curriculum Policy. 

This approach allows Shi to make word choice changes in the self-appraisal report to make it sound more 

accordant with the policy. It also allows academics such as Meng to introduce fewer foreign courses to 

students so that students will experience fewer learning difficulties and make fewer complaints. Bounded 

by this indifferent approach, it is not surprising that the discrepancy between the designed curriculum and 

the delivered curriculum found at CS2 is the lowest among the four case study universities, as they 

planned and delivered the smallest number of foreign courses (see Table 5.6). 

CS3: A cocksure approach 

Similar to Zhang from CS1, interviewee Cong had been working in the field of internationalisation of 

higher education since 2004. Now both as the Director of Foreign Affairs Office and the Dean of the 

College of International Education, Cong expressed his pride in developing this TNHE program and his 

confidence in complying with the policy, as he explained below.  

Our foreign partner is one of the 28 hospitality schools owned by a French hotel management group. 

The special strength of this school is that the school itself is a hotel. The school comprises three 

buildings: a student dormitory, a classroom building, and a five-star hotel. So students spend half time 

on hospitality practices in the hotel, and the other half time on classroom learning and discussion. 

When the vice-present of our university, also the former dean of the School of Tourism, visited this 

school, he thought that this teaching approach aligned with our university’s practice orientation. 

Therefore, we began to discuss the possibility of developing a TNHE program with this French 

school.… Now in retrospect, although we have had some difficulties in operation, the French teaching 
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approach should be fine. …So we adopted the French approach to change our teaching plan. We have 

altogether 18 courses taught by teachers from the French school, which account for more than one 

third of our total courses.… If we can stick to this plan, we won’t have problems in meeting the policy 

requirements. (Meeting interview 2, 6th May 2016) 

The above excerpt reveals Cong’s perception of the policy due to his confidence in CS3’s ability to import 

a sufficient number of foreign courses. Cong’s confidence arose from his professional role as the sole 

decision-maker in his units. Unlike his colleagues, Zhang in CS1, Shi in CS2 and Feng in CS4 who had a 

Deputy Director to assist or offset them in decision-making, Cong was the only decision maker in his 

units, the College of International Education and the Foreign Affairs Office. Such a concentration of 

leadership allowed Cong to decide to ‘adopt the French approach’ in the TNHE program, without 

considering whether this approach was feasible for CS3. Such a concentration of leadership also resulted 

in a controlling management style, leading to defensive behaviors to face existing problems in the TNHE 

program, affirming that the French approach ‘should be fine’ as long as they ‘stick to the plan’.  

In contrast to Cong’s overconfidence in adopting the French approach, interviewee Zhu, Dean of the 

School of Tourism, doubted the feasibility of the approach. Zhu argued that the French ‘learning plus 

practice’ approach works so well at the French partner school, because the school itself is a hotel. Students 

over there have no problems in having lectures for one week in the classroom, and practicum for one week 

at the hotel. However, the situation at CS2 was different, as explained by Zhu below. 

We don’t have our own hotel for students to do practicum modules. We established a practice base at a 

local golf hotel, where students could have their practicum modules in the second year and do practices 

every two weeks. But we have a lot of problems. Apart from a high logistical cost in transporting 

students between the hotel and our university, the biggest problem is that the quality of practicum 

teachers at the golf hotel pales in comparison with those at the French partner school. On the one hand, 
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these practicum teachers, such as the Chief Operation Officer, do not have obligations to teach our 

student well, because they are not affiliated with our universities. On the other hand, these practicum 

teachers may do a very good job in their positions at the hotel, but they may not be good at teaching 

their skills to our students. No matter how bad these practicum teachers teach, our university can’t fire 

them. However, at our French partner school, the school has the right to hire or fire the practicum 

teachers at their hotel, which helps guarantee the quality of teaching. In our TNHE program, it is really 

hard to integrate theoretical learning in our classroom with a practicum at other people’s hotel with a 

desired standard and quality of teaching. (Meeting Interview 2, 6th May 2016)  

The above excerpt reveals Zhu’s perceptions of adopting the French teaching approach at CS3. To Zhu, 

although it was approved by the MoE, the imported French approach was not practical at CS3, because 

unlike the French partner school, CS3 did not have its own hotel on campus for students to do learning 

and practicum alternatively. Having students do the practicum at ‘other people’s hotel’ involved not only 

‘a high logistical cost’ but also mediocre practicum teachers who ‘pale in comparison’ with those in the 

French partner school. Therefore, what really mattered to Zhu was not so much how many foreign courses 

to import or which foreign approach to adopt, but rather how to guarantee ‘the desired standard and 

quality of teaching’ in the TNHE program.  

In comparison, the mid-level administrator Cong, who got the TNHE program approved by the MoE, 

focused mainly on the brand image of the TNHE program by not only importing adequate foreign courses 

required by the policy but also adopting the foreign teaching approach. Due to the particular leadership 

distribution in CS3, the attitude held by administrators like Cong seemed to be cocksure and assertive, 

leaving little space for academics like Zhu to challenge and change. Bounded by this cocksure approach, it 

is not surprising that the discrepancy between the designed curriculum and the delivered curriculum at 

CS3 was the highest among the four case study universities (see Table 5.6). 
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CS4: A prudent approach 

Divergent perceptions and inappropriate knowledge on the part of TNHE curriculum policy implementers 

seems less evident in the fourth case study university (CS4). This is because, according to the interviewees 

in CS4, the TNHE program in Logistics Management was developed on the basis of over thirty years of 

communication and cooperation with German universities, which provided CS4 with abundant resources 

and appropriate knowledge of know-how. As highlighted by Lei, a lecturer in the TNHE program and 

Section Chief at the Department of International Communication and Cooperation,  

The One-Third Curriculum Policy is not a problem to us. Even if there is a problem, say, German 

professors can’t come to teach due to various reasons, we have solutions, as we have sufficient 

resources from multiple German partner universities. For example, if a German professor from our 

partner university can’t come to teach in this TNHE program as we originally planned, we can 

coordinate with other German partner universities to find an appropriate German professor with the 

same or similar expertise who can come to do the teaching. In addition, as our program is industry-

oriented, engineers from the logistics industry can also teach the imported foreign courses in the 

TNHE program as long as they are employed by our German partner university and acknowledged by 

CS4. (Interview 9, 18th March 2016) 

Lei’s perception of the policy was seconded by interviewee Yang, assistant to the Academic Director of 

the TNHE program:  

We haven’t had any problems [in implementing the policy] up to now. The program was designed in a 

way that the imported foreign courses will be taught by German teachers, and the German teachers will 

come to teach. That’s why we said we started to discuss with our German partner university about the 

TNHE program in 2008, and the program didn’t take its first cohort of students until 2011. During 

these three years, the German partner university and CS4 were very prudent in their decision-making, 

constantly evaluating the feasibility of the program so that they made sure they had sufficient resources 
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and support to deliver the program well. In addition, our program has been receiving enormous official 

support from both countries, such as German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), the State where 

our partner university is located, and China’s MoE and the provincial government. (Interview 8, 18th 

March 2016) 

It can be seen from the above two excerpts that individual implementers in CS4 such as Lei and Yang had 

clear and measurable goals and appropriate knowledge to implement the One-Third Curriculum Policy. 

With rich experience in communicating and cooperating with German universities for over thirty years, 

coupled with ‘sufficient resources’ and ‘enormous official support’, CS4 did not need to take an 

opportunistic approach like CS1, an indifferent approach like CS2, or a cocksure approach like CS3, to 

implement the policy in the TNHE programs. Instead, CS4 was able to take time to discuss the program 

details and develop risk management plans with their German partner universities. Such a ‘prudent’ 

approach, in turn, helped nurture among staff a positive attitude towards the policy and vigilant 

considerations of possible problems. Little wonder that no discrepancy between the designed curriculum 

and the delivered curriculum were found at CS4 (see Table 5.6). 

6.3.2 Ambiguity of the policy itself 

The second prominent barrier to the intuiting process of implementing the TNHE curriculum policy 

relates to policy knowledge itself. Data analysis indicated that interviewees had different understandings 

of the policy, due to the ambiguity of the policy itself. This barrier was more evident in the first three case 

study universities than in CS4.  

To give context to the excerpts below and as discussed in Chapter One, the One-Third Curriculum Policy 

consists of Four One-Third Rules, reading as:  
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• First one-third rule: the imported foreign courses should account for at least one third of the total 

courses in the program. 

• Second one-third rule: the imported foreign core academic courses should account for at least one 

third of the total core academic courses in the program. 

• Third one-third rule: the teaching staff from the foreign partner university should teach at least 

one third of the total courses in the program. 

• Fourth one-third rule: the teaching hours of core academic courses taught by the teaching staff 

from the foreign partner university should account for at least one third of the total teaching hours 

in the program. 

My findings are that, first and foremost, the policy was regarded as implicit and ambiguous by most 

interviewees because it did not specify what core academic courses mean. Interviewee Fang, Director of 

the Office of Teaching and Research in Hotel Management in CS2, stated her understanding of the core 

academic courses as below.  

When I first saw this policy, I thought that the core academic courses should include the language 

courses. Therefore, in our designed curriculum, I categorised the language courses taught by foreign 

teachers as the imported core academic courses.… If we don’t group the language courses such as 

IELTS into the imported core academic courses, we can’t meet the requirement of the fourth rule of 

the policy.… Later on, I reckoned the language courses shouldn’t be counted, but this means we can’t 

do much even when we know we can’t abide by the fourth rule of the policy. (Interview 6, 4th May 

2016) 

From the above excerpt, it can be seen that Fang, an academic from the School of Tourism Management, 

was one of the major curriculum designers for the TNHE program in CS2. To Fang’s understanding, the 

language courses such as IELTS taught by foreign teachers should be counted in the category of the 

imported core academic courses. Her understanding, nevertheless, was directed by her desire to meet the 
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fourth rule of the policy, as she knew if they did not include the language courses into the category, they 

would not be able to meet the requirements of the policy.  

In contrast to Fang’s understanding, interviewee Zhang from CS1 and Cong from CS3 did not include the 

language courses taught by foreign teachers as the imported core academic courses, as evidenced in the 

conversation below. 

Zhu: Will foreign language courses count as the core academic courses? 

Cong: How could foreign language courses count? Only the speciality courses count as the core 

academic courses.  

Zhang: No, the foreign language courses don’t count as the imported core academic courses.  

(Meeting interview 2, 6th May 2016) 

Due to different understandings of what core academic courses might mean in the policy, the foreign 

language courses taught by foreign teachers were not counted as the imported core academic courses in 

the designed curriculum in CS1 (see Table 5.1) and CS3 (see Table 5.3). In contrast, the foreign courses 

taught by foreign teachers in CS2 were first categorised as core academic courses, and then removed from 

this category in the designed curriculum (see Table 5.2). Of note is that the foreign language courses in 

CS4 were all taught by local Chinese teachers. Therefore, CS4 did not count these language courses as the 

core academic courses in their designed curriculum (see Table 5.4).  

My second finding is that the policy was regarded as implicit and ambiguous because it did not specify the 

qualifications of the teaching staff from the foreign partner university. In CS1, the imported foreign 

courses (i.e., Korean language courses and four core academic courses) were delivered by two types of 

teachers: 1) the Korean language courses were taught by Korean teachers employed by CS1’s Korean 

partner university in South Korea and sent to CS1 to teach on a semester basis; and 2) the four core 
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academic courses were taught by two professors from the Korean partner university who utilised their 

holiday to teach at CS1 for about one month in May 2016. Similar to CS1, the imported foreign core 

academic courses in CS3 were taught by the French partner school’s own teachers. Whereas in CS4, as 

illustrated in the excerpt of Lei’s interview in Section 6.3.1, their foreign teachers in the TNHE program in 

Logistics Management can be professors from the German partner university, or professors from other 

German partner universities, or engineers employed from the industry in China.  

In contrast to CS1, CS3 and CS4, the imported foreign courses in CS2 were delivered by two special 

groups of teachers, as Shi, Dean of the Institute of International Communication and Continuing 

Education, stated below. 

Shi: The only real foreign teacher in our TNHE program was an Irish lady who just graduated from our 

Irish partner university with a bachelor’s degree. She started to teach the IELTS speaking and listening 

courses in the first year of our program. But she was employed by the Irish partner university’s 

Chinese agency company. This semester, we have one foreign teacher teaching a course called 

Learning to Learn, and another foreign teacher teaching Accounting. However, these two foreign 

teachers were, of course, not sent by the Irish partner university. They are international students in 

China employed by the agency company.  

Zhang: These teachers can count as the foreign teachers required by the policy. Any teachers that are 

globally employed by foreign partner universities for the TNHE programs can count as the foreign 

teachers in TNHE programs.                          

(Meeting interview 1, 4th May 2016) 

It can be seen from the above excerpt that Shi from CS2 and Zhang from CS1 held different ideas about 

the foreign teachers required by the policy. To Shi, the foreign teachers had to be the Irish university’s 

own teachers. So he did not regard the foreign teachers teaching at CS2 (i.e., international students 



191 
 

studying in China) as real foreign teachers. Whereas, to Zhang, as long as they were employed by the 

foreign partner university, these teachers, regardless of their nationality and identity, can serve as the 

foreign teachers in TNHE programs required by the policy. Of special note, neither Shi nor Zhang talked 

about the proper qualifications that foreign teachers should have25. They had no comments on this Irish 

graduate teaching at CS2 without the required two years of teaching experience. This lack of attention to 

foreign teachers’ qualifications at local Chinese universities was one of the consequences of the implicit 

and ambiguous policy, paving the way for quality issues in TNHE programs in China. 

My third finding from the interviews is that the policy was regarded as implicit and ambiguous because it 

did not specify in what way the imported foreign courses were to be delivered in China. Interviewee Ping, 

Dean of the School of Mechanical Engineering from CS1, stated his understanding: 

From the MoE’s policy text, there is no requirement that teachers from the foreign partner university 

have to stay in China to teach on a semester basis like our local Chinese teachers. Because the policy 

did not specify how the one third foreign teaching hours should be delivered, we can fulfil the policy 

requirement as long as we accomplish the one third foreign teaching hours. That’s why most of the 

host universities in China including us accept an intensive teaching mode to deliver the imported 

foreign courses. (Interview 2, 6th April 2016)  

The adoption of the intensive delivery of imported foreign courses in CS1, as Zhang explained below, was 

due to two reasons: a lack of sufficient teacher resources from the foreign partner university, and a 

shortage of funding at the Chinese host university.  

There are two difficulties in having authentic teachers from the foreign partner university come to 

teach in China. First, as these teachers have teaching and research duties in their own countries, they 

                                                   
25 According to the policy, foreign teachers teaching in the TNHE programs in China must possess at least a bachelor’s degree 

and two years of teaching experience in the related subject area.  
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couldn’t simply discard their duties and come to teach our imported foreign courses on a regular 

semester basis. More often than not, they could only come for a short period of time taking advantage 

of their semester breaks or holidays. Second, we could ask our partner university to employ qualified 

teachers exclusively for our TNHE program. These teachers can stay in China to teach on a semester 

basis, but this practice involves additional costs. Universities like ours simply don’t have enough 

money to do so. (Meeting interview 1, 4th May 2016)  

Practices of delivering imported foreign courses in an intense mode within a short period of time in CS1 

were found applicable to CS3. As Zhu, Dean of the School of Tourism in CS3 noted,  

We had to set aside two weeks just for one French teacher to do his teaching here. We didn’t do what 

CS1 and CS2 did. We didn’t ask our local Chinese teacher to teach the course in Chinese first and then 

let the French teacher teach the same course in English. In addition, this foreign teacher’s English is 

French English. Students have difficulties understanding him. The learning outcomes from the 

intensive teaching of the imported foreign courses are not good at all.… In the end, quite a few 

students failed the examinations with a score of zero! This has nearly killed me! (Meeting Interview 2, 

6th May 2016) 

As the above excerpt details, both CS1 and CS3 had to use intensive teaching to deliver the imported core 

academic courses. However, in contrast to CS3, the imported core academic courses in CS1 were taught 

by local Chinese teachers first and then by foreign teachers in order to help students understand the 

foreign teachers’ teaching better. This repeated teaching practice may not only produce an extra study load 

on students but also result in repetition or contradiction in content.  

Despite sufficient resources of foreign teachers coming to teach in the TNHE program, CS4 did not 

exempt itself from the practice of intensively delivering the imported foreign courses. As Feng, Director 

of the Department of International Communication and Cooperation, explained, 
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When we talk about the One-Third Curriculum Policy, I personally think we need to take ‘flexible’ 

(rouxing) measures to implement it. This is because, professors from German universities are also full-

time academics, having their own courses to teach and work to do in their own country. Therefore, you 

have to be flexible with these German professors coming to teach in China. It is not practical to require 

them to stay here for a whole semester. If you want to have authentic professors from the foreign 

partner university teach in TNHE programs in China, intensive teaching of the imported foreign 

courses may be a better and more flexible option. (Interview 7, 18th March 2016) 

As is evident from the above three excerpts, the intensive teaching mode was accepted in CS1, CS3 and 

CS4 because the foreign teachers from the foreign partner universities were mostly full-time academics 

and thus could not come to China to teach on a regular semester basis. However, the situation in CS2 was 

different. The imported core academic courses were taught by foreign teachers not intensively, but on a 

regular semester basis. How could CS2 with an indifferent attitude towards the policy (as discussed in 

Section 6.3.1) be so proactive in delivering the imported foreign courses?  

Meng, the learning advisor and IELTS instructor in the TNHE program in CS2, clarified the situation in 

this respect. The reason why CS2 did not deliver the imported foreign courses intensively was that the 

TNHE program was mediated by the Irish partner university’s Chinese agency company. This agency 

company employed foreign teachers for the program on behalf of the Irish partner university. As Meng 

noted, the foreign teachers employed for the TNHE program were international students doing their PhDs 

at Chinese universities. They were mainly from South Asian countries such as India and Pakistan. As their 

majors were in Accounting and Finance, these international students were deemed qualified by CS2 for 

teaching the imported Irish Accounting course to the students. In addition, because of their long-term stay 

in China, these international students, once employed, were able to teach the imported Irish courses every 

week for a whole semester. When asked about her opinion on this practice, Meng explained:  
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Although I personally wish our Irish partner university would send their own teachers to teach our 

students, the Irish partner said they have never done such a thing before. They have never sent any of 

their teachers to China to teach in TNHE programs.… In addition, we all know that teachers in foreign 

universities have their own teaching and research tasks. And they enjoy a highly regarded career and 

are well paid. Why would they want to come to China to teach? If they come, then they have to teach 

their courses intensively. They come to teach and go.… Although it may sound glamorous and 

scientific to have teachers directly from the foreign partner university, students benefit very little from 

their intensive teaching. Therefore, I am quite fond of our practice here. (Interview 5, 4th May 2016) 

Meng’s explanation about the international students in China employed as foreign teachers in TNHE 

programs in CS2 further illustrated the implicitness and ambiguity of the One-Third Curriculum Policy 

itself. It also supported the view of interviewee Feng from CS4 that intensive delivery of the imported 

foreign courses might be more practical if students and staff want to have ‘real professors’ from the 

foreign partner university.  

6.3.3 A hierarchical institutional structure with multiple levels of leadership 

The third prominent barrier to the intuiting process of implementing the TNHE curriculum policy relates 

to the structure of organisation and leadership styles. Data analysis revealed interviewees’ deep concerns 

about multiple levels of leadership in highly hierarchical institutions hosting TNHE programs. Evidence 

for these barriers was found in all case study universities.  

As illustrated in Figure 6.1, the four case universities, in general, had more administrative and service 

units than teaching units. In the case of CS1, the number of administrative and service units (28) was over 

two times higher than that of the teaching units (13). One exception was CS4 where teaching units 

outnumbered administrative and service units. Although the four TNHE programs in this study were all 

hosted at teaching units, administrative units such as the International Affairs Department seemed to have 
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significant influence on the programs. Ping, Dean of the School of Mechanical Engineering at CS1, shared 

his thoughts on the issue of multiple levels of leadership in TNHE programs as below. 

To Ping, CS1’s leadership style is quite unique, because international communication and cooperation 

projects of the university were dominated and led by the International Affairs Department. In the TNHE 

program, management and teaching were separated into two different units. The International Affairs 

Department took charge of program management, while the School of Mechanical Engineering looked 

after front-line teaching activities. In contrast, as Ping noted, many Chinese host universities established a 

comprehensive unit such as the School of International Education, unifying TNHE program management 

and teaching in one place. Ping argued that in terms of organisational administration, a single level of 

leadership would work much better than multiple levels of leadership. However, the TNHE program in 

CS1 was administrated by two different units. Multiple levels of leadership more often than not required 

constant negotiation and coordination between the two units, leading to increased costs of communication.  

As Ping further illustrated about course planning, at the beginning of their program, they had to present 

the following semester’s courses to the International Affairs Department, who then presented them to the 

Korean partner university. After that, the Korean partner university selected teachers for these courses and 

sent teachers’ information to the International Affairs Department, who then passed on the information to 

the School of Mechanical Engineering. Sometimes, the course planning had to be negotiated with other 

administrative units in CS1 such as the Academic Affairs Department.  

Ping’s concerns with the multiple levels of leadership in the TNHE program at CS1 was echoed by Fang, 

Director of the Office of Teaching and Research in Hotel Management from CS2. 
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We have an issue of dual management and dual leadership. According to management science, when 

running a project, the last thing you want to have is multiple levels of leadership. For example, say, Shi 

[Dean, Institute of International Communication and Continuing Education] wants me to do one thing, 

while at the same time, my own boss, Dean of the School of Tourism Management, also arranges a 

task to me. In this case, I have to do two different things for two leaders at the same time. … 

Nevertheless, the TNHE program was established through the application from the Institute of 

International Communication and Continuing Education, so we feel that we are helping them manage 

the program. I don’t know how other Chinese universities host such TNHE programs. Some 

universities set up exclusively the School of International Education where TNHE programs are 

located and managed. (Interview 6, 4th May 2016) 

The above two excerpts reveal a lack of motivation and a ‘not-my-job’ altitude on the part of academics 

like Ping and Fang due to multiple levels of leadership in TNHE programs. To Ping, multiple levels of 

leadership led to unnecessary extra time and increased costs of negotiation and communication among the 

decision-making units involved, which thwarted the teaching unit’s motivation to improve the program. 

To Fang, multiple levels of leadership undermined the sense of belonging of the TNHE program at the 

teaching unit, which nurtured her perception that the TNHE program belonged to the Institute of 

International Communication and Continuing Education, and she was ‘helping them manage the 

program’.  

Similarly, Lei, a lecturer in the TNHE program and Section Chief at the Department of International 

Communication and Cooperation in CS4 talked about ‘not my responsibilities’ in hosting the TNHE 

program with the teaching unit.  

Your teaching unit needs to have interest and skills in hosting TNHE programs. For example, during 

the TNHE program application and evaluation processes, our university needs to present certain data 

such as student number and curriculum design. Are these our department’s responsibilities? No. It is 
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your teaching unit’s responsibilities. Which German professors are going to teach which courses? Is 

this the job of our department? No. It is your teaching unit’s job. Are financial budgeting and teaching 

cost keeping our department’s duties? No. Your teaching unit need to consult with the Finance Office 

and then provide us with the proper costs and budgeting data. Our department’s obligation is to review 

whether the data provided by the teaching unit are appropriate, to the standard, and authentic. 

(Interview 7, 18th March 2016) 

Such multiple levels of leadership in the TNHE programs as expressed above were a by-product of the 

MoE’s policy. According to the Regulations on Chinese-Foreign Cooperation in Running Schools (State 

Council of China, 2003), applications for and self-appraisal reports on TNHE programs must be submitted 

to the MoE by the International Office or a similar administrative unit of a Chinese university. Individual 

teaching units do not have such obligations. It is thus not difficult to understand interviewee Fang’s 

perception that the TNHE program in CS2 did not belong to her teaching unit because the application of 

the program was done by the Institute of International Communication and Continuing Education. On the 

other hand, the administrative unit, as evidenced in Lei’s perception, did not consider it was their 

obligation to manage the curriculum design and delivery of the TNHE program.  

When it comes to CS3, the TNHE program delivery involved three teaching units, that is, the College of 

International Education, the School of Tourism, and the English Teaching Department. Such a distribution 

of administration aggravated the issue of multiple levels of leadership at CS3, as Zhu, Dean of the School 

of Tourism complained: 

We are indeed very busy dealing with too many things at the same time. Taking our university’s 

TNHE program for example, a big pile of problems and issues have emerged from the French teaching 

approach of having two-week classroom learning followed by two-week practicum at the hotel. Such a 

teaching approach produces a lot of challenges in program management. I mentioned these challenges 

as early as when I first visited the French partner school. However, both the vice-president and you 
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Cong still want to utilise this approach, knowing that we don’t have our own hotel for students to do 

their practices. …Dean Cong inculcated us with details of the French teaching approach very well, 

including teaching plans and curriculum design. But in the actual delivery of the program, the outcome 

is far from what we expected. We might have learned the form of the French approach, but not the 

essence. (Meeting interview 2, 6 May 2016)  

The above excerpt reveals Zhu’s disagreement about the utility of the French teaching approach as 

advocated by the vice-president of the university and Cong, Dean of the College of International 

Education. Despite his knowledge of the potential challenges involved in adopting the French approach, 

Zhu could not do much but to follow the decisions of the two big bosses, the vice-president of the 

university and Cong who as noted above had a restrictive, controlling management style in CS3. As a 

result, the TNHE program at CS3 only learned ‘the form of the French approach’ and the learning 

outcome was far from satisfactory.  

To address the issue of multiple levels of leadership, Ping from CS1 and Fang from CS2 proposed to 

establish an independent unit such as the School of International Education to unify the TNHE program 

management and teaching. However, even with this independent unit, the influence from administrative 

units was difficult to ignore or diminish under the current national regulations for TNHE programs 

application and evaluation. If no amendments are made to the national regulations on TNHE programs in 

China and to the hierarchical structure of Chinese host universities, the lack of motivation and the ‘not-

my-job’ attitude stemming from multiple levels of leadership will remain in the daily operation of TNHE 

programs.  
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6.4 Barriers to the interpreting process of TNHE curriculum policy implementation 

So far in this Chapter, I have discussed three prominent barriers to the intuiting process of TNHE 

curriculum policy implementation: divergent perceptions and inappropriate knowledge on the part of 

policy implementers; ambiguity of the policy itself; and the hierarchical institutional structure with 

multiple levels of leadership. In this section, the interview data are examined across the four case study 

universities to explore existing and possible obstacles to interpreting process of implementing the One-

Third Curriculum Policy at Chinese host universities.  

Interpreting, as defined in OL theories, is a process where individuals explain their insights through words 

and/or actions to themselves and more importantly to others (Lawrence et al., 2005; Schilling & Kluge, 

2009). With relation to the present study, three prominent barriers to the interpreting process of 

implementing the TNHE curriculum policy emerged from the data analysis. The evidence of these barriers 

and how they affect the TNHE curriculum policy implementation are illustrated and discussed under three 

subheadings: fear of loss of ownership or control of knowledge (Section 6.4.1); conflictual relationships 

among units and team members (Section 6.4.2); and lack of motivation (Section 6.4.3).  

6.4.1 Fear of loss of ownership or control of knowledge  

My first finding is that the interpreting process of implementing the TNHE curriculum policy was 

impeded by the ineffective dissemination of the policy knowledge within the organisation. Data analysis 

revealed that the teaching units at the case study universities did not obtain proper policy information from 

the administrative units where the administrative leaders wanted to keep the ownership or control of 

knowledge. This impeding factor was more evident in the first three study universities, not in CS4.  
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In CS1, when asked whether the MoE had specific requirements on importing foreign courses in TNHE 

programs, interviewee Chen, Deputy Dean of the School of Mechanical Engineering, frankly said, “I 

really don’t know. The International Affairs Department knows all about it” (Interview 3, 12th April 

2016). Interviewee Jing, a full-time lecturer at the same school said, “I only know that Korean professors 

are coming to teach a few courses, undertaking one third of the total teaching hours” (Interview 10, 25th 

May 2016). Interestingly, Chen and Jing’s boss Ping, Dean of the School, confidently stated,  

All our staff working for the TNHE program know about the policy, because we have told our staff 

about the policy in our meetings and during our casual chats that we need to set aside a specific period 

of time for the Korean professors’ teaching in each semester. This is clearly shown in our semester 

teaching plans. Now that everyone knows about this practice, we don’t need to tell the staff about the 

policy any more. What we need to do now is to set aside some time either at the beginning or at the 

end of a semester for the coming Korean professors. (Interview 2, 6th April 2016) 

Ping’s assertion that all his staff working for the TNHE program knew about the policy was directly 

contradicted by Chen’s statement. As can be seen in the excerpt above, Ping’s knowledge of the policy 

was not accurate. To Ping, the policy was just about setting aside some time for the fly-in Korean 

professors to teach a few imported Korean courses. His interpretation was consistent with Jing’s 

knowledge of the policy. It thus can be said that staff from the teaching unit in CS1 did not have a correct 

understanding or appropriate knowledge of the policy. This lack of appropriate knowledge about the 

policy would result in ignorance or a sense of irrelevance among staff towards the policy and its 

implementation. But what had caused this problem? As Wang, Deputy Director of the International 

Affairs Department, explained,  

The teaching unit hosting the TNHE program doesn’t know the details of the policy. Although we talk 

about the policy to them during meetings and other occasions, they don’t care much about it. Because 
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they don’t think the program has brought them many financial benefits. (Interview 1, 22nd March 

2016) 

In addition, according to Zhang, Director of the International Affairs Department in CS1, there seemed to 

be no necessity for the teaching unit to know the details of the policy, because 

We, the International Affairs Department, need to know every bit of the policy as we need to prepare 

the TNHE program application materials and later self-appraisal reports to the MoE. We also need to 

use the policy requirements to negotiate with our foreign partner university when developing the 

program from the onset. So we need to carefully learn about the policy. Well, as for the teaching unit, 

they know about the policy, but they don’t know how many courses need to be imported and what 

proportion these imported courses should account for. They don’t need to know these details. Their job 

is to deliver the designed courses. (Interview 4, 23rd May 2016) 

Both Wang and Zhang’s interpretations of the policy indicate that the administrative unit such as the 

International Affairs Department thought the policy was more relevant to them in terms of dealing with 

the paperwork presented to the MoE than to the staff in the teaching unit. The excerpts above also reveal 

that the administrative leaders controlled what details of the policy and in what ways they would like to 

circulate to the teaching staff. Oral presentations in meetings was the main channel for circulating the 

policy from the administrative unit to the teaching unit and within the teaching unit. No written 

information such as printed handouts or booklets was made available to staff involved in the TNHE 

programs, let alone a well-established platform or framework for staff to learn and discuss the policy.  

This control of the access to the policy knowledge can be attributed to fear of loss of ownership or control 

of knowledge on the part the administrative leaders, especially those in the administrative unit. In Zhang’s 

view, knowing the policy from A to Z was his department’s responsibility. The teaching unit’s job was to 

deliver the designed courses, not to interpret the policy. Meanwhile, in Wang’s understanding, the 
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teaching unit did not care much about the policy, so his department did not need to inform the teaching 

unit of every detail of the policy in various ways. Zhang and Wang’s control of the policy knowledge was 

also reflected in an inter-university communication meeting where Zhang shared that,  

Our department’s next two missions, which are also the expectations of the university leaders, are to 

apply with the MoE to establish a Chinese-Foreign Cooperative Institute and to enrol international 

students. To achieve these two missions, we will need to upgrade or reorganise our department into a 

new unit, say, the College of International Education. With such a unit, we will be able to take over all 

the TNHE programs in our university. (Meeting interview 1, 4th May 2016) 

The excerpt above reveals a hidden agenda undertaken by the administrative leaders in CS1 who aspired 

to take over the TNHE programs from the teaching units. Such an aspiration would lead to mindsets and 

efforts on the part of the administrative unit to sustain the ownership and control of the policy knowledge. 

Little wonder that the teaching unit in CS1 was denied the opportunity to learn the details of the One-

Third Curriculum Policy by the International Affairs Department.  

With regards to CS2, the fear of loss of ownership and control of knowledge came from the previous 

administrative leaders in the administrative unit. As discussed in Section 6.3.1, Shi, the new Dean of the 

Institute of International Communication and Continuing Education, did not receive much information 

about the policy from the previous dean, who was unhappy about losing her position and all the 

achievements she made for the unit. As a result, staff from the teaching unit had to turn to other sources to 

obtain information about the policy. When asked whether she heard about the One-Third Curriculum 

Policy, Fang, Director of the Office of Teaching and Research in Hotel Management, responded, 

It is our Irish partner university’s Chinese agency company that told us about the policy. Our 

university didn’t inform us of the policy at all. Later on, when I was required to design the curriculum 
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for the TNHE program, I had to visit a few relevant websites, such as the MoE’s website, for more 

information. (Interview 6, 4th May 2016) 

Fang’s statement was echoed by another academic in CS2. When asked whether she knew about the One-

Third Curriculum Policy, Meng, a learning advisor and IELTS instructor in the TNHE program, said, 

I heard about it, but from the agency company. In our university, Fang is the person who looks after 

the policy issues in the TNHE program. My role is to provide suggestions to improve English language 

teaching methods and outcomes. (Interview 5, 4th May 2016) 

Similar to CS1, there were no effective channels or platforms to disseminate the policy knowledge 

between and within units in CS2. Even the leader from the administrative unit did not have appropriate 

knowledge of the policy. The main information source was the Chinese agency company of CS2’s Irish 

partner university. Little wonder that CS2 had designed a TNHE curriculum that did not meet the policy 

requirements from the very beginning (see Table 5.2).  

In contrast, printed handouts about the policy were made available to teaching staff in CS4, as Lei, a 

lecturer in the TNHE program and Section Chief at the Department of International Communication and 

Cooperation, explained: 

In our department, we have downloaded from the MoE’s website all the relevant information about the 

policy, including the national regulations, policy explanations and frequently asked questions. We have 

compiled all this information into a booklet and handed it out to the teaching unit. If the teaching unit 

has any questions about the policy during the program application stage, I will tell them that the 

answers can be found in the booklet. If they still have questions later on or have any problems meeting 

the policy requirements in designing and delivering the curriculum, then it is their problem, not ours. 

They should learn the policy from the booklet and research on how to meet the requirements. 

(Interview 9, 18th March 2016) 
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From Lei’s explanation, it is evident that although the teaching unit was provided with policy information 

in a printed booklet, no effective channels or platforms were established for staff in the teaching unit to 

discuss the policy with the administrative unit. This is because, according to Lei, the administrative unit 

believed they had done their job by informing the teaching unit of the policy. The administrative unit was 

not responsible for making sure staff from the teaching unit actually learned about the policy or helping 

them implement the policy. It is therefore not surprising that Yang, assistant to the Academic Director of 

the TNHE program in CS4, said she had not heard about the policy. In her understanding, her role was not 

to implement the policy, but to carry out the decisions made by the administrative unit, and to provide 

assistance in teaching management and coordination.  

It is evident from the above that the administrative leaders in CS4 did not show much fear of the loss of 

ownership or control of knowledge compared to those in the first three case study universities. Printed 

handouts of the policy information were only made available to staff in the teaching unit in CS4. 

Nevertheless, the mere existence of these handouts does not guarantee voluntary learning and 

implementation on the part of the staff in the teaching unit, unless effective channels and platforms for 

discussion and supervision were established across the institutional levels. 

6.4.2 Conflictual relationship among units and team members 

The second prominent barrier to the interpreting process of implementing the TNHE curriculum policy 

resides in interpersonal relationships. Data analysis revealed the existence of conflictual relationships 

among units and team members, which led to cynicism and lip service behaviours. Evidence for this 

barrier was found prominently in the first three case study universities.  
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Wang, Deputy Dean of the International Affairs Department in CS1 recalled a typical ‘lip service’ case 

from the teaching unit:  

Last year our foreign partner university was visiting our university, discussing details of the TNHE 

program, especially regarding foreign teachers’ teaching arrangements. Our International Affairs 

Department had already invited the teaching unit leaders via emails and phone calls to the meeting. 

One day before the meeting, one leader from the teaching unit texted us saying he might not be able to 

attend the meeting because he needed to join in the university sports games on that day. (Interview 1, 

22nd March 2016) 

Wang was very upset with this leader, thinking he had already promised his presence at the meeting and 

later he simply texted Wang that he could not attend. Wang continued,  

My intuition tells me that this leader was just paying lip service to us. He doesn’t attach much 

importance to this TNHE program meeting. Instead, he may think that the program was a big trouble 

for him, as he once said that he couldn’t enjoy his freedom as much as before because of this program. 

As a consequence, the meeting wasn’t as productive as expected. Because of his absence, the two 

parties were not able to substantially discuss the intended agenda. (Interview 1, 22nd March 2016) 

When asked whether these inappropriate behaviours were punished in some way by the university, Wang 

shook his head and said, “Unfortunately, there are no specific incentive or punishment policies at the 

university regarding behaviours of people working for TNHE programs” (Interview 1, 22nd March 2016).  

Similar situations were also reported in CS2. Shi, the new Dean of the Institute of International 

Communication and Continuing Education, did not understand why the university had to pay for the 

foreign teachers to come to teach in their TNHE program. He thought that since the program was a 

cooperative program, the Irish partner university should undertake the costs of sending teachers to teach in 

CS2. He thus queried the former leader, saying, 
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Do we have to pay for those foreign teachers to come to teach some courses in the TNHE program? 

Isn’t this the obligation of the Irish partner university to cover the costs of sending teachers here? Our 

students are also their students, because these students are going to study on their campus after three 

years of learning here. Do you call this cooperation? (Meeting interview 1, 4th May 2016) 

Shi shared with Zhang from CS1 that he became very angry with the former leader when she told him it 

was a common practice among Chinese host universities to cover foreign teachers’ traveling costs, living 

expenses and teaching service fees. Shi further argued that it was because the former leader did not do a 

good job in negotiating with the Irish partner university that CS2 had to accept such an unfair deal.  

Conflictual relationships in CS3 were evident in the staff’s different understandings of the imported 

French teaching approach. As mentioned in Section 6.3.1, Cong, Dean of the College of International 

Education, was very confident in his decision of adopting the French teaching approach in their TNHE 

program. However, Zhu, Dean of the School of Tourism, doubted the feasibility of this approach, 

cynically saying that CS3 was only able to copy the form of the French teaching approach, and Cong’s 

introduction of the approach resulted in poor learning outcomes from students.  

The above examples depict inappropriate attitudes and behaviours among administrative and academic 

staff in TNHE programs. Behind these attitudes and behaviours are conflictual relationships between the 

administrative units and the teaching units as well as among team members. Without a shared vision and 

common beliefs in how to host a TNHE program at Chinese universities, an appropriate interpretation of 

the One-Third Curriculum Policy among units and team members would be difficult to achieve.  

6.4.3 High workload and lack of incentives 

The third prominent barrier to the interpreting process of implementing the TNHE curriculum policy 

relates to the motivation level of team members. Data analysis revealed a lack of motivation among staff 
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due to high workload and lack of incentives. Evidence for this barrier was found in all case study 

universities.  

Chen, Deputy Dean of the School of Mechanical Engineering from CS1, shared his opinion on why some 

teachers in the TNHE program were not motivated to implement the policy.  

Some of our Chinese teachers did a lot of work for this TNHE program, such as writing curriculum 

materials, and communicating with counterparts in our Korean partner university in terms of course 

content and assessment. However, their work was not well recognised or paid by the university. These 

teachers can do some voluntary work for the program from time to time. But their enthusiasm and 

motivation will wear off in the long run. To solve this problem, the university needs to establish clear 

policies to acknowledge and properly remunerate the work undertaken by our staff for TNHE 

programs. (Interview 3, 12th April 2016) 

To Chen, the staff’s lack of motivation was caused by deficiencies in institutional regulations where no 

well-established incentive mechanisms were available. Chen’s opinion was supported by his colleague 

Jing, a full-time lecturer in the school. Jing was required by her bosses Chen and Ping to work as the 

assistant to Korean professors who were coming to teach four imported courses in the TNHE program. 

She was expected to prepare related learning materials for Korean professors and students, help students’ 

learning in the classroom, and bridge communication between the Korean professors and the students 

during the four-week intensive teaching.  

However, all this work was unpaid and was additional to her normal teaching load in the school. When 

asked how the university would remunerate her contributions to the TNHE program, Jing shrugged, 

saying that,  

I don’t mind doing some voluntary work for the school, because I am a new lecturer here and I need to 

build up my experience. But this extra work will surely require a lot of time and effort. I heard that the 
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university or our school might compensate us in some way one day. But I am not sure about the 

details. There is no established policy in this regard anyway. (Interview 10, 25 May 2016) 

The phenomena of high workloads and lack of incentives also existed in CS2. Fang, Director of the Office 

of Teaching and Research in Hotel Management, shared her story below. 

At the very beginning, I was often dragged to various meetings by the then College of International 

Communication and Education. I was expected to design curriculum for the TNHE program under the 

help of our Irish partner university’s Chinese agency company. My speciality was in tourism 

management, not in hotel management. So, to develop the curriculum, I had to do research and learn 

from other universities who had similar TNHE programs. I personally think many TNHE programs’ 

curricula in China were designed in this way in the early stages. I have been extremely busy since I 

started to work for this program. The situation is getting much better now, but I still have to attend 

many meetings. The biggest challenge in designing the curriculum was to cut down on the Chinese 

courses to make room for the imported foreign courses. (Interview 5, 4th May 2016) 

As is evident from the excerpt above, being ‘dragged’ to attend meetings by the boss of another teaching 

unit, Fang’s extra work incurred by the TNHE program was not self-motivated or voluntary. Despite her 

expertise in Tourism Management, she was expected to design the curriculum for the TNHE program in 

Hotel Management without much support from the university. As a result, she had to make extra efforts to 

‘do research and learn from other universities’. Nevertheless, the biggest challenge to Fang was not so 

much the high workload of working for the TNHE program as the effort to protect local Chinese teachers’ 

benefits and motivation. This is because the TNHE program’s curriculum in CS2 was designed in a way 

that local Chinese courses had to be ‘cut down’ so as to ‘make room for the imported foreign courses’, 

which would inevitably undermine local teachers’ benefits and their motivation.  
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In CS3, the lack of motivation on the part of group members in TNHE program was mainly embodied in 

local English language teachers’ attitude, especially the female ones’. Hong, Director of the English 

Teaching Department, shared his story below. 

We simply don’t have local teachers who can teach the IELTS course to students in the TNHE 

program. I once encouraged local English language teachers in my department to take the IELTS 

exams as a shortcut to become an IELTS course teacher in the TNHE program. However, none of them 

was willing to do this. They questioned the need for them to take IELTS exams to teach the IELTS 

courses, when teachers teaching architecture courses didn’t need to take exams to obtain an architect 

certificate. As a matter of fact, most of our teachers in the department are females in their thirties and 

have young kids. They are very busy with a heavy teaching workload, doing research, pursuing 

academic titles and looking after their children. They said it is very difficult for them to even obtain the 

lecturer title. They simply have no desire or time to take IELTS exams. The teachers said that if the 

university introduced a policy stating that passing IELTS exams is a merit point towards academic 

promotion, they would definitely rush to take the exams. (Meeting interview 2, 6 May 2016) 

The above excerpt reveals a serious shortage of local Chinese teachers who can teach the IELTS courses 

for the TNHE program. In Hong’s understanding, this is because the university failed to provide 

appropriate incentives to motivate and support local English language teachers burdened with work 

commitments and family duties to learn the knowledge and skills required for teaching the IELTS courses. 

Such lack of incentives at the institutional level and the lack of motivation on the part of group members 

directly affected the implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in the TNHE program.  

When it comes to CS4, the high workload rather than the lack of motivation was found to be the main 

obstacle to implementing the policy. Yang, assistant to the Academic Director of the TNHE program, 

shared her story as outlined below. Yang was employed in June 2012 when CS4 had only one cohort of 

students (Year 2011 class). Her primary responsibilities at that time were developing German language 
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teaching and training plans and helping prepare for enrolling the next cohort of students. Upon arrival of 

the Year 2012 class, she was asked to take another two positions as the teacher and student counsellor. In 

other words, by 2012, Yang had a heavy workload with regards to student management, teaching 

management, and program coordination and management. In 2013, her workload increased dramatically 

because the first two cohorts of students began learning core academic courses taught by visiting German 

professors. At that time, she also had to look after these German professors, booking classrooms and 

arranging timetables for them. Yang was also expected to be the on-site Chinese-German interpreter at the 

commencement ceremony of each new cohort of students, as well as organise and coordinate the 

ceremonies. As Yang stated, 

It is fair to say that my workload was huge, and I nearly collapsed with exhaustion until the school 

employed another staff member to share my work. Because of this heavy workload, I haven’t got time 

to know about things other than teaching and program management. We staff members are not 

involved in decision-making processes such as signing the TNHE program contract, reforming the 

cooperation model, and implementing the policy from MoE. (Interview 8, 18th March 2016) 

Yang’s story illustrates how a high workload could affect staff members’ attitude towards and behaviours 

in interpreting the TNHE curriculum policy. For Yang, her heavy workload prevented her from having 

time for other things, including learning about the policy. In her mind, implementing the TNHE 

curriculum policy was the responsibility of decision-makers at the university. Staff members like her were 

excluded from the decision-making process of implementing the TNHE curriculum policy.  

6.5 Barriers to the integrating process of TNHE curriculum policy implementation 

In the previous two sections, I reported my findings relating to the intuiting and interpreting processes of 

TNHE curriculum policy implementation at Chinese host universities. In this section, I examine the 
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interview data across the four case study universities to explore existing and possible obstacles to the 

integrating process of implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy at Chinese host universities. The 

integrating process, as defined in OL theories, involves an achievement of a shared understanding among 

individuals and groups which allows for coherent, collective actions within the organisation (Lawrence et 

al., 2005; Schilling & Kluge, 2009). With relation to the present study, three prominent barriers to the 

integrating process of implementing the TNHE curriculum policy emerged from data analysis. The 

evidence of these barriers and how they affect the TNHE curriculum policy implementation are now 

illustrated and discussed under three subheadings: inadequate participation and communication (Section 

6.5.1); perceived incompatibility with students’ foreign language proficiency (Section 6.5.2); and 

insufficient funding and problematic financial management (Section 6.5.3).  

6.5.1 Inadequate participation and communication 

The first prominent barrier to the integrating process of implementing the TNHE curriculum resides in the 

retention of new learning among units and groups. Data analysis revealed that a shared understanding 

coupled with coherent and consistent actions was not achieved among individuals and groups due to 

inadequate participation and communication. Evidence for this barrier was found in the four case study 

universities.  

First, inadequate participation and communication were embodied in a top-down senior management style 

in TNHE programs. When asked how CS1 started to develop the TNHE program, Zhang, Director of the 

International Affairs Department, outlined the situation as follows:  

Our university is located in a small town. Unlike many other universities in cities or metropolises, our 

university is disadvantaged geographically and socioeconomically. In 2008, Professor Wang, the then 

Secretary of the Communist Party of China (CPC) Committee in our university had been thinking 
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about the future development of the university. Considering the geographical and socio-economic 

disadvantages of our university, he highly advocated forging international education partnerships to 

help elevate our teaching quality and academic capacity. His advocacy was discussed and approved by 

the university CPC committee in early 2009. To achieve this aspiration, three projects were introduced 

by the then Foreign Affairs Office (now my department). They are: 100 teachers’ professional 

development overseas, 1000 students study tours overseas, and most importantly, transnational higher 

education cooperation. (Interview 4, 23rd May 2016) 

Zhang’s story clearly reveals a top-down senior management style in TNHE programs in CS1. When 

asked why the three projects were not initiated from grassroots academics or teaching units, Zhang 

explained that the majority of academics in CS1 at that time did not have a doctoral degree, nor did they 

have any international study or research experience. In contrast, the university leaders such as the CPC 

committee secretary and presidents had an edge regarding information, resources, and worldview, as they 

were often invited by the MoE and the provincial government to visit foreign universities. That’s why, 

according to Zhang, the internationalisation of higher education in universities like CS1 had to be initiated 

from the top level.  

Similarly, TNHE programs in the other three case study universities were also developed and managed in 

a top-down approach. This top-down approach may work well in the early stage of promoting the 

internationalisation projects at the university level. However, it may become ineffective in engaging 

academics and teaching units to participate in implementing the projects at the unit level. Evidence in this 

regard can be found in the aforementioned indifferent attitudes and lip-service behaviours (Section 6.4.2) 

from teaching units and their staff who thought that the TNHE programs were not theirs, and they were 

merely helping the administrative unit(s) do their job. 
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Second, inadequate participation and communication were embodied in poor coordination between and 

among units (Beer & Eisenstat, 2000). A typical example was reported in Section 6.4.1. The knowledge of 

the One-Third Curriculum Policy was not transmitted appropriately and effectively to staff members in the 

teaching units from the leaders of administrative units due to fear of loss of ownership and control of 

knowledge. CS4 was the only one among the four case study universities to compile a booklet for 

disseminating the knowledge about the policy. However, simply handing out booklets to the teaching units 

did not guarantee the information reaching down-the-line staff. Indeed, academic staff such as Chen and 

Jing from CS1, Meng from CS2, Hong from CS3 and Yang from CS4 said they either knew little or never 

heard about the policy. This poor communication resulted in a situation where few grassroots academics 

knew about the policy, let alone developing skills and strategies to implement the policy.  

Another typical example of poor communication was illustrated by Fang when she explained how she 

designed the curriculum for the TNHE program in CS2. Fang, Director of the Office of Teaching and 

Research in Hotel Management, was the main curriculum designer for the TNHE program in Hotel 

Management in CS2. She expressed a deep desire to add a practicum module to the current curriculum. 

When asked why the current curriculum did not have a practicum element, Fang attributed it to the 

communication problem among CS2, the Irish partner university and its Chinese agency company. 

Fang originally thought the Irish curriculum was similar to CS2’s curriculum of the Hotel Management 

program, in which the practicum module was set in the last year (i.e., the fourth year) of the program. 

Consequently, she did not design a practicum module in the first three years of the TNHE program at the 

very beginning, thinking their students would have the practicum module during their fourth year in the 

Irish partner university. However, as Fang noted, she did not know that the practicum module was set in 

the second year in the Irish curriculum until she went to visit the Irish partner university a year later. 
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Neither the Irish partner university nor its Chinese agency company informed CS2 of the Irish curriculum. 

Under such circumstances, when designing the curriculum for the TNHE program, CS2 was just following 

the agency company’s suggestions to include a few courses in the curriculum as the imported foreign 

courses. However, as Fang recalled,  

I came to realise that those foreign courses recommended by the agency company to be taught first in 

Chinese and then by foreign teachers at our university would be taught again in the fourth year in the 

Irish university. This means the same courses would be taught three times. Students will consider this 

very irresponsible and unacceptable! I think the major communication problem resides in the Irish 

partner university and its Chinese agency company. This is because I confirmed a few times with the 

agency company about the recommended foreign courses before my Irish visit. I tried to reason with 

the agency company that the recommended foreign courses were not appropriate and thus needed to be 

changed. However, the agency company insisted on their previous opinions. As a result, those 

imported foreign courses were not replaced by more appropriate courses until I returned to CS2 with 

the Irish curriculum documents. (Interview 6, 4th May 2016)                                                                         

It is clear from Fang’s story that there was no direct communication between CS2 and its Irish partner 

university in the early stage of designing the curriculum for the TNHE program. The communication was 

mediated by and dependent on the agency company that did not have an accurate knowledge of the Irish 

curriculum or of the Chinese curriculum at CS2. Such poor communication directly resulted in the 

inappropriate foreign courses and the missing of a practicum module in the designed curriculum of the 

TNHE program.  

Third, inadequate participation and communication were also embodied in staff’s insufficient down-the-

line leadership skills and development. Low-level managers and grassroots academics in the TNHE 

programs were found to be ill-equipped with skills to lead change or to drive key initiatives due to lack of 
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training and authority on the role. For example, when asked about the previous work experience in TNHE, 

nearly all the low-level managers and grassroots academics said they had no specific work experience or 

training in this regard, let alone the authority to lead change or reform. Jing, a full-time lecturer from CS1, 

stated that,  

As a front-line teacher in the program, I wish to have opportunities to be involved in various 

discussions between CS1 and our Korean partner university. I wish to express my ideas and students’ 

voices. I also wish to hear what our Korean counterparts think. I wish to learn how they consider and 

develop curriculum for the TNHE program. … If possible, I would love to contribute more to the 

program. I will try my best to speak out my suggestions for curriculum reform. However, I simply 

don’t have the power to influence what to reform and how to reform. (Interview 10, 25 May 2016) 

Jing’s statement indicated that she did not receive pre- or in-service training, nor was she provided with 

opportunities to engage in inter-university discussions while working for the TNHE program. Similar 

situations were also found in CS2 and CS3. Academics like Jing were not supported by their universities 

to develop down-the-line leadership skills to help initiate change in the TNHE programs.  

An exception here is CS4 where staff at all levels were encouraged and supported to develop their down-

the-line skills. Yang, assistant to the Academic Director of the TNHE program, highly spoke of CS4’s 

support to its staff, especially young academics, to develop their German language and academic skills.  

A great thing our university is doing now is providing free German language training classes to 

academics at all levels, especially to young teachers. The university wants to develop a language and 

culture learning atmosphere among all staff members. I think this is a great idea. Now the university 

also has policies in place to support young teachers like me to go out taking part in communication and 

international conferences. We are also encouraged to take time out to study doctoral programs 

overseas. (Interview 8, 18th March 2016) 
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Yang’s words were consistent with Feng’s statement. Feng, Director of the Department of International 

Communication and Cooperation, said they have been supporting teaching units with staff training so that 

at least two to three staff/teachers from each teaching unit can directly and smoothly communicate with 

German professors from the partner university. To do so, Feng further explained, “Our university has 

introduced policies, clearly stating that the assessment results of German language training are directly 

linked to staff/teachers’ academic assessment and promotion” (Interview 7, 18th March 2016). In other 

words, low-level managers and grassroots teachers in CS4 were not only provided with training and 

professional development opportunities, but also supported with well-established policies to develop 

down-the-line skills to participate in key agendas of the university.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

6.5.2 Perceived incompatibility with students’ foreign language proficiency 

The second prominent barrier to the integrating process of implementing the TNHE curriculum policy 

relates to the fit between the innovation and organisational beliefs. Data analysis revealed that the policy 

was perceived as incompatible with students’ low level of foreign language proficiency. Evidence for this 

barrier was identified in all case study universities.  

At an inter-university meeting, Zhang, Director of the International Affairs Department from CS1 shared 

with colleagues from CS2 about difficulties in implementing the policy.  

In addition to the difficulties having adequate foreign teachers and sufficient funding, we have another 

big challenge in delivering the imported foreign courses – students’ low level of Korean language 

proficiency. To help students understand better and benefit more from the imported foreign courses 

taught by fly-in Korean professors, we have to ask our local Chinese teachers to instruct the courses 

first. It is believed that in this way students will be able to better grasp the main learning points in these 

courses before they enter the Korean professors’ classroom. (Meeting interview 1, 4th May 2016) 
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As Zhang noted, a key problem in CS1 was student’s low foreign language proficiency. This problem also 

existed in the other three case study universities. Feng, Director of the Department of International 

Communication and Cooperation in CS4 said the biggest difficulty in delivering the imported foreign 

courses was the low level of German language proficiency among their students. Cong, Zhu, and Hong 

from CS3 shared the understanding that their students’ English language proficiency was not good enough 

to enable them to understand the foreign teachers’ teaching. Meng from CS2 considered that the biggest 

problem in integrating the policy was a lack of motivation to learn among students, because students felt 

that it was difficult to understand the foreign teachers and thus drifted away from classroom learning.  

The repeated teaching of the imported foreign courses (first by local Chinese teachers and then by foreign 

teachers) in CS1 was also practiced in CS2, but not in CS3 and CS4. As Meng from CS2 stated, “students 

learn the imported foreign courses in Chinese one year before the courses are taught by the foreign 

teachers” (Interview 5, 4th May 2016). However, academics like Jing from CS1 doubted the benefits of 

the repeated teaching. As Jing stated below, even though students learned the imported foreign courses in 

Chinese first, there were still many places where the students couldn’t understand the Korean professor’s 

teaching. In addition, such repeated teaching resulted in a waste of time and resources.  

Although the fly-in Korean teachers undertook one third of the total teaching hours, students 

did not benefit very much from the imported foreign courses because they understand very 

little the Korean professors’ teaching. … I think it is a big waste of time for students to learn 

the same courses twice, in Chinese and Korean, respectively. (Interview 10, 25th May 2015) 

When discussing the causes of this language barrier, interviewees came up with three explanations. First, 

in order to enroll an adequate number of students in the TNHE programs, Chinese host universities had to 

lower the entry requirements on students’ scores, especially the scores of the foreign language subject, on 
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the National Higher Education Entrance Examination, or gaokao. This is a possible indicator of a lower 

level of foreign language proficiency among students at the start of the TNHE programs.  

Second, after students were enrolled, the students’ low level of foreign language proficiency was mainly 

attributed to poor foreign language teaching in the TNHE program. There were no syllabi for foreign 

language courses exclusively developed for the TNHE programs by the Chinese and their foreign partner 

universities. Instead, the foreign language courses in the TNHE programs followed two separate systems: 

local Chinese teachers using a traditional syllabus and grammar-translation teaching approach; and foreign 

teachers using official guidelines for international language tests (e.g., IELTS) as syllabi, focusing more 

on listening and speaking skills. As a result, the foreign language teaching at the four case study 

universities failed to support students in developing all-round foreign language skills. 

Last but not least, students’ low level of foreign language proficiency was also caused by the students’ 

low motivation to learn the foreign languages. This is because, according to data from student 

questionnaires (Question 11), 52.2% of students in this study did not intend to study abroad to obtain the 

foreign degree through the TNHE programs. The student questionnaire data (Question 14) revealed that 

the foremost reason for students to choose the TNHE programs was to take advantage of their family 

financial situations and the lower entry requirements (i.e., lower gaokao scores) of the TNHE programs to 

access better educational resources at a better Chinese university. As passing the international language 

tests such as IELTS is one of the requirements of a foreign degree, these students who did not intend to 

obtain the foreign degree felt consequently not obligated to master the foreign language. Academic and 

administrative staff interviewees were well aware of students’ low motivation to learn foreign languages, 

as shown in an inter-university meeting discussion below. 
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Zhu: I think some students deliberately applied for the TNHE programs, as they want to take 

advantage of the lower entry requirements.  

Wang: Their gaokao scores are not high enough to be enrolled in regular domestic programs in our 

second-tier universities.  

Zhu: With their gaokao scores, they even couldn’t get into our university, let alone to be enrolled in 

our domestic program in Hotel Management.  

Wang: In other words, these students are not qualified to study in our second-tier university. Without 

TNHE programs, they could only go to the third-tier university. They prefer paying higher tuition fees 

to get a quota in our second-tier universities.  

Zhu: Sure, indeed. Frankly speaking, some students came to our TNHE programs because they can pay 

higher tuition fees to get a better program and a better degree in a better university.  

(Meeting interview 2, 6 May 2016) 

The above excerpt reveals an unexpected but inevitable consequence of a common enrolment practice by 

the Chinese host universities. These universities expected to attract more students to the TNHE programs 

by lowering the entry requirements and offering foreign degrees. However, prospective students see this 

as an advantageous opportunity to gain access to higher-ranking Chinese universities for Chinese degrees, 

rather than pursuing foreign degrees. 

6.5.3 Insufficient funding and problematic financial management 

The third prominent barrier to the integrating process of implementing the TNHE curriculum policy 

resides in resource management in the TNHE programs. Data analysis revealed that Chinese host 

universities did not have sufficient funding to properly implement the policy, nor did they have 

appropriate and effective financial management to allocate existing resources at the institutional level. 

This barrier was found more evident in the first three case study universities.  
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Chen, Deputy Dean of the School of Mechanical Engineering in CS1, shared his story. As Chen noted, 

CS1 did not have sufficient funding to deliver the imported foreign courses or to improve the TNHE 

program’s curriculum. This is because the programs’ tuition fees were collected by CS1’s Finance Office, 

not by the School of Mechanical Engineering. Although the tuition fee revenue from the program was 

comparatively higher than that from a regular domestic program, the university did not allocate a certain 

proportion of this revenue to the School to operate the TNHE program. This was a common practice for 

any program in CS1. However, financial management of the TNHE program should be separate from that 

of domestic programs, as Chen explained,  

according to the Regulations on CFCRS, the finance for any TNHE programs should be managed 

independently and exclusively. This means the university should set up an independent account for the 

TNHE program, under which all the revenue and expenses incurred should be managed. The revenue 

from the TNHE program should not be used for other purposes. In contrast, this financial regulation 

hasn’t been complied with in our university. This is because the university is now building a new 

campus in a city nearby. Therefore, the university has to utilise any resources it can find to generate 

more funding for the new campus. (Interview 3, 12th April 2016) 

Such problematic financial management in TNHE programs in CS1 was also mentioned by Zhang at an 

inter-university communication meeting. As Zhang observed, the total revenue from the TNHE programs 

was not very high. This is because of a small enrolment scale (30 students per annual intake) and a 

comparatively low tuition fee standard of TNHE programs set up by the provincial government (RMB 

10,000 per academic year) compared with that in eastern provinces and metropolises like Shanghai (on 

average RMB40,000 to 50,000 per academic year). Although Zhang was fully aware of the MoE’s 

regulations in which the revenue from the TNHE program should be managed independently and used for 
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operating the TNHE program only, no universities in Zhang’s province were able to comply with the 

regulations. As Zhang explained, 

as far as I know, in general, no universities in our province have complied with the regulations to set 

up an independent account for their TNHE programs. The revenue from the TNHE programs is all 

taken by the university and managed collectively with the revenue from other programs. The university 

then allocates some money to our department to undertake certain tasks, for example, to prepare for 

receiving the MoE’s evaluation on the TNHE program. (Meeting interview 1, 4th May 2016) 

We can see from Chen’s and Zhang’s statements that CS1 did not comply with the national regulations to 

conduct independent financial management on the TNHE program. In addition, it is the administrative 

unit such as the International Affairs Department, not the teaching unit hosting the TNHE program, that 

had more opportunities to be allocated with resources by the university.  

The challenge of insufficient funding was also a concern to CS2. Fang, Director of the Office of Teaching 

and Research in Hotel Management, wished the Irish partner university’s Chinese agency company could 

employ highly qualified teachers from Europe and North America for the TNHE program, rather than 

Indian or Pakistani students studying in China. However, the agency company replied to Fang that 

employing European and North American teachers involved a much higher cost, and CS2 were not able to 

afford it. As Fang explained,  

local public universities like CS2 are less flexible in financial resource allocation than private 

universities or vocational colleges that are administrated by a board committee. Local public 

universities are administrated by local governments. We don’t have a board committee that can 

directly allocate resources at the institutional level. If we need extra funding, we have to seek it from 

the local government, following rigid rules and waiting for different levels of administrative approval. 

(Interview 6, 4th May 2016) 
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Similarly, Cong, Dean of the College of International Education in CS3, also complained about the 

insufficient support from the provincial government.  

In the TNHE program contract with our French partner school, it is clearly written that our university 

shall give the French partner school 30% of the tuition fee revenue based on actual enrolled student 

number. The tuition fee standard we expected at that time was around RMB15,000 per student per 

year. The French school signed the contract because according to their estimation 30% of our revenue 

could enable them almost to cover the cost of sending their teachers to our campus. However, later on, 

the provincial government reduced the tuition and fees standard of our program to RMB10,000. This 

means a loss of RMB2,000 per student per year to the French school – nearly over a one-third 

reduction from their expectation. As a consequence, the French school didn’t respond to our requests 

as quickly and cooperatively as before. For example, they are pretty inexplicit to tell us when they will 

send their teachers to our campus. Well, we couldn’t do anything about it. On one hand, the provincial 

government wants us to develop high-quality TNHE programs; on the other hand, they cap our tuition 

fees to such a low standard. … Local universities like us badly need financial support from the 

provincial government, but the provincial government have been pouring a large amount of money to 

CS4. What can we do? (Meeting interview 2, 6 May 2016) 

Cong’s complaint about insufficient funding reveals a lack of support from the provincial government to 

CS3, especially regarding the allocation of government financial resources among local public 

universities. According to Cong, the provincial government failed to provide the necessary support and 

funding to local universities such as CS1, CS2 and CS3. In contrast, substantial funding was allocated to 

CS4 that had always been well supported. Lei from CS4 confirmed the generous support received from the 

provincial government, saying that, 

Our university is the only one university directly under the administration of the capital city of our 

province. In addition, our university’s mission in developing TNHE programs closely aligns with the 

capital city’s aspiration of becoming a modern metropolis. There is no reason for the provincial 



223 
 

government not to support us politically and financially. … We have never been worried about funding 

and resources. Whenever we need money to initiate a training project or a professional development 

program for staff, we are always supported with favourable polices and sufficient funding from the 

university and from the provincial government. This is the fundamental key to a smooth operation of 

TNHE programs. (Interview 9, 18th March 2016)           

It is clear from the above examples that CS4 had an advantage over the first three case study universities 

in terms of political and financial support from the provincial government. Because of the favourable 

policies and generous funding from the government, CS4 was able to deliver the imported foreign courses 

without many challenges. In contrast, insufficient funding from the government and problematic financial 

management within the university were inevitable obstacles to achieving coherent and collective actions in 

implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy at CS1, CS2 and CS3.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

6.6 Obstacles to the institutionalising process of TNHE curriculum policy implementation 

Finally, in this section, the interview data are examined across the four case study universities to explore 

existing and possible obstacles to the institutionalising process of implementing the One-Third Curriculum 

Policy at Chinese host universities. The institutionalising process, as defined in OL theories, is where the 

shared understanding gets implemented in systems, structures, procedures, rules and strategies of the 

organisation. It thereby becomes independent of its individual or group origins, and guides organisation 

action (Lawrence et al., 2005; Schilling & Kluge, 2009). With relation to the present study, three 

prominent barriers to institutionalising process of implementing the TNHE curriculum policy emerged 

from data analysis. The evidence of these barriers and how they affect the TNHE curriculum policy 

implementation are now illustrated and discussed under three subheadings: perceived irrelevance of the 
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policy for future purposes (Section 6.6.1); lack of highly qualified human resources (Section 6.6.2); and 

lack of effective institutional regulations (Section 6.6.3).  

6.6.1 Perceived irrelevance of the policy for future purposes 

The first prominent barrier to institutionalising the One-Third Curriculum Policy relates to the value and 

importance of the policy perceived by the implementers. Data analysis revealed that the interviewees, 

while acknowledging the policy in curbing malpractice such as developing TNHE programs as degree 

mills, deemed that the policy would not be taken rigorously by the MoE in evaluating TNHE programs. In 

other words, the implementers perceived that the policy implementation might not be that relevant for 

future purposes, such as passing the MoE’s evaluation. This perception was first evident among 

administrative staff, as indicated in Zhang’s statement at an inter-university meeting below.  

Zhang: Last year I attended three meetings on Chinese-Foreign Cooperation in Running Schools held 

by the MoE, where the One-Third Curriculum Policy was a heated topic of discussion. Directors from 

the MoE were bombarded with questions from host universities regarding how to implement the policy 

in light of differences in academic capacity and resources of different universities, and how the MoE 

evaluate the policy implementation at these universities. The Directors were so overwhelmed by the 

questions that ultimately they had to turn off their political pose and speak very frankly. They said that 

the policy must be embodied in the paperwork because the MoE will definitely check the documents 

during evaluating the TNHE programs. However, they said, in actual practice, the MoE’s evaluation 

experts will consider different host universities’ attitudes and situations. They would apply different 

standards to different universities when making their final decision on whether the TNHE programs 

have complied with national regulations and provided quality education to students. (Meeting 

interview 1, 4th May 2016) 

According to Zhang’s information, it can be inferred that if what the MoE Directors said was true, then the 

MoE might apply different standards to different host universities. This means that the Chinese host 



225 
 

universities may not have to import one third of the program’s courses from the foreign partner university. 

The foreign partner universities may also not have to come to China to deliver the one-third imported 

courses. Perhaps, one-fifth imported foreign courses could work just fine with the MoE as long as the host 

university proves to the MoE that they have tried their best in this regard. As Zhang observed, some host 

universities in China are not worried about their ability to actually implement the policy. This is because, 

implementing the policy is not a problem at all to those national key universities like Tsinghua and 

Peking University, but they don’t need or host TNHE programs. Ironically, those that need and host 

TNHE programs are second-tier universities like us, which lack sufficient capacity to import and 

deliver the foreign courses. The MoE know all about this. But the policy once introduced can’t be 

removed. There must be a kind of standard or benchmark. The extent to which host universities fall 

behind the benchmark is then estimated by the MoE’s evaluation experts. I think the MoE won’t be 

rigid and strict with the Four One-Third Rules, but there must be an appropriate proportion of courses 

delivered by the foreign partner university. Therefore, Wang and I reached an agreement that we aim 

for importing between one third to one fifth of the courses. When the MoE experts evaluate our TNHE 

programs, we will present to them our honest attitude towards and great efforts in implementing the 

policy. (Meeting interview 1, 4th May 2016) 

The above excerpts demonstrate that administrators in TNHE programs like Zhang had realised after 

communicating with directors from the MoE that the One-Third Curriculum Policy was more important 

on paper than in practice after they communicated with directors from the MoE. This situation may help 

explain the discussion question raised in Chapter Five: Why the MoE approved the curriculum designed 

by CS2 where only 23.56% of the courses were imported from the Irish partner university (see Table 5.5).   

Second, the perception that the policy was less relevant for future purposes was also evident among 

academic staff at Chinese host universities, as Meng, a learning advisor and IELTS instructor in the 

TNHE program in CS2, stated, 
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I think the policy will ‘adjust to local conditions’ (yidi zhiyi). Our university is a second-tier local 

university, positioning as a practice- not research-oriented university. With current academic capacity 

and resources, we will never be able to fulfil the Four One-Third Rules unless the program was granted 

sufficient funding and adequate foreign teachers from the Irish partner university. That’s why I think 

the policy will change in the future, adjusting to local conditions in universities like CS2. (Interview 5, 

4th May 2016) 

The above excerpt illustrates that academics like Meng anticipated future changes to the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy to cater for different conditions of various host universities. Given this situation, it is 

not difficult to understand why CS2 presented to MoE their designed curriculum for approval, knowing 

that it did not meet the policy requirements in the first place. This further supports Zhang’s statement that 

some Chinese host universities were not very concerned about the TNHE curriculum policy 

implementation. As Cong from CS3 expressed ironically, “the policy is too flexible to implement, and the 

TNHE programs in China actually follow the rule of men rather than the rule of law or policy” (Meeting 

interview 2, 6th May 2016).  

In sum, without a perceived relevance for future purposes on the part of implementers, the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy would be difficult to be institutionalised into the system, structures, procedures, rules 

and strategies of the Chinese host universities.  

6.6.2 Lack of highly qualified human resources 

The second barrier to institutionalising the policy was a shortage of highly qualified human resources, 

including teachers and program managers. Data analysis revealed that the majority of the teachers working 

for the TNHE programs in this study did not have a doctoral degree. Foreign teachers employed for the 
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TNHE programs were inadequate in both quantity and quality. This barrier was found in all case study 

universities.  

The lack of highly qualified human resources was first evident in the quality of local Chinese teachers. 

Zhang from CS1 shared his understanding of why CS1 failed to staff the TNHE program with a high-

quality teaching team below.  

The majority of the courses in the program were local courses and thus dependent on the existing 

teacher resources in CS1.We the International Affairs Department hoped and expected that the 

teaching unit would select the best teachers to teach the local courses in the program, but they failed to 

do so. One possible reason is that the incentive policies haven’t been established in our university. The 

expected teachers are not motivated to teach the local courses in the program as the job involves extra 

work in syllabus writing, lesson planning, and cross-cultural communication with foreign teachers. 

Another reason, I think, is the main reason – even though we introduced incentive polices and the 

teaching unit selected their best teachers for the program, the problem would still not be solved, 

because the overall quality of our teachers in CS1 is not very high. Few teachers hold a doctoral 

degree, and even fewer have international study or work experience. To put it simply, we have to 

‘select a general from a group of dwarfs’ (aizi li xuan jiangjun), which means to choose the best person 

out of a bunch of mediocre teachers. (Interview 4, 23rd May 2016) 

The profile of local Chinese teachers as depicted by Zhang was also mentioned in the other three case 

study universities. On average across the four case study universities, around one fifth of the local Chinese 

teachers possessed a doctoral degree. Specifically, in CS1, 10 professors and 20 associate professors out 

of total 70 academics worked in the School of Mechanical Engineering, among which 25 academics (i.e., 

35.7%) held a doctoral degree. In CS2, four professors and 12 associate professors out of total 41 

academics worked in the School of Tourism Management, among which eight academics (i.e., 19.5%) 

held a doctoral degree. In CS3, six professors and 14 associate professors out of total 50 academics 
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worked in the School of Tourism, among which nine academics (i.e., 18%) held a doctoral degree. And in 

CS4, 10 professors and 15 associate professors out of total 55 academics worked in the School of 

Management, among which five academics (i.e., 9%) held a doctoral degree. 

Second, the lack of highly qualified human resources was related to inadequate foreign teachers in the 

TNHE program. As discussed in Section 6.3.2, foreign teachers employed by the foreign partner 

universities for the TNHE programs include trained teachers from the foreign universities (e.g., CS1, CS3, 

CS4), or untrained teachers employed from the human resources market (e.g., CS2). Neither a stable 

supply of adequately trained and qualified teachers nor the quality of untrained teachers employed from 

the market were guaranteed and monitored. This is because the trained and qualified teachers from the 

foreign partner university could only come to teach intensively for a short period of time, and the 

untrained teachers could include international students studying in China (e.g., CS2) who had no teaching 

qualifications at all. The stability of authentic foreign teachers could also depend on the relationship 

between the Chinese and foreign partner universities. As mentioned in Section 6.5.3, the French partner 

school of CS3 was not happy about the one-third loss in revenue due to the Chinese local government’s 

cap on tuition fees, and thus became reluctant and less cooperative to send their teachers to CS3 to teach 

the imported courses.  

Apart from the above mentioned inadequate academic staff, the institutionalisation of the policy was also 

undermined by a lack of sufficient and competent program managers. No person was specifically 

appointed from the teaching units as the program manager (e.g., Yang in CS4) in the first three case study 

universities. The administrative and managerial work involved in the TNHE programs heavily relied on 

staff members in the administrative unit such as the International Affairs Department in CS1, Institute of 
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International Communication and Continuing Education in CS2, and Foreign Affairs Office in CS3. As 

Ping, Deputy Dean of the School of Mechanical Engineering in CS1, said, 

We don’t need to do much work for the TNHE program, because most of the communication with the 

foreign partner university and foreign teachers as well as related administrative work in the program is 

all done by the International Affairs Department. The International Affairs Department is dominant in 

managing the program. (Interview 2, 6th April 2016) 

When asked why his school could not undertake such communication and administrative work, Ping 

explained that they simply did not have a single staff member who could speak the Korean language. The 

situation was not changed until October 2015 when they employed Jing, who obtained her PhD from a 

university in South Korean. Before Jing’s employment, the school often turned to a Korean language 

teacher from the university’s School of Foreign Languages for help. But, according to Chen, despite her 

high proficiency in the Korean language, this teacher lacked subject knowledge and thus had difficulties in 

understanding and translating terminology and equations in Mechanical Engineering. She was good at 

daily communication but not at academic negotiation with the Korea partner university and their teachers.        

Similar situations occurred in CS2. As discussed in Section 6.5.1, according to Fang, communication 

about imported courses was undertaken by the Institute of International Communication and Continuing 

Education and the Irish partner university’s Chinese agency company. Only she and another teacher from 

the school could speak English and were able to talk to the counterparts from the Irish university. But they 

were not included in the early-stage communication and program management. When it comes to CS3, as 

the TNHE program was hosted in the College of International Education, not in the School of Tourism, 

the program management was all done by the College of International Education.  
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The situation was somewhat different in CS4. CS4 not only assigned for the TNHE program an Academic 

Director to the TNHE program but also an assistant (i.e., Yang) to this Director. As evidenced in Section 

6.5.1, CS4 introduced policies and training programs to support staff/teachers to develop German 

language skills so that at least two to three staff from each teaching unit can communicate directly and 

smoothly with German professors from the partner university. Nevertheless, as Yang reported (see Section 

6.4.3), as the only program manager doing almost everything, she was overwhelmed with a high workload 

which affected her enthusiasm and motivation. Such a high workload, as undertaken by program managers 

like Yang, was mainly caused by insufficient human resources and deficiencies in university policies 

where responsibilities of individuals and groups were not specified.  

6.6.3 Lack of effective institutional regulations 

The third barrier to the institutionalisation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy relates to the regulation 

systems at the Chinese host universities. Document analysis and interview data revealed a lack of well-

established institutional regulations to guide and monitor the operation of the TNHE programs. It was 

found that regulations in relation to operating TNHE programs were rarely available in print or accessible 

on the four case universities’ websites, although it is required by the MoE that these institutional 

regulations should be publicly accessible. This barrier was evident in all case study universities. 

During the data collection of the present investigation, I did not obtain any print regulation documents 

from the four case study universities. Two reasons were presented by the participants: the university had 

not yet introduced specific regulations; or certain regulations were established at the university but only 

available to its staff due to confidential considerations.  
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With the exception of CS2, no electronic versions of regulation documents were found on the websites of 

the four case study universities, during the period of data collection for the present study. CS2’s regulation 

document, titled Interim Regulations on CS2’s Students Studying Overseas, was accessible from 9th 

November 2013 on the Institute of International Communication and Continuing Education’s website. 

This means the regulation was established ten months before CS2 welcomed its first cohort of students in 

the TNHE program in Hotel Management in September 2014. However, it should be noted that this 

regulation was pertinent to all students in CS2. It was not established for the students in TNHE programs 

exclusively.  

In CS1, relevant regulations documents were not available on its website until mid-2017 when CS1 

undertook the MoE’s evaluation. This means a nearly three-year time lag between the introduction of the 

regulations and the start of the TNHE program in Mechanical Engineering in September 2014. Four 

regulation documents accessible on the International Affairs Department’s website were: Interim 

Regulations on Students Studying Overseas (17th July 2017), Interim Regulations on Staff Visiting, 

Studying and Training Overseas (17th July 2017), Regulations on Foreign Teachers Working for CS1 

(24th August 2017), and Interim Regulations on Students Studying in Chinese-Foreign Cooperative 

Programs (27th April 2018).  

In a similar vein, only one regulation document was accessible on CS3’s website three months after the 

data collection of the present study. The regulation document, titled Interim Regulations on CS3’s 

Chinese-Foreign Cooperative Programs, was accessible from 27th September 2016 on the College of 

International Education’s website. This means the regulation was established two years after CS3 

welcomed its first cohort of students in the TNHE program in Hotel Management in September 2014. Of 
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note is that among the four case study universities this is the only one regulation document that was 

established for TNHE programs.  

In CS4, the TNHE program in Logistics Management started in September 2011. However, relevant 

regulation documents were still not available on CS4’s website to date. Such an omission does not align 

with the generous funding and abundant resources CS4 had enjoyed compared to the other three case 

study universities.  

From the above discussion, it is evident that institutional policies were likely not established across the 

four case study universities prior to the operation of the TNHE programs. Smooth, on-the-ground practice, 

especially the effective implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy, requires clear policies regarding 

the responsibilities of the individuals and groups involved, the qualifications of Chinese and foreign staff, 

the support and services to staff and students, the remuneration and rewards to staff, and financial 

management details. Without such institutional regulations being well established and carried out, it would 

be difficult for the Chinese host universities to overcome the aforementioned barriers to implementing the 

One-Third Curriculum Policy.  

As a consequence, the following scenarios would likely take place. Conflictual relationships between units 

and among team members (Section 6.4.2) would continue if responsibilities of individuals and groups 

were not specified in the form of regulations that were made transparent and accessible to staff (and 

ideally, to the public); staff would remain unmotivated (Section 6.4.3) if no remuneration and reward 

policies were introduced; poor communication and coordination across functions and inadequate down-

the-line leadership skills (Section 6.5.1) would persist if no supporting system was set up, and no 

professional development and training opportunities were provided; students’ foreign language 
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proficiency would remain low (Section 6.5.2) if the foreign language teaching approach was not reformed; 

resource allocation and financial management would remain problematic and ineffective (Section 6.5.3) if 

there were no fiscal policies to observe; and shortage of highly qualified staff (Section 6.6.2) would persist 

if the qualifications of employees were not clarified and their performance not monitored. All in all, the 

barrier – lack of effective institutional regulations – sowed the seeds of adversity as evident in the other 11 

barriers to implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy at the Chinese host universities. 

6.7 Synthesis and discussion 

Using the Expanded 4I Model (Schilling & Kluge, 2009) as the analytical framework, 12 prominent 

barriers to implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy at Chinese host universities were identified and 

discussed in the previous four sections. These 12 barriers were located in four bi-directionally connected 

processes – intuiting, interpreting, integrating, and institutionalising – of the TNHE curriculum policy 

implementation at actional-personal, structural-organisational, and societal-environmental levels (Table 

6.1) across the four case study universities (Table 6.2).  

Table 6.1 Barriers to the TNHE curriculum policy implementation 

      Process 
Level 

Intuiting Interpreting Integrating Institutionalising 

Actional- 
personal 

Barrier 1. Divergent 
perceptions and 
inappropriate knowledge on 
the part of the policy 
implementers 

Barrier 4. Fear of loss of 
ownership or control of 
knowledge 
Barrier 5. Conflictual 
relationships among 
units and team members 

Barrier 8. Perceived 
incompatibility with students’ 
foreign language proficiency  

Barrier 10. Perceived 
irrelevance of the policy for 
future purposes 
Barrier 11. Lack of highly 
qualified human resources 

Structural- 
organisational 

Barrier 3. A hierarchical 
institutional structure with 
multiple levels of leadership 

Barrier 6. High workload 
and lack of incentives 

Barrier 7. Inadequate 
participation and 
communication 
Barrier 9. Insufficient funding 
and problematic financial 
management 

Barrier 12. Lack of effective 
institutional regulations 

Societal- 
environmental 

Barrier 2. Ambiguity of the 
policy itself 

   

Note: The 12 barriers are numbered according to their sequence in this chapter rather than their priority. 
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Table 6.1 shows that the majority of the identified barriers reside at the actional-personal (i.e., six barriers) 

and structural-organisational levels (i.e., five barriers). The only one barrier at the societal-environmental 

level was the ambiguity of the policy itself, which was beyond the control of the implementers and their 

units at the four case study universities. In other words, the barriers to implementing the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy at Chinese host universities are related more to the people and their micro contexts 

(including interpersonal relationships, organisational structure and culture) than to the macro contexts 

(such as society and environment).  

  Table 6.2 Distribution of the identified barriers across case study universities 

   Process 
Case 

Intuiting Interpreting Integrating Institutionalising 

CS1 Barrier 1 
Barrier 2 
Barrier 3 

Barrier 4 
Barrier 5 
Barrier 6 

Barrier 7 
Barrier 8 
Barrier 9 

Barrier 10 
Barrier 11 
Barrier 12 

CS2 Barrier 1 
Barrier 2 
Barrier 3 

Barrier 4 
Barrier 5 
Barrier 6 

Barrier 7 
Barrier 8 
Barrier 9 

Barrier 10 
Barrier 11 
Barrier 12 

CS3 Barrier 1 
Barrier 2 
Barrier 3 

Barrier 4 
Barrier 5 
Barrier 6 

Barrier 7 
Barrier 8 
Barrier 9 

Barrier 10 
Barrier 11 
Barrier 12 

CS4 Barrier 2 
Barrier 3 

Barrier 6 Barrier 7 
Barrier 8 

Barrier 11 
Barrier 12 

 

When it comes to each case study university, it is clear from Table 6.2 that each of the first three case 

study universities was loaded with barriers, specifically, all 12 barriers compared to seven identified in 

CS4. It can be argued that the fewer barriers identified in a Chinese host university, the more effective the 

institution would be to implement the One-Third Curriculum Policy. Supporting evidence for this 

argument is that CS4 was the only one among the four case study universities that had delivered all the 

courses as designed (see Table 5.6).  
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6.7.1 Answers to RQ2 

The second associated research question of the present study is: What kinds of barriers are there, and how 

do they impede the effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs 

hosted at the local Chinese universities? Based on the above information, findings in relation to RQ2 

unfold as follows: 

1) Altogether, 12 barriers were found impeding local Chinese universities from effectively intuiting, 

interpreting, integrating, and institutionalising the TNHE curriculum policy among individuals, groups, 

and units within the universities. The majority of these barriers reside at the actional-personal and 

structural-organisational levels where people and their micro contexts play a critical role. Specifically, 

a) In relation to the intuiting process, divergent perceptions and inappropriate knowledge about the 

policy held by staff are positively correlated with opportunistic, indifferent and cocksure approaches 

adopted by the Chinese host university in implementing the TNHE curriculum policy; ambiguity of the 

policy itself is positively correlated with disparate practices at the Chinese host universities in curriculum 

design and delivery as well as foreign teachers’ employment; and a hierarchical structure with multiple 

levels of leadership at the Chinese host university is positively correlated with the lack of motivation and 

‘not-my-job’ attitude among individuals and groups in the TNHE program. 

b) With regards to the interpreting process, fear of loss of ownership or control of knowledge on the 

part of senior administrative staff is negatively correlated with successfully communicating the policy 

knowledge to other team members, especially to the academics in the teaching units, in the Chinese host 

university; conflictual relationships between units and among team members is negatively correlated with 

the acceptance of new ideas within the Chinese host university, leading to inappropriate behaviours such 
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as lip service and cynicism; and high workload and lack of incentives are positively correlated with the 

lack of motivation among staff to work with and for the TNHE program.     

c) In terms of the integrating process, inadequate participation and communication among 

individuals and groups are negatively correlated with achieving a shared understanding and coherent and 

collective actions in the TNHE program; perceived incompatibility with students’ foreign language 

proficiency is positively correlated with the low learning outcomes in the imported foreign courses 

delivered by foreign teachers at the Chinese host university; and insufficient funding and problematic 

financial management is negatively correlated with the effective allocation of resources to achieve a 

higher degree of collective practice in the TNHE program.  

d) Concerning the institutionalising process, perceived irrelevance of the policy for future purposes is 

positively correlated with the lack of trust in the value of the policy and in the importance of policy 

compliance among the staff at the Chinese host university; lack of highly qualified human resources is 

positively correlated with poor communication between the Chinese and foreign partner universities, 

intensive delivery of the imported foreign courses, employment of unqualified and untrained foreign 

teachers, and mediocre management of the TNHE program; and lack of effective institutional regulations 

is negatively correlated with coherent, consistent and collective practices from highly motivated and 

qualified staff at the Chinese host university.  

2) The first three case study universities (CS1, CS2, CS3), each of which failed to deliver the curriculum 

as designed, were found burdened with all the 12 identified barriers. In contrast, the fourth case study 

university (CS4), that successfully delivered the curriculum as designed, was found to be burdened with 

only seven identified barriers. The five barriers that were not found in CS4 – barriers that were absent as a 
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consequence of its sufficient funding and abundant resources in highly qualified foreign teachers – seemed 

to enable CS4 to deliver the designed courses, especially the imported foreign courses. Suffice it to say, 

the more barriers identified in a Chinese host university, the more difficult it would be for this university 

to implement the One-Third Curriculum Policy. 

6.7.2 Discussion 

As discussed in Section 5.5.3, the literature review reveals that the One-Third Curriculum Policy is not 

well implemented in the TNHE programs at Chinese host universities (e.g., Centre of Research on 

CFCRS, 2013; Feng & Gong, 2006; Hou, et al., 2014). However, little empirical data to date is available 

in the literature to systematically explain why and how the TNHE curriculum policy is difficult to 

implement. Findings from this chapter therefore contribute to closing this gap and enriching the literature, 

unveiling 12 prominent barriers to and their influence on the intuiting, interpreting, integrating and 

institutionalising processes of implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy at the four case study 

universities. In addition, findings in relation to RQ2 provide supporting evidence to the argument put forth 

in Chapter Five, that is, that the disparate practices of the TNHE curriculum policy implementation at 

Chinese host universities were attributed to four factors: the longstanding tensions between central-level 

policymaking and local policy implementation; different academic and financial capacities of the Chinese 

host universities; the policy itself; and the regulating system of the TNHE programs in China. I outline 

below how the findings in this chapter align with these four factors.  

First, the discrepant perception and perceived irrelevance of the policy for future purposes on the part of 

the individuals and groups in TNHE programs help explain the maxim of “where there is a policy from 

above, there are countermeasures from below” held by policy implementers (D. L. Yang, 1999, p. 170). 
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The countermeasures or diversionary tactics reflected in this maxim were evident in the four case study 

universities (e.g., fabricating the curriculum in CS1, employing untrained foreign teachers in CS2, and 

intensive delivery of the imported foreign courses in CS1, CS2 and CS4). Second, the lack of highly 

qualified local Chinese teachers and foreign teachers coupled with insufficient funding at CS1, CS2 and 

CS3 contributes to their disadvantage in terms of academic and financial capacities, leading to their 

inability to deliver the curriculum as designed. Third, the ambiguity of the policy itself as illustrated in this 

chapter provides answers to the questions raised in Section 5.5.3, regarding in what ways the policy 

knowledge is implicit and ambiguous and how it affects the Chinese host universities’ policy 

implementation. And last but not least, the perceived irrelevance of the policy for future purposes on the 

part of policy implementers (especially as advised by the MoE directors) and the lack of effective 

institutional regulations at the Chinese host universities provide evidence for the overall weakness in the 

regulating system of the TNHE programs in China.  

What is beyond the scope of RQ1 in Chapter Five but is examined in depth in this chapter is the 

explication of those barriers in relation to people’s psychology and cognition (e.g., divergent perception, 

lack of motivation, perceived incompatibility with students’ foreign language proficiency) and their micro 

contexts (e.g., conflictual relationships, the hierarchical structure with a top-down management style, and 

organisational culture of multiple levels of leadership). These barriers, being qualitative and covert in 

nature, are likely to become invisible and ‘silent killers’ (Beer & Eisenstat, 2000) to the effective TNHE 

curriculum policy implementation at the Chinese host universities. The silent killers can be overcome, but 

first and foremost, Chinese host universities must “engage people throughout their organisations in an 

honest conversation about the barriers and their underlying causes” (Beer & Eisenstat, 2000, p. 29). From 

this viewpoint, the 12 barriers identified in this chapter provide Chinese host universities with empirical 
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insights and potential tools to diagnose their TNHE programs to close up gaps in the policy-practice 

translation. To achieve this goal, further explorations of what elements need to be in place to help Chinese 

host universities overcome the identified barriers (i.e., RQ3) are necessary. The third associated research 

question which explores these elements will be addressed in the following chapter.  
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Chapter Seven Overcoming Barriers to Implementing the 

TNHE Curriculum Policy at Chinese Host Universities 

7.1 Introduction  

In the previous two chapters, I have reported and discussed the findings in relation to the first two 

associated research questions (RQ1 and RQ2). In this chapter, data from student questionnaires and staff 

interviews are drawn on to address the third associate research question (RQ3): What sort of elements will 

assist local Chinese universities in overcoming the barriers to the effective implementation of the One-

Third Curriculum Policy? To achieve this goal, perspectives from students, administrative staff and 

academic staff on how to improve the implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE 

programs at local Chinese universities are to be examined, providing evidence for and insight into possible 

answers to RQ3. 

The chapter begins with student perspectives (Section 7.2), which focused on three areas: more 

recognition of student needs and voices (Section 7.2.1); less intensive delivery of the imported foreign 

courses (Section 7.2.2); and higher coherence and consistency between local and foreign curricula 

(Section 7.2.3). The chapter then moves to the administrative staff perspectives (Section 7.3) with three 

main aspirations: adequate and highly qualified teachers (Section 7.3.1); sufficient funding (Section 

7.3.2); and well-established institutional regulations (Section 7.3.3). Finally, academic staff perspectives 

are then presented in Section 7.4 under three subheadings: an integrated teaching approach (Section 7.4.1); 

localisation of foreign curricular elements (Section 7.4.2); and professional development programs 

(Section 7.4.3). 
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The above three groups of perspectives are then compared and discussed in light of the literature, seeking 

alignment with the 12 barriers identified in Chapter Six (Section 7.5). Based on this comparison and 

alignment (Section 7.5.1), a three-dimensional framework unveiling the dynamic interplay of people, 

policy and contexts is developed (Section 7.5.2), from which possible answers to the third associated 

research question (RQ3) are outlined (Section 7.5.3). The framework is expected to shed light on 

overcoming the existing and potential barriers to the effective TNHE curriculum policy implementation as 

well as improving the overall quality of the TNHE programs at Chinese host universities.  

7.2 Student perspectives on improving the TNHE curriculum policy implementation 

Acknowledging and attending to student experience and perspectives are fundamental to the effective 

delivery and improvement of any educational program. In this section, data from student questionnaires 

are examined to explore students’ experience in TNHE programs and their opinions on how to improve 

the implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy at the case study universities. Of note is that 

authorities in CS4 did not give their permission to conduct student questionnaires at their institution. 

Therefore, the findings in relation to student perspectives in this section are based on the data collected 

from the other three case study universities (CS1, CS2 and CS3). Major findings are reported in the 

following three sub-headings: more recognition to student needs and voices (Section 7.2.1); less intensive 

delivery of the imported foreign courses (Section 7.2.2); and higher coherence and consistency between 

local and foreign curricula (Section 7.2.3).   

7.2.1 More recognition to student needs and voices 

Findings in relation to student perspectives are that, first and foremost, students complained about how 

little they were involved in curriculum design and delivery of the TNHE programs. Students therefore 
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requested for more recognition from the Chinese host universities of their needs and voices in daily 

operations of the TNHE programs, including the implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy. For 

example, when asked whether they heard or knew about the One-Third Curriculum Policy (Question 15), 

102 out of 205 students (49.8%) reported that they were not familiar with this policy, and 63 out of 205 

students (30.7%) were not sure whether they heard about the policy. In contrast, only 36 out of 205 

students (17.56%) confirmed that they heard about the policy.  

When asked whether they have ever been informed by their school or university of the policy (Question 

16), 127 out 205 students (62%) noted that they were not advised of the existence of the policy by their 

school or university. Comparing the case study universities, 67% students in the TNHE program hosted at 

CS1 were not informed of the policy, in contrast to 51.8% in CS2 and 66.7% in CS3. From the above 

figures, it can be surmised that regardless of the lack of policy information provided to students by all case 

study universities, CS2 seems to have performed slightly better than CS1 and CS3 with regards to 

students’ exposure to the policy.   

In addition, when asked whether they have ever been involved in discussions about the TNHE program 

curriculum (Question 17), 166 out of 205 students (90%) responded in the negative. When it comes to 

student opinions on whether they should be involved in such discussions (Question 18), 191 out of 205 

students (93.2%) confirmed that they desired to be included in the school/university-level conversations 

on how to design and deliver the TNHE program curriculum.   

The above figures are consistent with student responses to the open-ended Question 26 (What suggestions 

would you wish to make to help improve the implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy?). Thirty-

one out of 130 responses (23.8%) revealed that students were not able to make any suggestions because 
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they did not know the details of, or had never heard about, the policy at all. Below are a selection of 

comments made by students that exemplify their thoughts on the topic:  

Sorry, no suggestions. I haven’t heard about this policy at all. So I don’t know what it means and 

requires, and I am not sure what suggestions I can make. (Student C1S98) 

Our university didn’t tell us about this One-Third Curriculum Policy. I don’t know. (Student C2S7) 

This is the first time I’ve ever heard about the policy, from the questionnaire, not from the university. 

How could I make any suggestions? (Student C3S21) 

Regarding the remaining 99 responses to Question 26, the most prominent suggestion made by the 

students was that the Chinese universities should pay more attention and attach greater importance to 

student needs and voices. Students expressed their desire to be listened to, included and engaged. Here are 

two examples of students’ comments: 

As a student in the TNHE program, I think I have rights to be informed of the policy and to be 

involved in the decision process regarding which foreign courses should be imported. This is because 

the policy cannot be implemented effectively unless the implementation strategies at the university are 

suitable for our students. (Student C173) 

The university needs to better communicate with students and listen to students. Please let us students 

join in the discussion to decide which foreign courses are the best ones to be imported. The decision 

should be made more on the basis of students’ interest. (Student C2S11) 

We can see from the above quotes that students believe they were not informed appropriately of the One-

Third Curriculum Policy by the Chinese host universities. The students were not included or engaged in 

the universities’ discussions about how to design and deliver the TNHE program curriculum, especially in 

terms of importing foreign courses. This neglect of student needs and voices at the Chinese host 

universities was observed and criticised by the students, as it carries the assumption that students are 
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expected to passively accept whatever courses and delivery modes are designed for the TNHE programs 

by the universities.  

This finding is consistent with the interview data, where none of the interviewees mentioned the 

involvement of students in discussing and designing the program curriculum. For instance, when asked 

whether his school and teachers would explain to students how the curriculum was designed, Ping, Dean 

of the School of Mechanical Engineering at CS1, responded, 

There is no need to explain to students. This is because students go to classrooms according to the 

course timetable we provide. So far no students have come to us asking why they need to study those 

courses and why those courses are designed to be delivered on Monday mornings, Tuesday nights, or 

even Saturday evenings. Students are used to this situation way back to their primary school time. 

(Interview 2, 6 April 2016) 

Such disregard for and exclusion of students from the decision-making process of curriculum design and 

delivery was also evident in the other three case study universities. At the root of this disregard and 

exclusion of students is likely to be a rigidly structured, teacher-centred culture of learning that is 

ingrained in the attitudes and beliefs of educators and the overall higher education system (e.g., Jin & 

Cortazzi, 2006; Zhu, Valcke, & Schellens, 2010). Such a culture of learning is typically presented in the 

statements made by staff such as Zhang from CS1, saying, “as a matter of fact, we have never thought of 

soliciting students’ ideas when discussing the necessity and feasibility of a TNHE program” (Interview 4, 

23 May 2016). These deep-rooted attitudes and beliefs have thereby constrained Chinese host universities 

from framing students in the centre of their education undertakings. 
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7.2.2 Less intensive delivery of the imported foreign courses 

The second finding is that students criticised the limited benefit they obtained from the imported foreign 

courses that were mostly delivered intensively within a short period of time by fly-in and fly-out foreign 

teachers. Students indicated that the foreign courses should be taught on a regular semester basis by a 

stable team of highly qualified teachers. For example, when asked how long the foreign teachers usually 

stay on campus to teach the imported foreign courses (Question 23), students in CS1 and CS3 reported ‘a 

few weeks of intensive teaching’ and students in CS2 reported ‘a whole semester’. In comparison, when 

asked how long students would prefer these foreign teachers to stay on campus for teaching (Question 24), 

139 out of 205 students (67.8%) favoured foreign teachers’ teaching ‘on a regular semester basis’ (67.8%) 

over ‘several weeks intensively teaching’ (13.7%). Despite missing student survey data from CS4, 

interviewees from CS4 also reported that the imported courses were taught intensively within a few weeks 

(see Section 6.3.2). These figures indicate that intensive teaching was a dominant mode of delivering the 

imported foreign courses among the four case study universities. This reality stands in sharp contrast with 

the students’ desire of learning the imported foreign courses on a regular semester basis.  

In the face of this reality, how do students evaluate their experience in learning the imported foreign 

courses? When asked about the four most prominent shortcomings of the delivery of the imported foreign 

courses (Question 25), student responses revealed that insufficient number of foreign teachers sent by the 

foreign partner university as well as insufficient on-campus teaching hours undertaken by these foreign 

teachers ranked as the first main drawback (34.4%); poor quality of the foreign teachers and their 

teaching ranked as the second main drawback (28.1%); poor integration/links between Chinese 

curriculum and the imported foreign curriculum ranked as the third main shortcoming (21.9%); and 
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insufficient support and services to the foreign teachers offered by the Chinese host university ranked as 

the fourth main shortcoming (11.5%).  

The first two shortcomings of the delivery of the imported foreign courses suggest a lack of a stable 

supply of adequate and highly qualified foreign teachers at the Chinese host universities. This evidence 

echoes with student responses to the open-ended Question 26 (i.e., what suggestions would you wish to 

make to help improve the implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy?). The most prominent 

suggestion made by the students regarding the delivery of the imported foreign courses was that the 

Chinese host university should increase the quantity and quality of foreign teachers to teach the imported 

foreign courses on a regular semester basis. Here are a few examples of students’ opinions: 

The intensive delivery of the imported foreign courses makes it difficult for us students to understand 

and digest the knowledge. I hope this intensive teaching mode can be changed. I also hope that the 

university can communicate better with the foreign partner university so that more foreign teachers can 

be sent over to teach us. (Student C3S32) 

Our university should improve communication with the foreign partner university so that foreign 

teachers can stay longer on our campus, at least for a semester, and undertake more teaching hours. 

(Student C2S54) 

I hope that my university could employ highly qualified foreign teachers who have basic knowledge 

about Chinese students and their classroom learning and can speak a little bit of mandarin Chinese. 

(Student C1S101) 

When importing foreign courses, the university needs to check whether the foreign teacher(s) can 

really communicate with students and help students gain knowledge and skills. On the contrary, we 

can’t understand the teaching from the foreign teacher who speaks English with a heavy French accent 

and only comes to teach for two weeks. This is a waste of our time! (Student C3S14)  
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We can see from the above quotes that students doubt the overall benefit from the intensive learning of the 

imported foreign courses. The situation is aggravated by a lack of a stable supply of adequate and highly 

qualified foreign teachers with sufficient knowledge of and skills in teaching Chinese students in China. 

According to the students, this problem is caused by ineffective communication between the Chinese host 

university and the foreign partner university, and the responsibility to improve this communication rests 

on the Chinese host universities.  

However, the students’ preference for less intensive teaching of the imported foreign courses seems to 

stand in contrast with the interview data regarding the practice of the intensive delivery mode. Notably, 

most interviewees deemed that the Chinese host university had little control over the supply of the foreign 

teachers from the foreign partner university and regarded the intensive delivery of the imported foreign 

courses as the most practical choice. Although the imported foreign courses were not intensively delivered 

in CS2, the foreign teachers were locally employed and untrained (i.e., international students studying in 

China), not sent from the foreign partner university. As mentioned in Section 6.3.2, despite sufficient 

funding and foreign teacher resources, CS4 was not distinct from CS1 and CS3 in the practice of 

intensively delivering the imported foreign courses. As Feng (Director of the Department of International 

Communication and Cooperation in CS4) explained: 

This is because professors from German universities are also full-time academics, having their own 

courses to teach and work to do in their own country. Therefore, you have to be flexible with these 

German professors coming to teaching in China. It is not practical to require them to stay here for a 

whole semester. If you want to have real professors from the foreign partner university teach in TNHE 

programs in China, intensive teaching of the imported courses may be a better and more flexible 

option. (Interview 7, 18th March 2016) 
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In addition, students’ desire to address the problem by changing the intensive delivery to regular semester-

based teaching appears to run counter to the data gained from interviews with academic and administrative 

staff. As discussed in Section 6.5.2, in the hope of helping students better understand the intensively 

delivered foreign courses, CS1 and CS2 turned to a repeated teaching approach, asking local Chinese 

teachers to teach the same courses first prior to the arrival of the foreign teachers. In contrast, CS3 seemed 

to do little to improve the learning outcomes of the intensive learning of the imported foreign courses, 

while CS4 poured a great amount of resources into foreign language training to students and staff to 

improve their foreign language proficiency.   

Based on the above evidence, it is clear that none of the four case study universities seem to meet the 

students’ desire of having the imported foreign courses taught by adequate and qualified teachers directly 

from the foreign partner universities on a regular semester basis. This situation thus reveals one of the 

central dilemmas in implementing of the One-Third Curriculum Policy at the four case study universities.    

7.2.3 Higher coherence and consistency between local and foreign curricula 

The third finding is that students were concerned with the poor link between Chinese and foreign curricula 

as well as limited local provision of support and services to the foreign teachers. Consequently, students 

suggested that the Chinese host universities should enhance the coherence and consistency between the 

Chinese and foreign curricula and provide due support and services to the foreign teachers which in turn 

will help improve the communication and cooperation between local and foreign faculty. For example, 

when asked to what extent students think the local and foreign courses are coherent and consistent 

(Question 22), student responses revealed a mean value of 2.96 on a 5-point Likert scale26. Taking the 

                                                   
26 Where 5 = ‘very coherent and consistent’, and 1 = ‘very incoherent and inconsistent’. 
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three case study universities into consideration, the coherence and consistency between the local and 

foreign courses was rated the lowest in CS3 (with a mean value of 2.5), compared with CS1 (3.06) and 

CS2 (3.01). These figures indicate a limited confidence in the coherence and consistency between local 

and foreign curricula from the perspective of students. Little wonder then that when responding to 

Question 25 (Section 7.2.2) students rated poor integration/links between Chinese curriculum and the 

imported foreign curriculum as the third main shortcoming and insufficient support and services to the 

foreign teachers offered by the Chinese host university as the fourth main shortcoming of the delivery of 

the imported foreign courses. Consequently, students expressed their concerns and suggestions in a 

number of ways in the open-ended Question 26. Here are a few examples: 

Although the imported foreign courses are taught by our Chinese teachers first, the Chinese teachers 

and the coming Korean teachers never meet and communicate with each other about how to teach the 

courses. Our Chinese teachers use Chinese textbooks while the Korean teachers will use Korean 

textbooks. I think they should cooperate with each other using the same textbooks and teach the 

courses collaboratively rather than separately. (Student C1S3) 

I hope the university will work together with the foreign partner university to enhance the coherence 

between the local courses and the imported foreign courses. I also hope that the university will provide 

sufficient support and services to the foreign teachers and require them to be well-prepared for the 

teaching. (Student C3S18) 

I feel that we students are loaded with various kinds of courses designed by the university, but the 

course arrangement is of little help to our learning. I hope the university can distribute more class 

hours to the courses taught by foreign teachers, and the local courses and the imported foreign courses 

should be coherent. Although our foreign teachers teach us for a whole semester, I wish they could 

communicate more with local teachers and teach us more practical knowledge. (Student C2S17)  
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We can see from the above quotes that students noted and criticised the poor integration or links between 

the local and foreign curricula. This problem was first evident in the repeated teaching of the same 

imported foreign courses where different textbooks were used and no collaboration was observed between 

the local Chinese and the foreign teachers. The problem also prevailed in the separate teaching of local 

courses and the foreign courses in the TNHE program, where limited communication and cooperation 

took place between local and foreign teachers. Such a lack of interaction between local and foreign 

teachers at the Chinese host universities gives rise to the intensive delivery of the imported foreign 

courses. It indicates a short stay of the foreign teachers on campus on the one hand and the lack of local 

support and services to the foreign teachers to enable the communication and cooperation with local 

teachers on the other.  

This finding is consistent with the academic staff interviews which reveal a separate rather than a 

synchronised teaching arrangement in delivering the TNHE programs. For example, as interviewees from 

CS1, CS3 and CS4 reported, the teaching of the local Chinese courses were variously postponed or 

completed ahead of time so that the university could set aside time for the foreign teachers to teach the 

imported foreign courses intensively for a few weeks. The separate teaching between local and foreign 

teachers also applies to CS2 where the imported foreign courses were delivered on a regular semester 

basis. As the academic staff member Meng noted, the locally employed foreign teachers (i.e., the 

international students studying in China) did not stay on campus during the week. Instead, they went to 

CS2 twice a week and returned to their own study place straight after each lecture. Moreover, there was 

little provision of support and services to the foreign teachers to facilitate their interaction with local 

teachers evident from the interview data. This means that even though the foreign teachers could stay 

longer on campus, without appropriate channels and platforms to support and nurture the faculty 
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community, communication and interaction between local Chinese teachers and the visiting foreign 

teachers was limited at best and at worst, non-existent.  

Separated teaching arrangements to deliver the local and foreign courses coupled with a lack of support 

and services has resulted in limited space, time and facilities for communication and interaction to occur 

between local and foreign teachers. This is in turn detrimental to enhancing the coherence and consistency 

between Chinese and foreign curricula.  

7.3 Administrative staff perspectives on improving the TNHE curriculum policy 

implementation 

Due to a hierarchical structure with multiple levels of leadership in Chinese public universities, teaching 

and learning of the TNHE programs was profoundly influenced by administrative units at all case study 

universities (see Sections 6.2.2 and 6.3.3). Understanding administrative staff’s opinions on how to 

improve the implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy is therefore critical to answering the 

third associated research question (RQ3). To do so, data from administrative staff interviews from the four 

case study universities are examined. Major findings are reported under the following three sub-headings: 

adequate and highly qualified teachers (Section 7.3.1); sufficient funding (Section 7.3.2); and well-

established institutional regulations (Section 7.3.3).   

7.3.1 Adequate and highly qualified teachers 

As discussed in Section 6.6.2, the majority of the local Chinese teachers working for the TNHE programs 

in this study did not have a doctoral degree or international experience, and foreign teachers employed for 

the TNHE programs were inadequate in both number and quality. Not surprisingly, the first and foremost 

finding in relation to administrative staff perspectives is that administrative staff observed the inadequacy 
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in both the number and quality of local Chinese and foreign teachers in the TNHE programs. They 

suggested that Chinese host universities strengthen human resources management in two ways: attract 

highly qualified talent internationally, especially Chinese returnees from overseas study; and provide more 

frequent and longer-term professional development opportunities to in-service Chinese teachers.  For 

example, when they were asked what would help improve the implementation of the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy at the Chinese host universities, eight out of ten administrative staff interviewees 

expressed the urgency to enhance the overall quality of teachers in the TNHE programs. Specific 

strategies or plans to achieve this aspiration were identified in CS1 and CS4, not so much in CS2 and CS3.   

CS1’s strategy to improve human resources management appears to be a local teacher-centred approach. 

As Zhang, Director of the International Affairs Department from CS1, argued, establishing a team of 

highly qualified teachers locally is crucial for any university that aspires to achieve substantial 

internationalisation. According to Zhang, highly qualified teachers refer to qualified and trained teachers 

with a high level of academic and professional skills as well as an international vision and engagement. To 

achieve this goal, CS1 sent a few groups of in-service teachers to the foreign partner universities for short-

term professional development (2-3 months). These teachers were selected based on their potential for 

teaching some of the core academic courses bilingually, especially teaching the imported foreign courses 

in collaboration with the short visiting foreign teachers. As Zhang articulated, 

We hope to send more in-service teachers to undertake a longer-term professional development 

overseas in the future, say, one semester or a year depending on the funding and other resources. If our 

TNHE programs are powered with a team of highly qualified local teachers in collaboration with 

foreign professors, student learning outcomes will be hopefully improved. This will also contribute to 

a better social reputation of the programs, which in turn will attract more and better students. A 

virtuous cycle will then start. With better teachers and better students, the overall teaching and learning 
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in the TNHE programs will be elevated to a higher level. At that time, implementing the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy won’t be a challenge to us. (Interview 4, 23rd May 2016)   

Zhang’s statement is supported by his colleague Chen, an academic and administrative staff at CS1. As 

the Deputy Dean of the School of Mechanical Engineering, Chen is responsible for overall teaching 

activities in the school including employing and supporting appropriate teachers. As Chen noted, the 

TNHE program had not been able to introduce a complete set of teaching materials for the imported 

courses from the Korean partner university. This was not so much because of technical problems as it was 

due to a shortage of local teachers capable of using the Korean teaching materials. As Chen expressed, 

If the Korean partner university cannot send their professor to us to teach an imported foreign course, 

our local teachers who obtained their degrees from a Korean university can step up and teach the 

courses instead. Previously, we didn’t have this kind of local teachers. But now we have Dr Jing who 

did her PhD in South Korea. She will be capable of using the Korean teaching materials and teaching 

the imported courses in collaboration with the Korean professor, should she be given a short-term 

training at the Korean partner university under the supervision of that Korean professor. We need more 

teachers like Ms Jing.  (Interview 3, 12th April 2016) 

While CS1’s strategy focused on local in-service teachers, CS4 envisaged a different strategy – ‘Project 

1251’ – a five-year plan to seek for international talents. The project, as Feng (Director of the Department 

of International Communication and Cooperation in CS4) explained, was proposed in October 2015 as a 

proactive response to Chinese Premier Li’s recommendation of CS4 to become a national model for Sino-

German education cooperation. With Premier Li’s endorsement, CS4 planned to establish six Sino-

German research centres (for transnational education, teacher professional development, practice-oriented 

higher education research and cooperation, talent exchange and mobility, university-industry cooperation 

and innovation, and student entrepreneurship incubation respectively). As Feng noted, 
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Attracting and retaining talents is crucial. This is because what make the cornerstone of these Sino-

German centres are highly qualified talents, especially those trained in Germany. To make these 

centres a reality, we introduced Project 1251, aiming to employ around 180 talents regardless of their 

nationality. By ‘1251’, we mean 100 holders of a doctoral degree from Germany, 20 engineers trained 

in Germany, 50 holders of a master’s degree from Germany, and 10 German professors within five 

years. The project has been approved by the State Council and is waiting to be carried out. (Interview 

7, 18th March 2016)    

Feng’s advocacy of seeking high-potential international talents is well reflected in CS4’s employment of 

Yang, a Chinese returnee from overseas study. As discussed in Section 6.4.3, Yang was employed as the 

assistant to the Academic Director of the TNHE program in June 2012 when CS4 hosted its first cohort of 

students. Yang, with a high proficiency in German language, a solid academic background in business 

administration as well as a good understanding of German education culture, was exactly what CS4 was 

looking for. As Yang recalled,  

In 2012, I had just come back from completing my master’s program in Germany. I did my master’s 

program in German rather than English. So, at that time, I was seeking a job at a Chinese university 

that could utilise my German language skills and Business Administration subject knowledge. When 

CS4 advertised this assistant position, I got very excited because I could see myself ticking every box 

of the selection criteria, and therefore applied for it without hesitation. I was then shortlisted for an 

interview, and here I am now. (Interview 8, 18th March 2016) 

In contrast, despite their desire for adequate and highly qualified teachers, CS2 and CS3 appeared to be 

less strategic than CS1 and CS4 in improving the number and quality of their teachers. It was found that 

few real teachers from the foreign partner universities came to teach at CS2 and CS3 on the one hand, and, 

on the other, professional development or training opportunities to local in-service teachers at CS2 and 

CS3 were more sporadic in frequency and shorter in duration. For example, when talking about how CS2 
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selected appropriate teachers for its TNHE program, Shi, Dean of the Institute of International 

Communication and Continuing Education, responded that a lecturer from the Irish partner university 

came to do a two-day seminar during the first year of the TNHE program. After that, no real teachers from 

the Irish side were sent to CS2, as its Chinese agency company employed foreign teachers locally (i.e., 

international students studying in China) for the program. In addition, very few professional development 

and training opportunities were provided to CS2’s in-service teachers, as Shi illustrated below:  

During the first year, the agency company selected four teachers (two English language teachers and 

two major course teachers) from CS2 to undertake a two-month professional development program in 

the Irish partner university. These four teachers were expected to improve their teaching skills during 

this training program and return to CS2 to instruct English language courses and core academic 

courses. But after this, no more teachers were sent to the Irish partner university for similar purposes. 

After hearing about your university’s systematic training programs to teachers, I think we should do 

the same so as to help enhance the quality of our teachers as well as their teaching. (Meeting interview 

1, 4th May 2016)  

Sporadic and short-term overseas training opportunities for in-service teachers were also observed in CS3. 

As noted by Cong (Dean of the College of International Education) and Zhu (Dean of the School of 

Tourism), six teachers from the School of Tourism were sent to undertake a two-week training class at the 

French partner school in July 2014. Another four teachers from the School of Tourism were selected to 

undertake the same kind of training at the French partner school in July 2015. However, no similar plan 

was made in 2016, and staff had doubts about the effectiveness of such a short-term training, as Zhu 

critiqued:  

Altogether CS3 sponsored ten teachers from my school to conduct two-week training programs at the 

French partner school for two consecutive years. But, that’s it! When selecting the teachers, the 

College of International Education came to our school to help target potential teachers who would be 
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able to teach for the TNHE programs upon returning. Nevertheless, despite a great amount of money 

spent on these training, the effect of professional development from such a short visit for two weeks 

overseas remains unsatisfactory, or at least unclear. I hope this kind of training opportunities to our in-

service teacher should be provided more frequently and for longer periods of time in the future if we 

want to improve the quality of our teaching. (Meeting interview 2, 6th May 2016)  

From the above discussion, we can see that the majority of the administrative staff interviewees agree on 

an urgent need for Chinese host universities to enhance the overall quality of both foreign and local 

Chinese teachers in the TNHE programs. However, compared to CS2 and CS3, CS1 and CS4 are more 

strategic and consistent in their efforts to achieve this aspiration. Specifically, two strategies are 

recommended in this regard: attracting highly qualified international talents, especially Chinese returnees 

from overseas study; and providing more frequent and longer-term professional development 

opportunities to in-service teachers.   

7.3.2 Sufficient funding 

The second finding in this section is that seven out of ten administrative staff regarded sufficient funding 

as a critical element for Chinese host universities to effectively implement the One-Third Curriculum 

Policy, especially in terms of employing highly qualified teachers and developing the TNHE program 

curricula. As discussed in Section 6.5.3, CS1, CS2 and CS3 were most challenged by insufficient funding, 

compared to CS4 who was generously funded by the government. Consequently, administrative staff 

interviewees from the first three of the four case study universities were more assertive in expressing their 

need for more financial resources being allocated to the TNHE programs. For example, when asked what 

was more urgently needed, apart from adequate and highly qualified teachers, Zhang, Director of the 

International Affairs Department in CS1, spoke without hesitation:  
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Funding, funding, more funding! A smooth operation of the TNHE program needs financial resources 

in every aspect. Thanks to the special financial aid of RMB 1 million from the provincial government 

in 2014, we have been able to use this money for in-service teachers’ overseas training and covering 

the travel and teaching costs of fly-in foreign teachers during the past three years. However, this 

financial aid is a one-off resource. No more such funding from the government has been distributed to 

us since then. We are desperate to find more money if we are to continue providing overseas training 

to our teachers and hosting more fly-in foreign teachers. (Interview 4, 23rd May 2016) 

   

Zhang’s desperation in seeking sufficient funding was supported by his colleagues Ping and Chen from 

the teaching unit hosting the TNHE program. As Ping, Dean of the School of Mechanical Engineering 

noted, the tuition fee revenue from the TNHE program (RMB 15, 000 per student per academic year) was 

far from enough to cover the expenses in relation to in-service teachers’ overseas training and the visits of 

fly-in foreign teachers. Ping believed that without sufficient funding, the overseas training programs 

would have to be held back and the visits of fly-in foreign teachers would have to be made shorter and less 

frequent. This would greatly influence the improvement of teachers and their teaching. As further 

described by Chen, Deputy Dean of the School of Mechanical Engineering, the lack of highly qualified 

teachers and insufficient funding were the two biggest ‘tigers in the way’ (or lanluhu in mandarin 

Chinese) impeding their collaboration with the Korean partner university to design and improve the 

TNHE program’s curriculum for students. In Chen’s words, “if we had enough funding, we could have 

achieved the many aspirations we had to advance this TNHE program” (Interview 3, 12th April 2016). 

CS1 was not alone in desiring more financial resources to host and improve the TNHE program. In CS2, 

Fang, Director of the Office of Teaching and Research in Hotel Management, was told by the Irish partner 

university’s Chinese agency company that employing highly qualified foreign teachers, especially from 
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Europe and North America, involved a much higher cost. She therefore believed that CS2 would not have 

needed to use the untrained foreign teachers locally employed by the Chinese agency company (i.e., 

international students studying in China) had the TNHE program obtained enough funding. Similarly, in 

CS3, as discussed in Section 6.5.3, due to the local government cap on the tuition fees, a nearly thirty 

percent loss of the expected revenue from the TNHE program had already undermined the French partner 

school’s willingness to send their teachers to CS3.  

In sharp contrast, funding was not regarded as an issue by administrative staff in CS4. As Feng (Director 

of the Department of International Communication and Cooperation) noted, the TNHE program in 

Logistics Management was not only generously funded by the local government but also sponsored by the 

German Academic Exchange Service (or Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst, DAAD). Although 

funding was not an issue at CS4, administrative staff like Feng agreed that a continuous supply of 

sufficient funding was a key element for hosting and improving the TNHE program. As Feng explained:  

Thanks to these financial resources and the advantage of our geographical location, we will be able to 

start constructing infrastructure (such as lab buildings) and facilities for the Project 1251 very soon. 

However, this supply of funding needs to be stable and continuous. Otherwise, the TNHE programs we 

are currently hosting and the overall internationalisation of CS4 will be greatly affected. (Interview 7, 

18th March 2016)  

From the above evidence, we can see that the first three case study universities’ funding resources are less 

diversified, less sufficient, and less stable than CS4. The majority of the administrative staff claim 

sufficient funding as the second key element for hosting the TNHE programs, especially in terms of 

employing and supporting highly qualified teachers and developing TNHE curricula.     
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7.3.3 Well-established institutional regulations 

The third element crucial to the effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy put forward 

by administrative staff is well-established institutional regulations at the Chinese host universities. 

Administrative staff interviewees from CS1 and CS2 were most articulate in acknowledging the 

deficiencies in their institutional regulations and thus wishing for urgent improvement, compared to their 

colleagues in CS3 and CS4. For example, Wang (Deputy Director of the International Affairs Department 

in CS1) suggested that, to address the challenges in implementing the TNHE curriculum policy, an urgent 

need was to improve the TNHE management system. This could only be realised through the 

establishment of robust regulations to operate and manage the TNHE programs at CS1. As Wang 

articulated: 

Once this institutional regulative framework is constructed, many things in relation to hosting the 

TNHE programs and implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy will be better guided and 

monitored. My boss (Director Zhang) and I agree that we have to introduce more robust institutional 

regulations as soon as possible to detail the processes and responsibilities of administrative work such 

as staffing, management patterns and financial transactions in TNHE programs. (Interview 1, 22nd 

March 2016) 

Administrative staff in the teaching unit in CS1 believed that well-established institutional regulations in 

relation to developing a remuneration system for teachers working for the TNHE program were crucial. 

Chen, Deputy Dean of the School of Mechanical Engineering, urged the university to introduce clear 

policies to acknowledge and properly reward the various duties undertaken by his staff for the TNHE 

program.  

Some of our Chinese teachers did a lot of work for this TNHE program, such as writing curriculum 

materials, and communicating with counterparts in our Korean partner university in terms of course 
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content and assessment. However, their work was not well recognised or paid by the university. These 

teachers can do some voluntary work for the program from time to time. But their enthusiasm and 

motivation will wear off in the long run. To solve this problem, the university needs to establish clear 

policies to recognise and properly remunerate the work undertaken by our staff for TNHE programs. 

(Interview 3, 12th April 2016) 

Chen’s request for well-established policies on staff remuneration was well received at the International 

Affairs Department in CS1. As Director Zhang stated,  

Although money is not a panacea to all problems, appropriate remuneration and incentives are 

indispensable to motivating our staff and rewarding their work for the TNHE programs. We have been 

seeking related regulation documents from other Chinese host universities as a reference. Hopefully, 

we will be able to start discussing with the President’s Office of the university the extent to which we 

can raise the hourly rate of lecturers and of related managerial staff working for the TNHE programs. 

(Interview 4, 23rd May 2016) 

The above administrative staff’s aspiration for improving institutional regulations in CS1 was fulfilled to a 

certain extent. As mentioned in Section 6.6.3, after my interviews with these staff, four regulation 

documents had been introduced and made publicly accessible on CS1’s website. These documents are: 

Interim Regulations on Students Studying Overseas (17th July 2017), Interim Regulations on Staff 

Visiting, Studying and Training Overseas (17th July 2017), Regulations on Foreign Teachers Working for 

CS1 (24th August 2017), and Interim Regulations on Students Studying in Chinese-Foreign Cooperative 

Programs (27th April 2018). However, it can be noted that introducing regulations on how to operate and 

manage the TNHE programs and how to remunerate staff in TNHE programs for the kind of activities 

expressed in the above quotes still remains an aspiration rather than a reality.  
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In CS2, the administrative staff also recognised the deficiencies in their regulations and hoped for due 

improvement. As Shi, Dean of the Institute of International Communication and Continuing Education, 

reflected in an inter-university meeting,  

Although we have introduced several regulations in relation to TNHE programs such as teaching 

management and student on-campus security management, I feel that these regulations are too broad in 

meaning to provide specific guidelines for TNHE operation and management. I hope we can improve 

our current policies on TNHE programs and elevate our institutional regulations to a higher level. 

(Meeting interview 1, 4th May 2016)  

Shi’s statement is supported by document analysis in Section 6.6.3. CS2 was the only one among the four 

case study universities where a regulation document in relation to TNHE operation and management was 

found in the university’s website during the data collection of the present study. The regulation document, 

titled Interim Regulations on CS2’s Students Studying Overseas, was accessible from 9th November 2013 

on the Institute of International Communication and Continuing Education’s website. This means that this 

regulation was established ten months before CS2 welcomed its first cohort of students in the TNHE 

program in Hotel Management in September 2014. However, it should be noted that this regulation was 

pertinent to all students in CS2, not particularly for the operation and management of TNHE programs. 

Without clear policies on how to host and manage the TNHE programs at CS2, not surprisingly, the 

administrative staff such as Fang found it difficult to reallocate some of local Chinese teachers’ teaching 

hours to foreign teachers while trying not to impair local teachers’ interests. As Fang, Director of the 

Office of Teaching and Research in Hotel Management, commented, 

Because we have to include the imported foreign courses into the program, some of our local courses 

have to be altered or removed from the curriculum. This alternation to local courses certainly will 

impair local teachers’ interests. For example, a local lecturer will need a certain amount of teaching 
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workload to get promoted to associate professor. If you cancel their course or cut down on their 

teaching workload because of the imported foreign courses, their chance of promotion will be greatly 

reduced. As the person responsible for curriculum design for the TNHE program, I am dying for clear 

policies in this regard to be established in our university as soon as possible. (Interview 6, 4th May 

2016)  

In contrast, CS3 was the only one among the four case study universities that established publicly 

accessible institutional regulations, particularly for operating and managing TNHE programs. As 

discussed in Section 6.6.3, the document titled Interim Regulations on CS3’s Chinese-Foreign 

Cooperative Programs was accessible from 23th September 2016 on CS3’s website. Despite a time lag of 

two years since the start of the TNHE program in 2014, the regulation document specifies the 

responsibilities of various units, including the College of International Education, the teaching units 

hosting TNHE programs, the Academic Affairs Department, and the Finance Office. However, detailed 

policies such as how to design and deliver courses, enrol and support students, and staffing and 

remuneration were not included in this document. Nevertheless, no administrative staff interviewees from 

CS3 mentioned the need to improve institutional regulations on TNHE programs.  

In CS4, regulation documents in relation to TNHE programs are still not on CS4’s website. This lack of 

publicly accessible regulation documents on TNHE programs indicates a sharp contrast with the generous 

funding and abundant resources CS4 enjoys. However, it does not necessarily mean that CS4 has not 

established relevant regulations. For example, Feng (Director of the Department of International 

Communication and Cooperation) stated that a group of young teachers at CS4 were selected to participate 

in on-campus German language training so as to update their German language proficiency. When asked 

how CS4 could make sure that this training program really works, Feng explained:  
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The university has introduced a specific policy on this university-wide German language training 

project for in-service teachers. The project was initiated by the number one leader – Secretary Cai of 

the CPC committee of the university. According to the policy, if the teachers participating in this 

project fail the German language assessments, their promotion will be delayed and/or their degrees 

obtained from Germany will be disqualified by CS4. You need to have a good policy in place if you 

want to make a project work. (Interview 7, 18th March 2016) 

From the above discussion, it can be summarised that the majority of the administrative staff interviewees 

recognise the deficiencies in their institutional policies and express the need to establish robust 

institutional regulations to guide and monitor the operation and management of TNHE programs. CS1 and 

CS2 are more articulate and strategic than CS3 and CS4 in this regard.  

7.4 Academic staff perspectives on improving the TNHE curriculum policy implementation 

So far in this Chapter, I have reported data analysis results regarding student and administrative staff 

perspectives on how to improve the implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy. As the front-line 

educators delivering the TNHE programs, academic staff’s opinions and suggestions in this respect are 

essential to answering the third associated research question (RQ3). Therefore, in this section, academic 

staff interview data are examined to explore their perspectives on how to help overcome the barriers to 

implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy at Chinese host universities. Major findings are outlined 

in three subsections: an integrated teaching approach (7.4.1); localisation of foreign curricular elements 

(7.4.2); and professional development programs (7.4.3).   

7.4.1 An integrated teaching approach  

First and foremost, nine out of ten academic staff interviewees noticed separate teaching approaches used 

by local and foreign teachers, even when they were teaching the same courses. These academic staff 
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therefore expressed their desire for an integrated teaching approach to deliver the TNHE programs as a 

whole. The integrated teaching approach, according to the academic staff interviewees, should not simply 

entail grafting foreign courses on local ones. Instead, it should embrace a unique but comprehensive 

curriculum that combines local and foreign curricular elements in a scientific way, and uses coherent and 

consistent syllabi and textbooks.  

Taking CS1 as an example, the front-line lecturer Jing observed that the TNHE program in Mechanical 

Engineering was not essentially different from the domestic program in Mechanical Engineering except 

for a few foreign courses. This is because, in her understanding, the curriculum of the TNHE program was 

developed simply by removing a few local courses from the domestic program and adding in a few 

imported foreign courses. This ‘grafting’ approach to designing the curriculum for the TNHE program, as 

Jing observed, was carried out by a couple of senior academic staff in the School of Mechanical 

Engineering, who rarely consulted the whole teaching team or solicited students’ opinions.  

Such a ‘grafting’ approach to designing the TNHE curriculum was also observed in CS2 and CS3. As 

Fang, Director of the Office of Teaching and Research in Hotel Management in CS2, pointed out, “I 

believe this is how the curricula of many TNHE programs hosted in China came into being in the early 

stages” (Interview 6, 4th May 2016). Similarly, as discussed in Section 6.3.3, Zhu, Dean of the School of 

Tourism in CS3, commented that the curriculum of the TNHE program and the adoption of the French 

school-hotel model was the result of inculcation and imposition from the top administrative level, rather 

than a practical approach to bring out the optimal learning benefit to students.  

The ‘grafted’ curriculum of TNHE programs, as experienced by academic staff interviewees, resulted in 

separate teaching between local and foreign teachers. For example, according to Ping, Dean of the School 
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of Mechanical Engineering in CS1, all courses in the TNHE program were taught either by a Chinese 

teacher or a foreign teacher, not delivered collaboratively by Chinese and foreign teachers simultaneously. 

Chen, Deputy Dean at the School of Mechanical Engineering in CS1, further observed that separate 

teaching also took place when delivering the imported foreign courses. Although these courses were 

taught first by Chinese teachers and then by visiting Korean professors, the Chinese teachers used Chinese 

textbooks designed for domestic programs while the Korean professors used the textbooks they brought 

over from the Korean partner university. These two groups of teachers hardly had any communication or 

substantial collaboration when instructing the same courses.  

Similar evidence of separate teaching between foreign and local teachers was also found in the other three 

case study universities, even in CS4, which was generously funded by government. According to lecturers 

Yang and Lei from CS4, the courses in the TNHE program were also taught by either German teachers or 

local Chinese teachers. Very limited collaborative efforts were observed between the two groups of 

teachers. However, CS4 was the only one among the four case study universities that fully imported the 

curriculum from the foreign partner university, rather than grafting a few foreign courses on the local 

program. As Yang, assistant to the Academic Director of the TNHE program, mentioned: 

We don’t have a traditional Chinese curriculum for the TNHE program; what we have are called 

‘modules’. Our curriculum is the direct translation of modules used in the German program in 

Logistics Management at our German partner university. Therefore, we don’t have our own Chinese-

style curriculum. The TNHE program hosted in our university has been using the imported modules 

and course descriptions. Based on these descriptions of modules and courses, we then discuss with the 

foreign partner to decide which courses are to be taught by them and which ones are to be taught by 

our local teachers. But so far, we don’t have a course taught by a foreign teacher and a local teacher in 

collaboration. (Interview 8, 18th March 2016) 
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To address the above issues of grafted curricula in TNHE programs and separate teaching between local 

and foreign teachers, academic staff suggested the need to design a unique but comprehensive curriculum 

using coherent and consistent syllabi and textbooks. Such a unique but comprehensive curriculum 

designed for TNHE programs can be realised through concerted efforts from both Chinese and foreign 

partner universities. As lecturer Jing from CS1 proposed, it should 

combine Chinese and Korean curricular elements in a scientific way and utilise coherent and consistent 

textbooks and other learning materials. Such a curriculum will facilitate students to freely traverse and 

effectively transfer knowledge between two learning experiences. This process will be time-consuming 

and requires joint and collective efforts from the whole faculty of the two partner universities. It was 

never meant to be a game of simple addition and subtraction done by a couple of primary decision-

makers. (Interview 10, 25th May 2016) 

A good example of pursuing a unique but comprehensive TNHE curriculum was found in the delivery of 

the Korean language course in CS1. As Wang, professor and Deputy Director of the International Affairs 

Department, explained, the elementary level of the Korean language course was taught by a local Chinese 

teacher and the advanced level was taught by two Korean teachers. However, the Chinese teacher used 

domestic textbooks published in China, while the Korean teachers used foreign textbooks published in 

South Korea. Students found that learning from Korean language courses were not very effective due to 

incoherent and inconsistent content and different teaching styles between these two levels. Wang 

explained how this problem was solved: 

During the summer holiday last year, the Chinese teacher was sent to the Korean partner university for 

the purpose of jointly designing a comprehensive syllabus for the Korean language course. Finally, 

both sides reached an agreement and the desired comprehensive syllabus was produced during this 

visit. Since then, both local and Korean teachers have been using the same syllabus to instruct the 
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Korean language course. We hope we can do the same for the other courses in the program. (Interview 

1, 22nd March 2016)  

CS1’s approach in designing a comprehensive syllabus for the Korean language course in the TNHE 

program was spoken of highly by academic staff in CS2 and CS3. They agreed that unsatisfactory learning 

outcomes from the foreign language courses (see Section 6.5.2) stemmed from the lack of a 

comprehensive syllabus and from the separate teaching between local and foreign teachers. As foreign 

language lecturers Meng from CS2 and Hong from CS3 highlighted, they were in urgent need of an 

integrated teaching approach using a unique but comprehensive curriculum not only for foreign language 

courses, but also for core academic courses, especially the imported foreign courses that were repeatedly 

taught by local Chinese teachers and the visiting foreign teachers. Of note is that, according to the 

academic staff interviewees, achieving an integrated approach to delivering the imported foreign courses 

would then require the second key element as outlined below. 

7.4.2 Localisation of foreign curricular elements 

The second key element for improving the TNHE curriculum policy implementation, according to eight 

out of ten academic staff interviewees, involved the issue of how to localise foreign curricular elements. 

Data analysis revealed that curricula of the foreign courses in the TNHE program hosted at the four case 

study universities were mostly imported from the foreign partner universities without giving much 

consideration to local contexts. In response, academic staff interviewees suggested that Chinese host 

universities should include and engage more academic staff into curriculum design and improvement 

processes. Such inclusion of academic staff would enable them to constantly examine the feasibility of the 

foreign curriculum and align foreign curricular elements with local contextual characteristics and 

restrictions.  



268 
 

A typical example of unfeasible curricular elements was found in the TNHE program in Hotel 

Management hosted at CS3 where students followed the French school-hotel model, that is, two weeks of 

theory learning on campus and then two weeks of practice at a local hotel. As discussed in Section 6.3.1, 

scientific and cutting-edge as it may sound, the French model was proved to be impractical at CS3. Zhu, 

Dean of the School of Tourism in CS3, argued the biggest problem in directly adopting the French model 

was that unlike the French partner school, CS3 did not have its own hotel on campus for students to do 

effective practice facilitated by high-quality practitioner teachers. However, when introducing this French 

model, administrative staff members such as Cong (Dean of the College of International Education) were 

too confident in the learning outcomes it would bring out, and they did not consult or consider academic 

staff’s opinions on its feasibility at CS3. Not surprisingly, academic staff such as Zhu suggested 

reexamining the French model in light of CS3’s contexts: 

It is impossible for the French model to work unless necessary adaptations are made to localise the 

French curriculum at CS3. We need to start reflecting seriously on the current problems in the school-

hotel model and hopefully find possible solutions. Our students definitely need such practice at a real 

hotel, but the problem is how we could guarantee the quality of the practicum, especially in terms of 

the quality of the hotel senior staff as our students’ on-site teachers. If we still want to use the current 

local hotel as the practice base, I think the TNHE program will involve communication and 

cooperation from three parties: CS3, the French partner school, and the local hotel. (Meeting interview 

2, 6th May 2016) 

Unlike academic staff in CS3 wishing to improve the quality of the practicum module, what academic 

staff in CS2 desired was to add a practicum module to the curriculum of the TNHE program in Hotel 

Management. As discussed in Section 6.5.1, due to insufficient communication between CS2 and the Irish 

partner university, no practicum module was included in the curriculum of the TNHE program. As the 
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curriculum designer Fang explained, she did not know that the practicum module was delivered in the 

second year in the Irish curriculum, rather than the fourth year as was the case in the domestic program in 

Hotel Management. She therefore did not design a practicum module in the first three years of the 

program hosted in CS2, as she thought students would do the practicum during the fourth year at the Irish 

partner university. In other words, when importing the Irish curriculum, CS2 failed to align the foreign 

curricular elements with the local context, especially in terms of different timing for the practicum 

module. Not surprisingly, as Fang articulated,  

The first thing to do to localise the Irish curriculum should be to add a practicum to the current TNHE 

program. This will bring about new challenges such as finding a good practice base, that is, a local 

hotel near our university, to deliver the practicum. (Interview 6, 4th May 2016) 

In contrast to CS2 and CS3, CS1’s articulation of how to localise the foreign curriculum was not so much 

in designing and delivering the practicum module as it was to develop textbooks suitable for students in 

the TNHE program. As Chen, Deputy Dean of the School of Mechanical Engineering from CS1, 

proposed:   

The urgent need in our program is to collaborate with academic staff from the Korean partner 

university to jointly develop textbooks that are most suitable for our students. Currently, except for 

Korean language courses, local teachers and Korean teachers are still using different textbooks, even 

when they are instructing the same courses (i.e., the imported foreign courses). This is because we 

don’t have consistent and coherent textbooks developed specifically for the TNHE program that 

combine the best elements from both Chinese and foreign curricula. This is what we need badly, and 

also a real challenge to us. (Interview 3, 12th April 2016) 
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Unlike the first three case study universities, academic staff interviewees from CS4 were not very 

concerned with the delivery of the practicum module or the development of the textbooks in the TNHE 

program. As Lei explained,  

What we have learned is that CS4 has always been prudent in importing the German curriculum. 

Despite our passion for making good use of advanced German technology and education resources, we 

have never fully accepted German curricular elements without critical analysis of its feasibility and 

necessary adaptation to the local contexts. … The curriculum of the TNHE program was directly 

imported from the German partner university but was jointly developed by the whole faculty involved 

at the German partner university and the entire teaching team involved at our university. This process 

took us more than three years before we started the first intake of students. (Interview 9, 18th March 

2016) 

Although the curriculum of the TNHE program hosted at CS4 seemed unique and comprehensive, CS4 

had its own challenge in localising the foreign curricular elements, especially in terms of supporting 

students’ research projects at local enterprises. As Yang, assistant to the Academic Director of the TNHE 

program at CS4, recalled, in the seventh semester of the TNHE program, students had a special module 

called ‘Enterprise Research Project’. This module was taken directly from the German curriculum. Each 

student was expected to do a three-month internship at a local enterprise and conduct a research project 

based on the problems identified in the enterprise during the internship. Students were then expected to 

write their graduation theses based on their research projects. However, supporting such a special module 

was not free from challenges, especially cultural challenges. As Yang observed,  

CS4 is located in the capital city of the province, so, we have no difficulties in finding local logistics 

enterprises to participate as bases for our students’ internship and research projects. Our enterprise 

partners range from large international enterprises to small- and medium-sized domestic companies. 

However, the real challenge is more cultural rather than logistic in nature. Big and international 
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enterprises usually have a good understanding of and a supporting organisational culture for such 

internship-based research projects. In comparison, small- and medium-sized domestic companies are 

great in accepting our students for internship, but they rarely have a matured culture or capacity to 

support students in conducting research projects. (Interview 8, 18th March 2016) 

From the above discussion, we can summarise that the majority of the academic staff interviewees 

observed problems with directly importing the foreign curricular elements that did not properly consider 

their feasibility in the local contexts. Academic staff therefore suggested that Chinese host universities 

should localise the foreign curricular elements by examining their feasibility and making necessary 

adaptations in light of local contextual characteristics and restrictions.  

7.4.3 Professional development programs 

The third finding with relation to academic staff perspectives was that more frequent and longer in-service 

training or professional development opportunities should be provided for local teachers. Seven out of ten 

academic staff from the four case study universities confirmed that they barely had any relevant 

experience in international communication or transnational higher education before they became involved 

in TNHE programs. They therefore reported work-related stress or anxiety due to a lack of the required 

knowledge and skills in the field and hoped for opportunities to ‘top up’ their knowledge and skills 

through in-service training or professional development programs home and abroad.  

For example, Fang, Director of the office of Teaching and Research in Hotel Management in CS2, said 

that she was a trained academic in the field of tourism management, not hotel management, with no 

relevant experience in TNHE. Nevertheless, she was often ‘dragged’ by the then College of International 

Communication and Education to design curriculum from scratch for the TNHE program in Hotel 

Management. No information session or pre-task training of the TNHE curriculum design was provided to 
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her by CS2 or the Irish partner university. As Fang recalled, the only support she obtained at that time was 

from the Irish partner university’s Chinese agency company, which recommended to her a few Irish 

courses that needed to be included in the TNHE program.  

However, as discussed in Section 6.5.1, it turned out that the Chinese agency company did not have 

accurate information of the Irish curriculum either. In addition, Fang found that the recommended Irish 

courses were inappropriate for inclusion in the TNHE curriculum, as they would contribute to a situation 

where students would repeatedly study a few courses three times. Nevertheless, these inappropriate 

courses were not replaced by more appropriate courses until a year later, when she returned to CS2 from a 

two-month visit to the Irish partner university in July 2015. As Fang further stated, but for this one-off 

overseas professional development opportunity, she would not have had a chance to better understand the 

Irish curriculum and then find out that the recommended Irish courses in the TNHE program were 

inappropriate. She therefore desired more training and professional development opportunities that could 

be provided to her and other in-service teachers in the future: 

I wish that my colleagues and I could have similar opportunities in the future to continuously improve 

the TNHE curriculum. However, as far as I know, our university hasn’t offered such professional 

development programs to in-service teachers involved in the TNHE programs in recent years. 

(Interview 5, 4th May 2016)     

Sporadic and short-term training or professional development programs to in-service teachers were also 

found in CS1 and CS3. As mentioned in Section 7.3.1, providing professional development programs 

overseas was CS1’s strategy to equip local teachers with a high level of academic and professional skills 

as well as international vision and engagement. Altogether over 60 local teachers were sent to CS1’s 

foreign partner universities for a short-term visit or professional development. Similarly, CS3 sent six 
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local teachers in 2014 and another four in 2015 to the French partner school for two-week training 

programs. Nevertheless, academic staff such as Ping and Chen from CS1, Meng and Fang from CS2, and 

Zhu and Hong from CS3 were uncertain about the value of such sporadic and short-term in-service 

training and professional development programs. Not surprisingly, more frequent and longer-term 

professional development programs were highly desired by academic staff from the first three case study 

universities.  

In contrast, according to academic staff interviewees in CS4, few local teachers were sent to the German 

partner universities for in-service training. Instead, the professional training programs provided to in-

service teachers, especially to young academics, were twofold: long-term German language training on 

CS4 campus, and doctoral programs in German partner universities (also see Sections 6.5.1 and 7.3.3). As 

Yang, assistant to the Academic Director of the TNHE program noted, CS4 attached great importance to 

supporting young teachers’ professional development. She also wished to pursue a doctoral degree from 

the German partner university to advance her subject knowledge and teaching skills:  

As an instructor for a few lab courses in the TNHE program, I feel that my knowledge and skills honed 

from the master’s degree are outdated and insufficient to keep up with the rapid change of information 

technology and to cater for diverse student needs. I therefore wish that I could have an opportunity in 

the near future to do a doctoral program at the German partner university with CS4’s sponsorship. 

(Interview 8, 18th March 2016)    

From the above discussion, we can see that despite different human resources development strategies at 

the case study universities, academic staff had a shared understanding that the provision of in-service 

training or professional development programs both at home and abroad is the third key element for 

overcoming barriers to the effective TNHE curriculum policy implementation at Chinese host universities. 
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These in-service training or professional development programs should be provided to local Chinese 

teachers more frequently and with longer duration so as to ‘top up’ their subject knowledge, professional 

skills and intercultural communication competences. Ultimately, with such training and professional 

development programs, a stronger teaching team can be expected to form, where local teachers are willing 

and able to collaborate with foreign teachers to constantly improve the TNHE program and the 

implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy at Chinese host universities.    

7.5 Synthesis and discussion 

Drawing on student questionnaire and staff interview data, nine key elements for the effective 

implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy at the four case study universities were illustrated 

from the perspectives of students, administrative and academic staff respectively. In this section, the nine 

key elements are compared and contrasted in light of the scholarly literature and aligned with the 12 

barriers identified in Chapter Six. Based on this comparison and alignment (Section 7.5.1), a three-

dimensional framework unveiling the dynamic interplay of people, policy and contexts is thereby 

developed (Section 7.5.2), shedding light on possible answers to the third associate research question 

(RQ3, Section 7.5.3).  

7.5.1 The nine key elements: Comparison and alignment 

As I discussed in Sections 7.2 to 7.4, the three main groups of stakeholders in the TNHE programs – 

students, administrative staff and academic staff – expressed different but related opinions and suggestions 

on how to improve the implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy at the Chinese host 

universities. A qualitative content analysis on these opinions and suggestions led to the identification of 

the following nine key elements (Table 7.1).  
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 Table 7.1 Nine key elements for effective TNHE curriculum policy implementation 

 

 

 

 

 

As can be seen from Table 7.1, the three groups of stakeholders focused on different but related areas for 

possible improvements to the implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy at the Chinese host 

universities. Specifically, student perspectives and academic staff perspectives seemed more closely 

aligned to each other as both groups expressed common interests in teaching and learning (i.e., 

curriculum, pedagogy, students and teachers). In comparison, administrative staff perspectives, with a 

focus on resources and policy, may at first to be seem less aligned to the other two perspectives. However, 

as Wilkins (2016) notes, valuable resources and financial strength are essential components of 

organisational factors that impact the success of transnational higher education. Therefore, improvement 

in the areas of human and financial resources and policy environment as desired by the administrative 

staff in this study would construct a favourable foundation for and provide indispensable support to the 

advancement of teaching and learning in the TNHE programs. 

The three different perspectives discussed above would nevertheless pose potential challenges to the 

Chinese host universities in seeking concerted efforts from diverse stakeholders to improve the 

implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy. This is because, as pointed out by Bolton and Nie (2010), 

aligning interests of different stakeholders is central to transnational higher education partnerships. In 

Stakeholders Key elements Focused areas 
Students Element 1: More recognition to student needs and voices 

Element 2: Less intensive delivery of the imported 
foreign courses 
Element 3: Higher coherence and consistency between 
local and foreign curricula 

students, curriculum 

Administrative staff Element 4: Adequate and highly qualified teachers 
Element 5: Sufficient funding 
Element 6: Well-established institutional regulations 

resources, policy 

Academic staff Element 7: An integrated teaching approach 
Element 8: Localisation of foreign curricular elements 
Element 9: Professional development programs 

pedagogy, curriculum, 
teachers 

Note: The nine key elements are numbered according to their sequence in this paper, rather than their priority. 
  



276 
 

other words, without a broad consensus among different stakeholders on defining, refining and prioritising 

the key elements that need to be in place at the Chinese host universities, the aspiration for the effective 

TNHE curriculum policy implementation would be difficult to achieve. To reach a broad consensus 

among different TNHE stakeholders, the identified key elements for improving the TNHE curriculum 

policy implementation at the four case study universities will then need to be refined and prioritised. One 

way to achieve this refinement and prioritisation is to examine how the nine key elements align with the 

12 prominent barriers canvassed in Chapter Six.  

 
Figure 7.1 Alignment between 12 barriers and nine elements 

As illustrated in Figure 7.1, the nine key elements articulated by students, administrative and academic 

staff in this study seem to be singing from the same hymnbook in relation to acknowledging and 
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overcoming the barriers to integrating and institutionalising process of the TNHE curriculum policy 

implementation. In particular, Barrier 8 (perceived incapability with students’ foreign language 

proficiency), Barrier 11 (lack of highly qualified human resources) and Barrier 7 (inadequate 

participation and communication) appear to be the top three barriers that the three groups of stakeholders 

are mostly concerned with. Next are Barrier 12 (lack of effective institutional regulations), Barrier 9 

(insufficient funding and problematic financial management), and Barrier 6 (high workload and lack of 

incentives).  

In comparison, fewer key elements are articulated to overcome the ‘silent killers’ (Beer & Eisenstat, 

2000), or the less visible barriers to the intuiting and interpreting processes of the TNHE curriculum 

policy implementation. In other words, the more visible structural-organisational barriers to integrating 

and institutionalising processes (e.g., Barriers 6, 7, 9, 12) tend to attract more attention from and thus be 

considered earlier by the Chinese host universities than those less visible barriers that are embodied in 

individuals’ psychology, cognition and interrelationships during the intuiting and interpreting processes 

(e.g., Barriers 1, 4, 5).  

It is noteworthy that no key elements are directed to overcoming Barrier 2 (ambiguity of the policy itself) 

or Barrier 10 (perceived irrelevance of the policy for the future purposes). These two barriers, being 

related to the One-Third Curriculum Policy itself and the policy maker, the MoE, may be perceived as 

problems which are beyond the capability and control of the Chinese host universities.        

In light of the 12 barriers, in what ways could the nine key elements be refined and prioritised? A close 

examination of the potential of each of the nine key elements to address the identified barriers might 

provide some insights. As illustrated in Figure 7.1, first and foremost, with potential for overcoming eight 
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barriers (Barriers 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 11, 12), Element 6 (well-established institutional regulations) and 

Element 5 (sufficient funding) seems to be the first block of key elements that needs to be in place at the 

Chinese host universities. As Elements 5 and 6 are closely related to institutional policies, the first block 

of key elements can therefore be described as Institutional Policy Elements. Second, Element 4 (adequate 

and highly qualified teachers), Element 9 (professional development programs) and Element 1 (more 

recognition to students needs and voices) seem to have potential for overcoming seven barriers (Barriers 

1, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12). These three elements comprise the second block of key elements that needs to be in 

place at the Chinese host universities. The second block of key elements, as being closely related to 

teachers, staff and students in TNHE programs, can therefore be described as People Elements. Similarly, 

the remaining four key elements (Element 2: less intensive delivery of the imported foreign courses; 

Element 3: higher coherence and consistency between local and foreign curricula; Element 7: an integrated 

teaching approach; and Element 8: localisation of foreign curricular elements), with potential for 

overcoming two barriers (Barriers 7, 8), comprise the third block of key elements. As these four elements 

are closely related to curriculum improvement, the third block of key elements can therefore be described 

as Curriculum Elements.  

These three blocks of key elements, after refinement and prioritisation as shown above, represent a broad 

consensus among the three groups of TNHE stakeholders (i.e., students, administrative staff, and 

academic staff) on how the key elements need be in place so as to improve the implementation of the One-

Third Curriculum Policy. From this point, the three blocks of key elements shed insightful light on the 

development of a possible framework that could help Chinese host universities overcome the barriers 

impeding the effective TNHE curriculum implementation in various local contexts.  
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7.5.2 Overcoming the barriers: A three-dimensional framework 

In Section 7.5.1, I compared the nine key elements articulated by students, administrative and academic 

staff participants with each other, and aligned them with the 12 barriers identified in Chapter Six. Based 

on the comparison and alignment, I then clustered the nine key elements, refining and prioritising them 

into three prominent blocks of key elements: Institutional Policy Elements, People Elements, and 

Curriculum Elements. However, it should be noted another block of key elements is missing, as none of 

the nine key elements articulated the need to overcome the deficiencies in the TNHE curriculum policy 

itself (Barriers 2 and 10). I therefore define the fourth block of key elements that are closely related to the 

national TNHE regulating system in China and various local conditions as the Socio-political Contexts 

Elements.  

Taking these four blocks of key elements into consideration, I have developed a three-dimensional 

framework (Figure 7.2) to canvass the most prominent components that local Chinese host universities 

need to possess so as to detect, discuss and defeat the barriers impeding the effective implementation of 

the One-Third Curriculum Policy.  

 

Figure 7.2 A three-dimensional framework for effective TNHE curriculum policy implementation 
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A dynamic interplay of policy, people and contexts is well illustrated by this three-dimensional framework 

(Figure 7.2). In the first dimension sit the Institutional Policy Elements. A cognisance of these elements 

can signal and enable Chinese host universities to recognise and overcome deficiencies in the institutional 

regulations so as to provide TNHE programs with a favourable policy environment, sufficient funding and 

effective resource allocation at the institutional level. Specifically, effective institutional regulations need 

to be established in Chinese host universities to clarify and supervise various issues in relation to the daily 

operation and management of TNHE programs. These issues include, but are not limited to: clear 

strategies, measurable goals and efficient procedures for implementing the TNHE curriculum policy; 

responsibilities of individuals, groups and units involved; financial management and resource allocation; 

academic and administrative staff employment, remuneration, retribution, support and professional 

development; student enrolment, engagement and support services; teaching management; curriculum 

design, delivery and development; and communication and partnership with the foreign partner 

universities and the fly-in foreign teachers. As regulations and procedural rules are the hardware of 

international regimes (Braithwait & Drahos, 2000), I can assert with confidence that the first dimension of 

Institutional Policy Elements will construct the bedrock and principles of effective implementation of the 

One-Third Curriculum Policy at Chinese host universities. With a solid foundation constructed by the first 

dimension, achieving the key elements in the remaining two dimensions will then become possible.  

In the second dimension of the framework reside the People Elements. A cognisance of their significance 

can signal and enable Chinese host universities to seek and sustain a concerted team of adequate, stable 

and highly qualified academic and administrative staff (including foreign teachers) with common beliefs 

in a student-centred culture of learning. Specifically, academic and administrative personnel working for 
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the TNHE programs need to be adequate in number, stable in supply and service, and highly qualified in 

terms of appropriate qualifications, sufficient knowledge and professional skills, international experience 

and intercultural communication competencies, and use innovative approaches to engage and transform 

students into successful TNHE learners. To seek such high-quality human resources and sustain them in a 

concerted team, a comprehensive support system needs to be in place at Chinese host universities. Such a 

comprehensive support system could include attractive remuneration policies, appropriate pre-and in-

service training, supportive communities with effective platforms or channels for discussion and 

interaction, and well-planned professional development programs. As better utilisation of high-quality 

human resources is likely to give organisations a significant competitive advantage (Guess, 1987), the 

second dimension of People Elements arguably comprises the mainstay of the effective implementation of 

the One-Third Curriculum Policy at Chinese host universities. With concerted efforts from adequate and 

highly qualified academic and administrative staff, establishing robust institutional regulations and 

developing effective TNHE curriculum in local socio-political contexts are likely to be achieved.  

In the third dimension of the framework are the Socio-political Contexts Elements. An understanding of 

their importance can signal and enable Chinese host universities to acknowledge, understand and adjust 

appropriately to the characteristics of and restrictions from national and local socio-political contexts 

when implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy. Specifically, despite being implicit and ambiguous, 

knowledge of the TNHE curriculum policy needs to be properly disseminated and discussed by the 

primary TNHE administrative unit at the Chinese host university with the stakeholders such as students 

and their families, as well as administrative and academic staff in different units and across various levels 

of leadership. In doing so, divergent perceptions and inappropriate knowledge of the TNHE curriculum 

policy and its implementation held by individuals and groups can then be possibly identified and 
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addressed in a timely manner. In addition, characteristics of and restrictions from the Chinese regulatory 

systems on TNHE programs as well as the academic capacity and organisational culture of the institutions 

involved need to be appropriately understood and sufficiently discussed between the Chinese host 

university and the foreign partner university. In doing so, an appropriate number of relevant foreign 

courses in the TNHE program, the delivery mode of these imported courses, and a stable supply of highly 

qualified foreign teachers can then be jointly decided and effectively enacted. Suffice it to say, the third 

dimension of Socio-political Contexts Elements prescribes the overall scope and specific frames for the 

effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy at Chinese host universities.  

Last but not least, at the heart of this framework where the three dimensions of key elements dynamically 

interact and intersect are the Curriculum Elements. Their position in the centre of Figure 7.2 signals and 

enables Chinese host universities to utilise the Institutional Policy, People, and Socio-Political Contexts 

Elements illustrated above to thoughtfully design, effectively deliver, regularly review and continuously 

improve curricula of the TNHE programs for the benefits of students and in sync with local conditions. In 

doing so, the imported foreign courses can then be more appropriately designed and less intensively 

delivered. A unique and comprehensive curriculum with an integrated teaching approach using localised 

textbooks and learning materials can then be jointly developed, enacted and improved through concerted 

efforts from local and foreign teachers. Ultimately then, students’ needs can then be well recognised and 

met in a timely way, and their overall learning outcomes from the TNHE programs can then be well 

targeted and improved, leading to a sustainable development of TNHE in China.  

To sum up, I argue that the three-dimensional framework, consisting of the four blocks of inter-related key 

elements illustrated above, can assist local Chinese host universities in detecting, discussing and defeating 
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the barriers impeding the effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy. It therefore 

provides valuable insights into possible answers to the third associated research question (RQ3). 

7.5.3 Answers to RQ3 

The third associated research question (RQ3) of the present study is: What sort of elements or framework 

will assist local Chinese universities in overcoming the barriers to the effective implementation of the 

One-Third Curriculum Policy? Based on the findings discussed so far in this chapter, possible answers to 

RQ3 can be presented as follows: 

• Student perspectives: 

ü Element 1: More recognition to student needs and voices 

ü Element 2: Less intensive delivery of the imported foreign courses 

ü Element 3: Higher coherence and consistency between local and foreign curricula 

• Administrative staff perspectives: 

ü Element 4: Adequate and highly qualified teachers 

ü Element 5: Sufficient funding 

ü Element 6: Well-established institutional regulations 

• Academic staff perspectives 

ü Element 7: An integrated teaching approach 

ü Element 8: Localisation of foreign curricular elements 

ü Element 9: Professional development programs 

Second, in order to achieve a broad consensus among these three groups of stakeholders, the nine key 

elements were examined in light of their potential for overcoming the 12 barriers identified in Chapter Six. 

In line with this, I refined and prioritised the nine key elements into three blocks of key elements, namely:  

• Institutional Policy Elements (well-established institutional regulations; sufficient funding). 

• People Elements (adequate and highly qualified teachers; professional development programs; 

more recognition of student needs and voices). 
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• Curriculum Elements (less intensive delivery of the imported foreign courses; higher coherence 

and consistency between local and foreign curricula; an integrated teaching approach; localisation 

of foreign curricular elements). 

At this point in the analysis, it became evident that another block of key elements seemed to be missing, 

because none of the above key element articulated how to overcome the deficiencies in the TNHE 

curriculum policy, that is, Barrier 2 (ambiguity of the policy itself) and Barrier 10 (perceived irrelevance 

of the policy for future purposes). I therefore put forward a fourth block of key elements. As these 

elements are closely related to the national TNHE regulating system in China and various local conditions, 

I have defined them as the Socio-political Contexts Elements. 

Third, a three-dimensional framework (Figure 7.2) was developed to canvass the above four blocks of key 

elements that need to be in place at local Chinese host universities to detect, discuss and defeat the barriers 

impeding the effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy. This framework, with the 

three inter-related dimensions of key elements (institutional policy, people and socio-political contexts) 

that intersect with each other in the central matter of curriculum, demonstrates a dynamic interplay of 

policy, people and contexts at local Chinese universities.  

In sum, the three-dimensional framework of key elements developed in this study arguably assists local 

Chinese host universities in detecting, discussing and defeating the barriers impeding the effective 

implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy. The framework is of significant value to local 

Chinese universities, shedding light on best practices of hosting TNHE programs and implementing the 

One-Third Curriculum Policy in China. Implications for research and practice from this framework and 

the study are to be discussed in the following conclusions and implications chapter.  
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Chapter Eight Conclusions and Implications 

8.1 Introduction 

In the opening chapter, I cited Jan Sadlak, the former Director of UNESCO-European Centre for Higher 

Education (UNESCO-CEPES), who stated that “transnational delivery raises important questions for 

individual higher education institutions, especially in terms of the quality and the standards of study 

programs offered and the degrees awarded” (Barrows, 2000, p. 8). This view is of particular relevance to 

Chinese higher education institutions (HEIs) hosting transnational programs, given a dearth of research, 

robust data and information regarding transnational higher education (TNHE) activities in host countries 

such as China (Knight & McNamara, 2015).  

The greatest challenge in facilitating TNHE activities, as Richardson (2015) pointed out, is a lack of an 

international common framework for TNHE operations coupled with underdeveloped regulations and 

policies at the national level. This situation is especially true regarding TNHE in China. Under 

circumstances where a global common framework is not available while the national policy framework is 

still developing, the quality and effective delivery of TNHE programs in China is largely left in the hands 

of the Chinese HEIs that host these programs on their campuses. Consequently, a variety of factors shape 

Chinese HEIs’ daily practices of perceiving, interpreting, integrating, and institutionalising various 

national requirements and regulations relevant to hosting TNHE programs. Among these national 

regulations, the One-Third Curriculum Policy (or the TNHE curriculum policy) (MoE, 2006) was meant 

to improve the quality of TNHE in China by requiring that at least one third of the TNHE program’s 

curriculum should be introduced from and delivered by the foreign partner university. The policy entails 

Four One-Third Rules as outlined below: 
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• First one-third rule: the imported foreign courses should account for at least one third of the total 

courses in the program. 

• Second one-third rule: the imported foreign core academic courses should account for at least one 

third of the total core academic courses in the program. 

• Third one-third rule: the teaching staff from the foreign partner university should teach at least 

one third of the total courses in the program. 

• Fourth one-third rule: the teaching hours of core academic courses taught by the teaching staff 

from the foreign partner university should account for at least one third of the total teaching hours 

in the program. 

As the scholarly literature in the field attests, it is difficult to implement the TNHE curriculum policy at 

local Chinese universities (e.g., Centre of Research on CFCRS, 2013; G. Feng & Gong, 2006; Hou et al., 

2014). However, evidence to date in the literature regarding this difficulty seems to be anecdotal, with 

little empirical data available to systematically explain why and how the implementation of the TNHE 

curriculum policy at local Chinese universities is ineffective, and in what ways this problem can be 

solved.  

As a way of understanding the role that individual HEIs play in hosting TNHE programs in China and in 

implementing the TNHE curriculum policy, this thesis has investigated and articulated multi-level factors 

impeding the effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs hosted in 

local Chinese universities. In doing so, it has shed light on the development of practical elements or 

frameworks required to overcome the impediments and bridge the gap between policy ideals and local 

practices. The overarching research question was: What key elements or frameworks need to be in place in 

TNHE programs in China to overcome the barriers to the effective implementation of the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy at local Chinese universities?   
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The present study adopted a multiple case study design, purposefully sampling four TNHE programs 

hosted in four case study universities in China. The study gained rich and intricate data from a 

triangulation of methods, including document analysis, student questionnaires, and semi-structured 

interviews with administrative and academic staff members. Altogether 205 completed questionnaires 

were collected and 12 semi-structured interviews were conducted. The collected data were analysed using 

the method of qualitative content analysis.   

The overarching research question was addressed through three associated research questions guided by a 

cross-disciplinary analytical framework that I developed for data collection and analysis (Section 8.2). In 

response to the three associated research questions that sought to elicit the dynamic interplay of policy, 

people and contexts of TNHE in China, this thesis has three main findings that relate to: disparate 

practices of TNHE curriculum policy in various local contexts (Section 8.3.1); barriers at three levels 

impeding the effective implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy (Section 8.3.2); and key elements 

that need to be implemented to overcome the barriers and ultimately improve the quality of TNHE 

programs in China (Section 8.3.3).  

Based on the major findings (i.e., disparate practices, barriers and key elements that need to be 

implemented), this final chapter of this thesis draws together the main conclusions that are directly aligned 

to the overarching research question. These conclusions are expressed by means of a three-dimensional 

framework for effective TNHE curriculum policy implementation in local Chinese universities (Section 

8.4). In line with these conclusions, contributions and implications of the present study are then discussed 

(Section 8.5), followed by an outline of the limitations of the study and recommendations for future 

research (Section 8.6). The chapter ends with concluding remarks (Section 8.7).  



288 
 

8.2 Associated research questions and analytical framework  

To address the overarching research question, the first step of the present study was to investigate the 

extent to which the TNHE curriculum policy was implemented in local Chinese universities (i.e., RQ1). 

Findings in relation to RQ1 would then inform the next step of investigation, revealing the existing and 

potential barriers that impeded the effective implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy (i.e., RQ2). 

With evidence gained from these two steps, it then became possible to explore key elements that could 

assist local Chinese universities in overcoming the barriers and implementing the TNHE curriculum 

policy more effectively (i.e., RQ3). The three associated research questions were: 

• RQ1: To what extent is each of the Four One-Third Rules implemented in TNHE programs hosted 

at the local Chinese universities? 

• RQ2: What kinds of barriers are there and how do they impede the effective implementation of 

the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs hosted at local Chinese universities? 

• RQ3: What sort of elements will assist these local Chinese universities in overcoming the barriers 

to the effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in the TNHE programs? 

To operationalise the investigation of the present study, I drew on theoretical insights from other fields, 

including curriculum theories, implementation studies, and organisational learning theories, and developed 

them into a cross-disciplinary analytical framework. This analytical framework is illustrated in Figure 3.6 

which I have reproduced below.  
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Figure 3.6 A cross-disciplinary analytical framework of the present study 

 

Specifically, I argued that addressing the first two associated research questions needs a fidelity approach 

in the field of curriculum implementation studies. This is because the fidelity approach focuses on two 

issues: the extent to which a specific innovation is implemented as planned, and the facilitating or 

impeding factors in the implementation of the intended innovation (Fullan & Pomfret, 1977). In relation to 

the present study, the fidelity approach that I adopted focused on the extent to which the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy is implemented as planned, and the impeding factors in the implementation of this 

policy in TNHE programs hosted at local Chinese universities.  

Similarly, I argued that addressing the second associated research question also requires a mutual 

adaptation approach in the field of curriculum implementation studies. This is because the mutual 

adaptation approach recognises the complexity of the implementation process, viewing it as a mutually 

adaptive process between the user and the institutional setting (McLaughlin, 1976). This approach studies 

various problems and identifies factors, in particular, organisational variables that facilitate or impede 

implementation as intended. In relation to the present study, the mutual adaptation approach that I adopted 
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focused on complex, multi-level factors, especially organisational variables, impeding local Chinese 

universities in implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy.  

Finally, I suggested that the third generation of education policy implementation studies provides insights 

into addressing the second and the third associated research questions. This is because the third-generation 

implementation studies link both macro- and micro-analyses that “provide robust, grounded explanations 

for how interactions among them [i.e., policies, people, place] help to explain implementation outcomes” 

and improve the implementation accordingly (Honig, 2006b, p. 2). In relation to the present study, the 

third-generation of education policy implementation studies that I adopted focused on why and how the 

One-Third Curriculum Policy is difficult to implement, and the key elements that can assist local Chinese 

universities to improve their implementation of the policy.  

Based on the above theoretical underpinnings, I then used specific models to collect and analyse data. 

First, the Tripartite Curriculum model (Doyle, 1992) was used to examine discrepancies between the 

designed and delivered curricula of the TNHE programs. Evidence gained from this process informed 

answers to the first research question. Second, the Expanded 4I Model of barriers to organisational 

learning (Schilling & Kluge, 2009) was utilised to explore and examine actional-personal, structural-

organisational, and societal-environmental barriers to the intuiting, interpreting, integrating, 

institutionalising the One-Third Curriculum Policy. Evidence gained from this process helped to provide 

answers to the second and third research questions.   

In sum, recognising the intricate relationships between curriculum and education policies, the present 

study took a cross-disciplinary approach, conceptualising the implementation of the One-Third 
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Curriculum Policy as organisational learning that can be impeded during four inter-related socio-

psychological processes (i.e., intuiting, interpreting, integrating and institutionalising).  

According to Schilling and Kluge’s (2009) integration of theory and research, barriers to intuiting process 

(i.e., developing new ideas based on personal experiences) include actional-personal factors such as biases 

and fear of disadvantages, structural-organisational factors such as the ‘not my job’ phenomenon, and 

societal-environmental factors such as ambiguous and implicit knowledge. Barriers to interpreting process 

(i.e., explaining new ideas through words and/or actions to oneself and others) include actional-personal 

factors such as fear of loss of ownership and control of knowledge, structural-organisational factors such 

as high workload and frontline context, and societal-environmental factors such as divergent objectives 

and hidden agendas in the group. Barriers to integrating process (i.e., achieving a shared understanding 

among individuals and groups which allows for coherent, collective actions in the organisation) include 

actional-personal factors such as lack of communication and participation, structural-organisational 

factors such as ineffective resource allocation, and societal-environmental factors such as failure traps. 

Finally, barriers to institutionalising process (i.e., implementing the shared understanding in systems, 

structures, rules and strategies to guide organisational action) include actional-personal factors such as 

perceived irrelevance of the innovation for future purposes, structural-organisational factors such as lack 

of clear responsibility concerning the implementation, and societal-environmental factors such as 

emerging management fads that promise quick success.  

The following section outlines major findings in relation to each associated research question. 
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8.3 Major findings of the thesis 

8.3.1 Disparate practices of implementing the TNHE curriculum policy 

Analysis of curriculum documents revealed that none of the TNHE programs hosted at the four case study 

universities has fully met the requirements of the Four One-Third Rules specified in the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy. The fourth one-third rule, compared with the other three one-third rules, is the most 

difficult requirement to be fulfilled. In addition, the four case study universities have approached the 

design and delivery of the curricula of the TNHE programs hosted on their campuses in disparate ways. 

Notably, the fourth case study university (CS4) has arguably performed better in implementing the TNHE 

curriculum policy than the other three case study universities (CS1, CS2 and CS3). The TNHE program in 

CS4 has delivered the courses as designed, meeting three out of the four requirements (i.e., the second, 

third and fourth one-third rules). In contrast, the programs in CS1, CS2 and CS3 have failed to deliver the 

courses as designed or met any of the four requirements.  

Specific evidence to support the above findings was obtained through examining and comparing the 

designed curriculum approved by the MoE (i.e., the approved curriculum) with the curriculum actually 

delivered in the TNHE programs (i.e., the delivered curriculum) hosted at the four case study universities. 

The evidence is twofold, as I explain below. 

First, an examination of the approved curricula (see Table 5.5) reveals that CS1 and CS3, with over one 

third of the curricular elements imported from the foreign partner university, seem to have met all the four 

one-third rules. In contrast, CS4 is found to have designed and delivered an insufficient number of 

imported courses according to the first one-third rule, and CS2 with insufficient foreign curricular 

elements in terms of all the four one-third rules. Comparing the design of the imported courses across the 
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four case study universities, different categorisation of the foreign language courses might help explain 

CS4’s failure in meeting the first one-third rule.  

Unlike the foreign language courses that were designed as the imported foreign courses in CS1, CS2 and 

CS3, the German language courses in the TNHE program hosted in CS4 was designed as domestic or 

local courses to be taught by CS4’s Chinese teachers. This is because the TNHE program in CS4 has 

enjoyed sufficient teacher resources from the university’s regular four-year undergraduate program in 

German Language within the School of Foreign Languages. With sufficient local teachers who can teach 

the German language courses, CS4 thus does not need to rely on the foreign partner university to deliver 

the foreign language courses in the TNHE program. In contrast, the other three case study universities do 

not enjoy such an advantage, and therefore have designed the foreign language courses as the imported 

foreign courses that are to be delivered by the foreign partner universities. This practice of CS4 has 

directly resulted in a reduction in the number of the imported foreign courses in the TNHE program, 

leading to CS4’s failure to meet the first one-third rule.    

Second, an examination of the delivered curricula suggests an average of 30% curricular discrepancy 

between what was designed and what was actually delivered across the four case study universities (see 

Table 5.6). Except for CS4, not all the imported foreign courses designed for the TNHE programs have 

been actually delivered. The highest discrepancy rates are found in the TNHE programs hosted at CS1 and 

CS3 which intend to import the highest proportions of foreign curricular elements as shown in their 

designed curricula. This means that the TNHE curriculum policy seems to be implemented more 

effectively in CS4 than in the other three case study universities. Moreover, the discrepancy rate in 

relation to the fourth one-third rule stands the highest in comparison with the other three one-third rules. 

In other words, the fourth one-third rule appears to be the most difficult requirement to be fulfilled.  
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The above twofold evidence reveals disparate practices in implementing the TNHE curriculum policy in 

the TNHE programs hosted at local Chinese universities. None of the Four One-Third Rules is being fully 

implemented in the case study universities, with the fourth one-third rule being the most difficult 

requirement for the TNHE programs to comply with. Notably, despite its failure in meeting the first one-

third rule, CS4 has implemented the policy more effectively than the other three case study universities. In 

contrast, the TNHE curriculum policy has been most difficult to implement in CS2, as none of the Four 

One-Third Rules is observed in the TNHE program.  

A question then arises: Why is the One-Third Curriculum Policy not fully implemented in the local 

Chinese universities? Or what barriers are there to impede the effective implementation of the policy 

(RQ2)? Major findings in relation to RQ2 are outlined in the next sub-section.  

8.3.2 Barriers to effective implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy 

Data analysis of semi-structured interviews with administrative and academic staff has identified multi-

level barriers impeding the effective implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy in the TNHE 

programs hosted at local Chinese universities. A total of 12 prominent barriers at actional-personal, 

structural-organisational, and societal-environmental levels have impeded the case study universities from 

effectively implementing the TNHE curriculum policy along four interrelated socio-psychological 

processes (i.e., intuiting, interpreting, integrating and institutionalising). These barriers are illustrated in 

Table 6.1, which I have reproduced below.  
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Table 6.1 Barriers to the TNHE curriculum policy implementation 

      Process 
Level Intuiting Interpreting Integrating Institutionalising 

Actional- 
personal 

Barrier 1. Divergent 
perceptions and inappropriate 
knowledge on the part of the 
policy implementers 

Barrier 4. Fear of loss of 
ownership or control of 
knowledge 
Barrier 5. Conflictual 
relationships among units 
and team members 

Barrier 8. Perceived 
incompatibility with 
students’ foreign language 
proficiency  

Barrier 10. Perceived 
irrelevance of the policy for 
future purposes 
Barrier 11. Lack of highly 
qualified human resources 

Structural- 
organisational 

Barrier 3. A hierarchical 
institutional structure with 
multiple levels of leadership 

Barrier 6. High workload 
and lack of incentives 

Barrier 7. Inadequate 
participation and 
communication 
Barrier 9. Insufficient 
funding and problematic 
financial management 

Barrier 12. Lack of effective 
institutional regulations 

Societal- 
environmental 

Barrier 2. Ambiguity of the 
policy itself 

   

Note: The 12 barriers are numbered according to their sequence in this chapter rather than their priority. 

 

It is worth noting that the majority of the identified barriers reside at the actional-personal (i.e., six 

barriers) and structural-organisational levels (i.e., five barriers). In other words, the existing and potential 

barriers impeding the effective implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy are related more to people 

and their micro contexts (e.g., interpersonal relations, organisational structure and culture) than to the 

macro contexts (e.g., society and environment). Moreover, all 12 barriers are evident in the first three case 

study universities, compared with seven barriers identified in CS4. It can be surmised that the more 

barriers identified in a local Chinese university, the more difficult it would be for this university to 

implement the One-Third Curriculum Policy. Specifically, the 12 impeding factors extend a complicated 

influence on intuiting, interpreting, integrating and institutionalising the TNHE curriculum in TNHE 

programs at local Chinese universities.  

First, when developing an appropriate knowledge of the TNHE curriculum policy among individuals (i.e., 

the intuiting process), Barrier 1 (divergent perceptions and inappropriate knowledge) about the policy 

held by staff is positively correlated with opportunistic (CS1), indifferent (CS2) and cocksure (CS3) 

approaches adopted by local Chinese universities. Barrier 2 (ambiguity of the policy itself) is positively 
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correlated with disparate practices at local Chinese universities in curriculum design and delivery as well 

as foreign teachers’ employment. Barrier 3 (a hierarchical institutional structure with multiple levels of 

leadership) at local Chinese universities is positively correlated with the lack of motivation and ‘not-my-

job’ attitude among staff working in the TNHE programs.  

Second, when explaining and convincing others of observing the TNHE curriculum policy (i.e., the 

interpreting process), Barrier 4 (fear of loss of ownership or control of knowledge) on the part of senior 

administrative staff is negatively correlated with successfully communicating the policy knowledge to 

other team members, especially to the academics in the teaching units in local Chinese universities. 

Barrier 5 (conflictual relationships among units and team members) is negatively correlated with the 

acceptance of new ideas among individuals and groups in local Chinese universities. Barrier 6 (higher 

workload and lack of incentives) is positively correlated with the lack of motivation among staff to work 

for the TNHE programs.  

Third, when achieving a shared understanding of the TNHE curriculum policy among individuals and 

groups in TNHE programs (i.e., the integrating process), Barrier 7 (perceived incompatibility with 

students’ foreign language proficiency) is positively correlated with low learning outcomes in the 

imported foreign course delivered by foreign teachers in local Chinese universities. Barrier 8 (inadequate 

participation and communication) among individuals and groups is negatively correlated with achieving a 

shared understanding and coherent, collective actions in the TNHE programs. Barrier 9 (insufficient 

funding and problematic financial management) is negatively correlated with the effective allocation of 

resources to achieve a higher degree of consistent, coherent, and collective practices in the TNHE 

programs.  
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Finally, when translating the shared understanding of the TNHE curriculum policy into systems, 

structures, rules and strategies at local Chinese universities (i.e., institutionalising process), Barrier 10 

(perceived irrelevance of the policy for future purposes) is positively correlated with the lack of trust in 

the value of the policy and in the importance of policy compliance among the staff at local Chinese 

universities. Barrier 11 (lack of highly qualified human resources) is positive correlated with poor 

communication between the Chinese and foreign partner universities, intensive delivery of the imported 

foreign courses, employment of unqualified and untrained foreign teachers, and poor management of the 

TNHE programs. Barrier 12 (lack of effective instructional regulations) is negatively correlated with 

consistent, coherent and collective practices from highly motivated and qualified staff at local Chinese 

universities.  

The identification of the above 12 barriers, discussed at length in Chapter Six, provided empirical insights 

and potential tools to diagnose the TNHE programs hosted on their campuses to close up gaps in the 

policy-practice translation. A question then arises: What sort of elements or frameworks can help local 

Chinese universities overcome the barriers impeding the effective implementation of the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy (RQ3)? Major findings in relation to RQ3 are highlighted in the next sub-section.  

8.3.3 Key elements to overcome the barriers 

Data analysis of student questionnaires and staff interviews that I conducted reveals a number of different 

but closely related elements to overcome the barriers that impede local Chinese universities from 

effectively implementing the TNHE curriculum policy in TNHE programs. A total of nine key elements 

were articulated by three groups of stakeholders (i.e., students, administrative staff, and academic staff), 
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signalling possible improvements to the implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy in various local 

contexts. These elements are illustrated in Table 7.1, which I have reproduced below.  

            Table 7.1 Nine key elements for effective TNHE curriculum policy implementation 

 

 

 

 

 

First, student participants believe that local Chinese universities should give more recognition to student 

needs and voices when designing and delivering the TNHE programs (i.e., Element 1). Including and 

engaging students in discussions at various stages of hosting the TNHE programs is crucial to shifting 

from a teacher-centred to a student-centred culture of learning at local Chinese universities. To enhance 

learning benefits, students suggest the imported foreign courses be delivered less intensively on a regular 

semester basis by highly qualified foreign teachers (i.e., Element 2). In addition, to address poor links 

between local and foreign courses and a lack of collaboration between local and foreign teachers, students 

suggest local Chinese universities provide due support to these two groups of teachers in achieving higher 

coherence and consistency between local and foreign curricula (i.e., Element 3).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

Second, administrative staff interviewees are primarily concerned with improvements in relation to human 

and financial resources as well as with the institutional policy environment. They suggest that local 

Chinese universities should attract and sustain adequate and highly qualified teachers (i.e., Element 4) to 

provide an optimal learning experience to students. Staff interviewed suggested two strategies to improve 

Stakeholders Key elements Focused areas 
Students Element 1: More recognition to student needs and voices 

Element 2: Less intensive delivery of the imported 
foreign courses 
Element 3: Higher coherence and consistency between 
local and foreign curricula 

students, curriculum 

Administrative staff Element 4: Adequate and highly qualified teachers 
Element 5: Sufficient funding 
Element 6: Well-established institutional regulations 

resources, policy 

Academic staff Element 7: An integrated teaching approach 
Element 8: Localisation of foreign curricular elements 
Element 9: Professional development programs 

pedagogy, curriculum, 
teachers 

Note: The nine key elements are numbered according to their sequence in this paper, rather than their priority. 
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human resources development at local Chinese universities: attracting highly qualified international 

talents, especially Chinese returnees from overseas study, and providing more frequent and longer-term 

professional development opportunities to in-service Chinese teachers. They also suggested sufficient 

funding (i.e., Element 5) be secured in local Chinese universities at all stages of hosting the TNHE 

programs. Most importantly, the local Chinese universities need to establish robust institutional 

regulations (i.e., Element 6) to achieve consistent, coherent and collective actions in implementing the 

TNHE curriculum policy and in the daily practices of operating and managing the TNHE programs.  

Third, from the perspective of academic staff members, an integrated teaching approach to deliver the 

TNHE program as a whole (i.e., Element 7) is needed to address the simple ‘grafting’ approach (i.e., 

removing a few local courses and adding in a few imported foreign courses) and the resulting practice of 

separate teaching between local and foreign teachers. An integrated teaching approach should be 

developed based on a unique but comprehensive curriculum that combines local and foreign curricular 

elements in a principled way and uses coherent and consistent syllabi and learning materials. What is 

indispensable to this integrated teaching approach is the localisation of foreign curricular elements in 

TNHE programs (i.e., Element 8). To do so, local Chinese universities should include and engage more 

academic staff into curriculum design and improvement processes, enabling academic staff to regularly 

examine the feasibility of the foreign curriculum and align foreign curricular elements with local 

contextual characteristics and restrictions. Last but not least, local Chinese universities should provide pre- 

and in-service training and professional development programs (i.e., Element 9) to local Chinese teachers 

more frequently and with longer durations to ‘top up’ their subject knowledge, professional skills and 

intercultural communication competence.  
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The three different perspectives outlined above pose potential challenges to local Chinese universities in 

seeking concerted efforts from diverse stakeholders to improve the implementation of the TNHE 

curriculum policy. This is because without a broad consensus among different stakeholders on defining, 

refining and prioritising the key elements that need to be in place at local Chinese universities, the 

aspiration for the effective TNHE curriculum policy implementation would be difficult to achieve. A 

question then arises: In what ways can the nine key elements identified in this study be refined and 

prioritised into a possible framework to assist local Chinese universities in overcoming the barriers 

impeding the effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy (i.e., the overarching research 

question)? Findings in relation to this question are presented in Section 8.3.  

8.4 Main conclusions: A three-dimensional framework 

Findings in relation to the three associated research questions canvassed in Section 8.3 can be drawn upon 

to address corresponding conclusions that directly align with the overarching research question: What key 

elements or frameworks need to be in place in TNHE programs in China to overcome the barriers to the 

effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy at local Chinese universities? To do so, the 

nine key elements need to be examined in line with the 12 prominent barriers identified in this study. 

8.4.1 Key elements and barriers: Comparison and alignment 

As illustrated in Figure 7.1, the top three barriers that the three groups of stakeholders (i.e., students, 

administrative staff and academic staff) are mostly concerned with are: Barrier 8 (perceived 

incompatibility with students’ foreign language proficiency), Barrier 11 (lack of highly qualified human 

resources), and Barrier 7 (inadequate participation and communication). The second mostly cited barriers 

are: Barrier 12 (lack of effective institutional regulations), Barrier 9 (insufficient funding and problematic 
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financial management), and Barrier 6 (high workload and lack of incentives). In contrast, no key elements 

are directed to overcoming Barrier 2 (ambiguity of the policy itself) or Barrier 10 (perceived irrelevance of 

the policy for future purposes). These two barriers, being related to the policy itself and the policy maker, 

the MoE, may be perceived as problems which are beyond the capability and control of local Chinese 

universities.  

Based on the above comparison and alignment, I conclude that the nine key elements articulated by 

students, administrative and academic staff seem to focus on overcoming the more visible barriers that 

impede the integrating and institutionalising processes (e.g., Barriers 6, 7, 9, 12) of the TNHE curriculum 

policy implementation. Meanwhile, those less visible barriers, or the ‘silent killers’ (Beer & Eisenstat, 

2000) that impede the intuiting and interpreting processes (e.g., Barriers 1, 4, 5) of the TNHE curriculum 

policy implementation attract less attention from the stakeholders, and thus are addressed in a less timely 

manner by local Chinese universities.  

In light of the 12 prominent barriers identified in this study, in what ways could the nine key elements 

articulated by students, administrative and academic staff be refined and prioritised into a possible 

framework assisting local Chinese universities in systematically overcoming the barriers? A close 

examination of the potential of each of the nine key elements to address the identified barriers might 

provide some insights. This process led to the development of a three-dimensional framework of key 

elements, which is highlighted in the next sub-section. 
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8.4.2 A three-dimensional framework for effective TNHE curriculum policy implementation 

In order to structure the thesis findings identified above into a cohesive whole, I have refined and 

prioritised the nine key elements articulated by students, administrative and academic staff into three main 

blocks: 

• The first block of key elements, the Institutional Policy Elements, consists of Element 6 (well-

established institutional regulations) and Element 5 (sufficient funding), having potential for 

overcoming eight barriers (Barriers 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 11, 12).  

• The second block of key elements, the People Elements, includes Element 4 (adequate and highly 

qualified teachers), Element 9 (professional development programs) and Element 1 (more 

recognition of student needs and voices), having potential for overcoming seven barriers (Barriers 

1, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12).  

• The third block of key elements, the Curriculum Elements, contains Element 2 (less intensive 

delivery of the imported foreign courses), Element 3 (higher coherence and consistency between 

local and foreign curricula), Element 7 (an integrated teaching approach), and Element 8 

(localisation of foreign curricular elements), with potential for overcoming two barriers (Barriers 

7 and 8).   

The above three blocks of key elements represent a broad consensus among the three groups of TNHE 

stakeholders on how the key elements need to be in place to improve the implementation of the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy. However, it is noteworthy that none of the nine key elements articulates the need to 

overcome the deficiencies in the TNHE curriculum policy itself, that is, Barrier 2 (ambiguity of the policy 
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itself) and Barrier 10 (perceived irrelevance of the policy for future purposes). I therefore incorporate a 

fourth block of key elements into my findings. 

• The fourth block of key elements, the Socio-political Elements, is therefore needed to address the 

overlooked Barriers 2 and 10, equipping local Chinese universities with sufficient knowledge of 

and appropriate attitudes towards the national TNHE regulating system in China and various local 

conditions of hosting TNHE programs.  

Drawing from these four blocks of key elements, I have developed a three-dimensional framework for 

effective TNHE curriculum policy implementation (illustrated in Figure 7.2 and reproduced below), 

covering the dynamic interplay of policy, people and contexts in TNHE programs hosted at local Chinese 

universities.  

 

Figure 7.2 A three-dimensional framework for effective TNHE curriculum policy implementation 

 

• The first dimension of Institutional Policy Elements arguably constructs the bedrock and 

principles of effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs 

hosted at local Chinese universities. Cognisance of these elements can signal and enable local 
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Chinese universities to recognise, discuss and address the existing and potential deficiencies in 

their institutional regulations to provide TNHE programs with a favourable policy environment, 

clear goals and procedures, sufficient funding and effective resource allocation across functions 

and units within the university. 

• The second dimension of People Elements comprises the mainstay of effective TNHE curriculum 

policy implementation. Cognisance of these elements can signal and enable local Chinese 

universities to seek and sustain a team of adequate, stable and highly qualified administrative and 

academic staff with common beliefs in a student-centred culture of learning. With concerted 

efforts from these people, establishing robust institutional regulations (i.e., the first dimension of 

the framework) and developing effective TNHE curriculum (i.e., the central element of the 

framework) in line with local socio-political contexts are then likely to be achieved. 

• The third dimension of Socio-political Elements arguably prescribes the overall scope and 

specific frames for the effective implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy. Cognisance of 

these elements can first enable local Chinese universities to understand and disseminate the 

knowledge of the One-Third Curriculum Policy among the individuals and groups involved. It can 

also enable local Chinese universities to acknowledge, understand and adjust appropriately to the 

characteristics and restrictions from national and local socio-political contexts when hosting 

TNHE programs and implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy.  

• Last but not least, the Curriculum Elements positioned at the centre of the framework is where 

the three dimensions of key elements dynamically interact and intersect. Cognisance of these 

elements can enable local Chinese universities to utilise the Institutional Policy, People and Socio-

political Elements illustrated above to thoughtfully design, effectively deliver, regularly review, 
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and continuously improve the curricula of TNHE programs for the benefit of students and in sync 

with local conditions. Ultimately, students’ needs can be recognised and met in a timely way, and 

the overall learning outcomes from the TNHE programs can then be targeted and improved, 

leading to a sustainable development of TNHE in China. 

In sum, I argue that the three-dimensional framework of key elements covers a dynamic interplay of 

policy, people and contexts in TNHE programs. These elements thus need to be in place in local Chinese 

universities, assisting them in systematically detecting, discussing and defeating the barriers impeding the 

effective implementation of the One-Third Curriculum Policy in various local contexts. Contributions and 

implications of this framework are discussed in the following section. 

8.5 Contributions and implications 

The intention above was to present a synthesis of the thesis conclusions in the form of a framework. This 

framework is also one of the main contributions of this study to both the literature and (potentially) to 

educational policy planners in China. Beyond the framework outlined above, the present study makes a 

number of further original contributions to the literature in three inter-related fields, namely higher 

education, internationalisation of higher education, and transnational higher education. Below I outline the 

conceptual, empirical and practical contributions and their implications. 

First, as Altbach (2014) observes, higher education is not a scholarly or scientific discipline, but “a field 

that uses the disciplinary insights of other fields […] to inform research themes that often require 

interdisciplinary insights” (p. 1319). This thesis presents a positive response to this observation. It uses the 

interdisciplinary insights of curriculum theories, implementation studies and organisational learning 

theories to inform research design and analysis on curriculum policy implementation issues in a special 
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type of higher education in China: transnational higher education programs. In particular, both the 

theoretical approaches adopted for the study and the three-dimensional framework developed as the result 

of this thesis demonstrate the significance of calibrating interdisciplinary insights into exploring how 

Chinese host universities can effectively implement the TNHE curriculum policy in various local contexts.  

Second, research on internationalisation of higher education since the early 2000s has increased both in 

quantity and quality (e.g., Bedenlier et al., 2018; Kehm & Teichler, 2007; Kosmützky & Krücken, 2014; 

Kuzhabekova, Hendel, & Chapman, 2015). Research in the field has moved from being a descriptive to a 

more analytical approach, emphasising “close analysis of programs, student and faculty development, 

institutional strategies and management, and central challenges and outcomes within internationalisation 

processes” (Bedenlier et al., 2018, pp. 127-128). However, despite increasing interest in and active 

participation from developing countries and emerging economies, research in the field has so far been 

largely Anglophone and Western European driven, resulting in a strong Western discourse on the 

understanding of, as well as approaches to, internationalisation (e.g., Bedenlier et al., 2018; Mwangi et al., 

2018). It is against this broad context that the present study was conducted. With a special focus on TNHE 

programs in a host country context, this study enriches the literature with a host perspective on 

implementing the TNHE curriculum policy, which puts on display actors in the host universities and their 

own meanings around internationalisation, and is grounded in rich data from various stakeholders in local 

Chinese universities (i.e., students, administrative and academic staff).      

Third, as the beginning of a third distinct phase of internationalisation (Knight, 2011), transnational higher 

education has emerged as a heated scholarly topic in the field of higher education. Kosmützky and Putty 

(2016) recommended future research to focus on “specific aspects of transnational higher education, 

especially to address research gaps or topics that are still in a state of infancy” (p. 21). The present study is 
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in line with this recommendation, as it conducted an in-depth examination on a particular and under 

researched aspect of TNHE in China: implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs 

hosted in local Chinese universities. Through investigating why and how the TNHE curriculum policy is 

difficult to implement in local Chinese universities (i.e., the research gap), this thesis makes original 

contributions to the literature through demystifying: a) the extent to which the policy is implemented in 

TNHE programs hosted in local Chinese universities; b) the existing and potential barriers impeding the 

effective implementation of the policy; and c) key elements or frameworks to assist local Chinese 

universities in overcoming these barriers.     

Overall, by unveiling a dynamic interplay of policy, people and contexts in TNHE in China, the findings 

from the present study are arguably of empirical and practical value to those involved or interested in the 

above-mentioned fields. In light of such significance, this thesis yields certain implications for research 

and practice.  

Empirical implications. The landscape of transnational higher education has been increasingly expanding, 

diversifying higher education systems around the world with “new actors, new partnerships, new modes of 

delivery, and new regulations” (Knight, 2016, p. 34). These new changes suggest a need for divergent 

paradigms of and innovative approaches to identifying and examining the dynamic and complex TNHE 

activities. From this viewpoint, researchers and scholars in the field should be encouraged to adapt 

concepts, models and insights from other fields or disciplines (e.g., social sciences including politics, 

economics, organisation and management) to develop a cross-disciplinary analytical framework for 

research design and analysis. Such a cross-disciplinary approach, as employed and illustrated in the 

present study, can generate multi-faceted and intricate data of which traditional approaches otherwise fall 
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short, unfolding a complex enquiry with multiple lenses, elaborate findings, and ultimately, innovative 

solutions. 

At the heart of any education program stands the quality of the curriculum it designs and delivers to 

learners. The importance of curriculum in transnational higher education is convincingly demonstrated by 

Bedenlier and colleagues’ (2018) meta-analysis of two decades of research into the internationalisation of 

higher education. Among the four major developmental waves in this research area, the concept of 

‘curriculum’ as an essential theme emerged only in the fourth stage of the transnational context of 

internationalisation (i.e., 2012-2016). The evidence that the themes ‘countries’, ‘curriculum’ and 

‘internationalisation’ form a line in the concept map of the meta-analysis shows that “the 

internationalisation of the curriculum gained importance in different contexts … as an institutional process 

within the field of internationalisation” (Bedenlier, et al., 2018, p. 125). Similarly, the central position of 

the Curriculum Elements as the fourth block of key elements in the three-dimensional framework (see 

Figure 7.2) developed in this thesis can be read as a testimony to the critical role that curriculum plays in 

transnational contexts of internationalisation. Based on this understanding, researchers and scholars in the 

field could direct their analytical focus to specific aspects and processes of curriculum design, delivery, 

assessment and improvement in TNHE programs from the perspective of both the providing and host 

countries. In doing so, best practices of TNHE curriculum development could be identified and celebrated 

by both providers and hosts of TNHE activities.    

Moreover, findings from this thesis suggest that different stakeholders (i.e., students, administrative and 

academic staff) in TNHE programs hosted in local Chinese universities have different understandings and 

expectations regarding how to improve the implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy. This evidence 

is in line with Wilkins and Juusola’s (2018) argument that the increasingly sophisticated TNHE field 
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stems from the diversity of stakeholders in both providing and host countries coupled with their 

conflicting expectations. Few studies, however, have addressed the diverse views of stakeholders. To 

facilitate the future development of the TNHE field, researchers and scholars could include various 

stakeholders as participants, addressing issues in TNHE activities from their perspectives to better inform 

research and practice.    

Practical implications. Findings from the present study also have implications for practitioners in the 

TNHE field. First, findings in relation to the first associated research question documented disparate 

practices of implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy in TNHE programs due to the ambiguity of 

the policy itself and various local conditions. The findings are of special value to the policy maker (i.e., 

China’s MoE) in terms of policy amendment and improvement.  

Second, the three-dimensional framework of key elements developed in this study provides local Chinese 

universities and their foreign partners with a potential tool to diagnose and improve their practices of 

hosting TNHE programs and implementing specific curriculum policies. The three-dimensional 

framework of key elements can be used to devise a list of key checkpoints when developing and operating 

the TNHE programs. This list can include, but is not limited to, the following checkpoints:  

• Policy checkpoints: 

ü Has the university established robust and effective institutional regulations on operating 

and management TNHE programs?  

ü Have the TNHE programs been supported with sufficient funding and effective financial 

management? 

ü Has the information of One-Third Curriculum Policy been properly disseminated to and 

appropriately understood by individuals and groups involved in the TNHE programs? 

ü Are there clear goals and strategies articulated by the university to enable concerted 

efforts in implementing the One-Third Curriculum Policy? 

• Socio-political contexts checkpoints: 
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ü Have the university and its foreign partner university developed an appropriate 

understanding of the characteristics of and restrictions from national and local socio-

political contexts?  

ü Has a shared understanding on how to operate the TNHE programs and implement the 

One-Third Curriculum Policy been achieved across individuals, groups, units within the 

university? 

• People checkpoints: 

ü Have the TNHE programs been supported with adequate numbers of high-quality faculty 

and staff? 

ü Have the students in the TNHE programs been included and engaged in the school- and 

university-level discussions? 

ü Have the teachers and staff in the TNHE programs been provided with well-planned pre- 

and in-service training or professional development programs? 

ü Have local teachers and foreign teachers been supported with practical mechanisms for 

interaction and cooperation in teaching and research? 

• Curriculum checkpoints: 

ü Have the university and its foreign partner university jointly developed and regularly 

reviewed a comprehensive curriculum (including localised textbooks and learning 

materials) for the TNHE programs?  

ü Have the students in the TNHE programs been supported by an integrated teaching 

approach that is coherently and consistently adopted by local and foreign teachers? 

The above list of checkpoints can also be utilised by stakeholders in TNHE providing countries as rubrics 

to assess and select their local partners when developing new TNHE programs in China, and to review and 

improve the practices of existing TNHE programs in collaboration with local partners.  

8.6 Limitations and potential for future research 

The conclusions drawn from the present study need to be considered in relation to the following 

limitations. The first limitation is inherent in the research activity itself, as no investigation can ever reveal 

the true nature of reality. The best outcome of any investigation will only be a close approximation of 
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what is happening in the real world. Despite the incorporation of scholarly rigour, validity and reliability 

techniques, and ethical considerations in the investigation, I am cognisant that the data reported by the 

participants and interpreted by the researcher are only partial accounts of reality. This limitation is 

especially true of qualitative research, as it is an interpretive approach into “the socially constructed nature 

of reality” that is not free from subjectivity and bias (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 8). To address this 

limitation, I, as the primary and human instrument for data collection and analysis, have continuously 

been reflexive about and closely monitored my involvement in and potential impact on the investigation.  

The second limitation is inherent in this study’s case study design and purposeful sampling strategy. 

Despite its strength in gaining an in-depth understanding of a complicated situation with flexibility in 

marshalling multiple sources of data (Yin, 2009), a case study design will inevitably limit the 

understanding of a central phenomenon based on a few cases that are purposefully selected for the 

investigation. For example, this thesis adopts a multiple case study design, focusing on four TNHE 

programs hosted in four local public universities in China. Another sample of different TNHE programs 

hosted in other areas in China, or other data collection techniques and analysis methods, might generate 

different data and yield different findings. As Stake (2005) puts it, knowledge gained from case study 

“faces hazardous passage from writing to reading”, and therefore it is the responsibility to the researcher 

and writer to seek “ways of safeguarding the trip” (p. 455). To address this limitation, I have exercised 

eight strategies outlined in the methodology chapter (Section 4.5) to promote the trustworthiness and 

credibility of the investigation.  

The third limitation is related to the limited resources and time in a PhD project. Given enough time and 

resources, I could have devoted more time to data collection and analysis to allow for a higher level of 

saturation of emerging themes, and consequently, a greater range of application of the findings. 
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Nevertheless, I have argued in the introduction chapter that a comprehensive understanding of the 

dynamic interplay of policy, people and contexts in TNHE programs in China is the key to identifying and 

developing strategies to overcome the barriers impeding effective implementation of the TNHE 

curriculum policy. This thesis therefore can serve as a starting point for future research in this area.  

Based on the above-mentioned implications and limitations, the present study calls for continuing 

enquiries in several areas. First, my findings reveal that the fourth one-third rule in the One-Third 

Curriculum Policy is the most difficult requirement to fulfil due to a lack of adequate, stable and highly 

qualified foreign teachers. Therefore, exploring the experiences of another important group of 

stakeholders, foreign teachers instructing the imported foreign courses in TNHE programs in China, could 

better inform decisions on the delivery modes of the imported foreign courses. Second, findings from the 

present study are based on data gathered from the four TNHE programs hosted in local Chinese 

universities. It will be interesting to see whether these findings still hold true for the TNHE programs 

hosted in national universities in China (i.e., prestigious research-intensive universities). Such a 

comparative lens could provide a fuller picture of the TNHE curriculum policy implementation in China. 

After all, the three-dimensional framework of key elements developed in the present study awaits 

empirical and practical verifications to ascertain its value and applicability into other related contexts.  

8.7 Concluding remarks 

In response to the research gap identified in transnational higher education programs in China, the present 

study utilises insights from curriculum theories, implementation studies and organisational learning 

theories to conduct a cross-disciplinary enquiry on why and how the One-Third Curriculum Policy has 

been difficult to implement in TNHE programs hosted in local Chinese universities. A triangulation of 
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data sources including document analysis, questionnaires and semi-structured interviews generated multi-

faceted and elaborate data to address three associated research questions. Findings drawn from the data 

analysis reveal disparate practices of the TNHE curriculum policy implementation in various local 

contexts. Findings also reveal three groups of stakeholders’ (students, administrative and academic staff) 

perspectives on the barriers impeding the effective implementation of the TNHE curriculum policy and in 

what ways these barriers can be overcome. In addition to putting these findings on display, the main 

contribution of this thesis is the development of the three-dimensional framework for effective TNHE 

curriculum policy implementation, revealing the dynamic interplay of policy, people and contexts in 

TNHE programs in China. At this point, the purposes of the present study have arguably been achieved. 

The study yields significant implications for research and practice, and suggests specific areas for future 

research.  

 



314 
 

Appendix I: Information consent form to gatekeepers 
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Appendix II: Sample of a student questionnaire booklet (English version) 
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Appendix III: Sample interview format and questions for academic and 

administrative staff 
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Appendix IV: Examples of using NVivo for data management and 

analysis 

NVvio qualitative data analysis software was used as a facilitative platform to manage and analyse data 

collected from three different data sources: TNHE curriculum documents, student questionnaires, and staff 

interviews. Staff interviews were the primary data source in the present study, with the other two serving 

as supporting data sources. All the word processing files of TNHE curriculum documents, responses from 

student questionnaires, and transcripts of staff interviews (including two communication meetings) were 

imported into NVivo. All the collected data were stored in its original language representation, that is, 

Mandarin Chinese. The qualitative content analysis on these data was also conducted in the source 

language to enhance the consistency in assigning codes to segments of texts, as well as ensure a contextual 

and cultural understanding and interpretation. However, the final list of main categories and higher order 

codes are represented in English which allows the researcher to report major findings in English in the 

thesis.  

The following screenshot captures part of the analysing dynamics in an interview transcript. The 

researcher’s questions and dialogues start with the letter Q, which represents ‘Question’; whilst the 

dialogue of the respondent initiates with the letter A, which means ‘Answer’. The dynamics of assigning 

nodes (i.e., codes) to relevant segments of texts is presented in colourful coding stripes and can be viewed 

in the right column of the interview transcript window. Double clicking on each coding stripe will produce 

a whole list of references from all sources that have been assigned with the same code. This function will 

allow the researcher to constantly compare and contrast the developed codes across cases and across sites.  
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