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Abstract
This paper explores the integration of vocational and general education in China, known
as “zhi-pu rongtong” (HH - flii#), as a transformative strategy to reform the nation” s

talent cultivation model. Drawing on policy documents, empirical studies, and pilot cases,
it analyzes the system's strengths, existing barriers, and future development strategies,
ultimately proposing a sustainable framework for vocational education that aligns with

the demands of high-quality economic growth.
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1. Introduction

China's dual-track secondary education system has historically separated general
education from vocational education, often leaving the latter stigmatized and under-
resourced. The initiative known as “zhi-pu rongtong” (¥R % i) seeks to bridge this
divide by promoting flexible academic and career pathways, resource integration, and
curriculum interoperability. The reform is particularly urgent given China's ambition to
transition into a high-quality manufacturing and services economy that demands more
technically skilled and application-ready professionals. As the nation moves to build a
modern education system suited to 21st-century needs, vocational-general integration

emerges as a critical pillar.

2. Core Strengths of the Integration Strategy

The integration of vocational and general education—termed zhi-pu rongtong—presents
a promising reform direction in China’ s educational system. Its core strengths lie in its
ability to break through traditional binary divisions between academic and practical
learning, creating diversified pathways that promote both upward mobility and workforce
readiness. One of the most significant advantages is its flexibility in academic
progression. By allowing students to transfer between general high schools and
vocational institutions at multiple points during their secondary education, the system
alleviates the rigid “ one-exam-determines-all ” model and reduces early academic
tracking stress (Ministry of Education, 2023). Students who underperform in theoretical
subjects but excel in practical applications are granted a “ second chance ” through
vocational pathways, where they can still achieve academic and professional success.
Moreover, the reform supports a “dual-insurance” model, wherein students can pursue
either the traditional university entrance examination (gaokao) or the vocational entrance
track, known as the Vocational Education College Entrance Exam (VCEEE), which
evaluates both academic knowledge and technical skill. This dual-channel system
increases students *  chances for higher education, including applied undergraduate
programs and vocational universities, while simultaneously equipping them with tangible

workplace skills (Du, 2024). For example, a student studying intelligent manufacturing or



e-commerce in a vocational program may simultaneously receive instruction in
mathematics and language arts, enabling both career and academic progression.

Another central strength of the integration strategy is the development of composite talent,
or individuals who possess both theoretical knowledge and applied skills. Integrated
curricula, such as those piloted in comprehensive high schools in Chengdu and Tianjin,
combine cultural foundation courses (e.g., Chinese, English, mathematics) with
vocational disciplines like robotics, digital design, and information technology. This
educational model nurtures versatile professionals aligned with the demands of modern
industries, particularly in fields like intelligent manufacturing, green energy, and digital
economy (China Youth Daily, 2024). These individuals are better equipped to fill China’
s growing need for highly skilled technical labor — a gap that traditional academic
education has struggled to address.

Furthermore, the strategy fosters institutional collaboration and resource optimization.
Some regional models enable shared training facilities, faculty exchanges, and industry
partnerships between vocational and general schools. For example, joint talent cultivation
projects between vocational colleges and high-tech zones help ensure that education
aligns with regional economic priorities and labor market demands (Chen, 2024). These
efforts also enhance the quality of vocational education, which historically suffered from
underfunding and reputational stigma.

In summary, zhi-pu rongtong addresses multiple structural inefficiencies in China’ s
educational landscape. It empowers students with flexible learning options, fosters hybrid
academic-vocational competencies, and encourages institutional innovation, making it a

pivotal policy in China’ s broader modernization and talent development agenda.

3. Key Challenges Facing the Integration Model

While the integration of vocational and general education (zhi-pu rongtong) presents a
compelling reform strategy, its implementation is fraught with significant systemic,
cultural, and institutional challenges. These obstacles not only limit the policy * s
effectiveness but also threaten to distort its original intent—creating an equitable, flexible,

and skills-oriented education system.



One of the most pressing challenges is the inconsistency in policy implementation across
regions. Although the central government has emphasized the need for standardized
pathways for academic and vocational integration, many provinces and municipalities
lack clear, enforceable mechanisms for credit recognition, curriculum alignment, and
mutual transferability of student status (Liu, 2023). In practice, this has led to

unidirectional flows —where students may transfer from general to vocational schools,

but rarely in the reverse. The asymmetry reveals a systemic reluctance from general
schools to accept vocational-track students, largely due to performance-based school
evaluation metrics that prioritize university admission rates (Zhao, 2024). Without a
balanced and bi-directional model, the system risks perpetuating educational hierarchy
rather than dismantling it.

Cultural perceptions also play a critical role in impeding the reform. Despite
improvements in public opinion, vocational education remains stigmatized as a
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second-tier ”  choice or a fallback option for students with lower academic
performance. According to national surveys, more than 50% of respondents still consider
vocational tracks to be less desirable, with parents often resisting placements in
vocational programs for fear of limiting their children’ s future opportunities (Su, 2023).
This perception not only undermines student morale but also affects the quality of student
intake into vocational schools, weakening the potential for truly integrated and diverse
classrooms.

Moreover, students in vocational schools often face difficulties adapting to general
academic subjects when cross-enrollment or curriculum integration is attempted.
Teachers have noted a significant gap in students’ academic preparedness, especially in
mathematics, science, and languages — subjects that are heavily emphasized in general
education but may be downplayed in vocational training (Chen, 2024). This results in
students struggling to meet dual requirements and may reinforce the idea that vocational
students are “less capable,” thereby intensifying educational inequality.

Teacher preparation and institutional capacity also lag behind policy ambitions.
Vocational school instructors, many of whom are recruited for their technical expertise,

may lack the pedagogical skills necessary to teach integrated academic content.



Conversely, general education teachers may have little understanding of applied or
technical instruction, creating challenges for curriculum cohesion and teaching
effectiveness. Professional development programs for “dual-qualified” teachers remain
limited and unevenly distributed across regions (Du, 2024).

Finally, resource disparities between urban and rural schools exacerbate these issues.
While some pilot schools in major cities benefit from state-of-the-art facilities and robust
industry partnerships, many vocational institutions in smaller counties suffer from
outdated equipment, limited funding, and insufficient staffing. Without equitable resource
allocation, large-scale integration risks becoming an urban privilege rather than a national
standard.

In sum, despite its visionary framework, zhi-pu rongtong faces a host of practical and
ideological barriers. Addressing these requires not only technical adjustments in policy
and curriculum but also a broader cultural shift in how society values vocational

education.

4.Empirical Evidence and Public Perception

The implementation of zhi-pu rongtong has been accompanied by growing empirical
support and gradually shifting public perception, both of which provide critical insight
into the policy ° s impact and social reception. Survey data, pilot programs, and
qualitative interviews suggest that while there is considerable optimism about vocational-
general integration, real-world understanding and acceptance remain uneven.

According to a national survey conducted in 2024 by the China Youth Daily, 87.6% of
respondents — including students, teachers, and parents — expressed confidence in the
long-term success of the zhi-pu rongtong policy. Among them, vocational college
students showed the highest level of optimism, with 92.8% affirming the reform’ s
potential to improve their educational and career opportunities (China Youth Daily, 2024).
This strong support reflects a growing awareness that vocational education no longer
constitutes a terminal path, but rather one that offers a ladder to higher education and
advanced employment.

Case studies from cities like Chengdu and Tianjin illustrate how pilot programs can

effectively implement integrated educational structures. In Chengdu, for instance, the



establishment of comprehensive high schools allows students to experience both
academic and vocational curricula during their first year before choosing a specialized
track in their second year. These schools operate under dual registration systems —
students may hold either general or vocational student status and are permitted to transfer
within the same institution (Chen, 2024). This structure not only expands students ’
choices but also removes administrative and psychological barriers between the two
educational tracks.

Despite such successes, a significant portion of the population still lacks a clear
understanding of the integration model. Many students and even educators are uncertain
about transfer policies, eligibility requirements, and long-term outcomes of vocational
pathways. In interviews, students often described zhi-pu rongtong as a “second chance”
rather than a strategic choice, indicating that the integration concept is often
misunderstood or reduced to an alternative route for struggling students (Zhao, 2024).
Such framing risks reinforcing existing stereotypes instead of challenging them.

Notably, vocational education has undergone an image transformation in certain regions.
Teachers report improvements in school culture, discipline, and academic seriousness,
especially in specialized programs like e-commerce, intelligent manufacturing, and
animation. Parents who once resisted vocational enrollment now see it as a viable path,
particularly when linked with industry internships and upward academic mobility. For
example, many vocational students have successfully enrolled in applied undergraduate
programs through the vocational gaokao system, reinforcing the credibility of the
integration pathway (Du, 2024).

However, acceptance varies significantly across regions and demographics. Urban
schools and better-funded institutions are more likely to embrace integration due to
access to resources, administrative capacity, and external partnerships. In contrast, rural
schools often lack the infrastructure or political support to meaningfully implement zhi-
pu rongtong. Additionally, some general education schools remain resistant to accepting
vocational students, fearing that it may dilute academic outcomes or reduce university
admission rates.

In conclusion, while empirical evidence demonstrates increasing institutional

experimentation and public approval, the effectiveness of zhi-pu rongtong hinges on



sustained policy support, awareness campaigns, and equal resource distribution. Bridging

the perception gap is as crucial as bridging curricular and institutional divides.

S.Structural Bottlenecks: The 'Ceiling Effect' in Vocational Pathways

One of the most pressing obstacles to fully realizing the integration of vocational and
general education in China is what scholars and policymakers have described as the
“ ceiling effect ” —a structural bottleneck that limits the academic and professional
advancement of students in vocational tracks. Despite the significant contributions of

vocational schools to China’ s workforce—accounting for over 70% of front-line talent
in manufacturing and service industries — the upward educational mobility of these

students remains severely constrained (Liu, 2023).

The core of this issue lies in the hierarchical structure of the education system, where
vocational education is predominantly situated at the secondary and junior college
(associate degree) levels. According to data from the Ministry of Education, only about
1.6% of higher vocational graduates are able to enter bachelor * s-level vocational
institutions, and the presence of vocational graduate (master’ s or doctoral) programs is
virtually non-existent (Ministry of Education, 2023). This limited academic continuum
reinforces the public perception of vocational education as “dead-end” or inferior—a

path with little room for further development.

This structural disparity also creates profound implications for national talent strategy. As
China moves toward high-end manufacturing, digital transformation, and intelligent
technologies, it requires not only front-line technicians but also advanced technical
professionals with R&D capabilities, cross-disciplinary training, and innovation
competence. However, the current vocational system is not equipped to produce such
high-level professionals, resulting in a mismatch between industrial demand and
educational supply (Chen, 2024). The system lacks mechanisms to cultivate the so-called
“ craftsmen of great powers ” (da guo gong jiang) — individuals with both deep
technical skills and leadership potential.

Compounding this problem is the insufficient integration between vocational institutions

and general universities, particularly at the undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Many



traditional universities remain reluctant to engage in joint programs or articulation
agreements with vocational colleges, citing concerns over academic quality or
institutional prestige. Consequently, vocational students face rigid academic boundaries,
unable to transfer credits, continue into research programs, or access elite academic
networks (Su, 2023). This academic segmentation not only limits individual opportunity
but also weakens the overall synergy of the higher education system.

Efforts to alleviate the ceiling effect have emerged, such as the establishment of
vocational universities (e.g., Beijing Vocational University of Science and Technology,

Wuhan Vocational University) and the expansion of the “dual-certificate” model that

combines academic degrees with technical licenses. However, such reforms remain at a
nascent stage and are often limited to pilot regions. There is an urgent need to create a
fully articulated vocational education pathway, from secondary to doctoral levels, with
well-defined degree standards, curriculum alignment, and national recognition
mechanisms (Zhao, 2024).

In essence, the ceiling effect not only reflects an educational bottleneck but also reveals a
broader issue of social stratification within the knowledge economy. If not addressed, it
will continue to undermine the credibility, attractiveness, and effectiveness of vocational
education. A holistic reform that elevates vocational education to parity with general

education — both structurally and symbolically — is therefore critical for building a

modern, inclusive, and innovation-driven talent system.

6. Policy and Institutional Recommendations

Addressing the structural and perceptual barriers to the integration of vocational and
general education in China requires a multi-pronged policy approach grounded in system-
level thinking. The goal is not merely to merge educational streams, but to design an
ecosystem where vocational education enjoys parity of esteem, structural continuity, and
adaptability to economic demands. To this end, four key strategic directions are proposed:
system construction, institutional transformation, curriculum innovation, and capacity

support.



6.1. Constructing a Tiered Vocational Degree System

China must establish a vertically integrated vocational education degree framework that
includes secondary vocational education, higher vocational colleges, vocational
undergraduate institutions, and extends to postgraduate education — including
professional master ° s and doctoral degrees. This structure would align with
international best practices, such as Germany ~ s dual system and Finland ~ s
professional universities, and address the current ceiling effect that limits student
progression. To ensure academic credibility, national standards for vocational degree
awarding should be established, emphasizing both academic knowledge and technical
innovation capacity (Chen, 2024). Additionally, integrating vocational qualification
certificates into the degree system via a “ dual-certificate ” model would enhance

employability and qualification transparency.

6.2. Promoting Institutional Upgrading and Differentiation

To break the institutional bottlenecks in vocational advancement, China should expand its
support for converting high-performing vocational colleges into vocational universities,
especially those that participate in the national “ Double High Plan.” These upgraded
institutions should meet clearly defined benchmarks for applied teaching, faculty
composition, and industry collaboration. Moreover, selected application-oriented
universities should be encouraged to shift toward vocational orientations, contributing to
a more balanced higher education ecosystem. A dynamic evaluation mechanism should
be implemented to ensure that institutions maintain their vocational character while

improving quality.

6.3. Innovating Curriculum and Teaching Models

Educational content and pedagogical methods must evolve to support integration. A
“ladder-shaped” curriculum system is essential —where secondary vocational schools

focus on foundational skills, vocational undergraduates on technical integration, and

vocational postgraduates on R&D and industry innovation. Project-based learning should

be scaled up, especially through partnerships with leading enterprises in sectors like



«

intelligent manufacturing, Al, and digital services. Jointly established industry

academies ” can serve as platforms for curriculum co-design and faculty co-training,

aligning education with industrial demand (Du, 2024).

6.4. Building a Robust Support and Evaluation Framework

Institutional transformation must be matched with policy and financial support. A
national vocational education development fund should be created to subsidize
infrastructure upgrades, teacher training, and digital resource construction. Teacher
quality is particularly critical—developing a “dual-qualified” (academic + industrial)
teaching workforce is essential. This requires not only certification reforms but also
incentives for faculty to engage in industry practice. In addition, a third-party evaluation
system that involves employers and industry associations should be introduced to assess
institutional performance, graduate competencies, and curriculum relevance (Zhao, 2024).
In conclusion, the integration of vocational and general education is not a technical
adjustment, but a deep restructuring of China’ s talent development paradigm. By
implementing coherent policy strategies and fostering a culture of parity and innovation,
China can build a dynamic, inclusive vocational education system that meets both

individual aspirations and national strategic goals.

7. Expanding Public Understanding and Pilot Innovation

For zhi-pu rongtong to gain long-term traction, public perception and grassroots
innovation must evolve in tandem with national policy. A key starting point is early-stage
vocational awareness. Introducing career exploration and labor education into primary

and secondary curricula—such as project-based learning, industry visits, and hands-on
workshops—can cultivate students” interest in technical skills and reduce societal bias

against vocational tracks. Programs like the Engineering Practice Innovation Program
(EPIP) and labor-oriented curriculum reforms in Shanghai and Tianjin have shown

promising results in increasing student engagement and parental support (Su, 2023).



Simultaneously, regional pilot projects serve as vital laboratories for scalable reform. For
instance, the Tianjin “ Vocational-High School Integration Alliance ” has developed
cross-institutional teaching platforms, shared training resources, and joint faculty teams.
Such models offer actionable blueprints for larger-scale policy implementation. Moreover,
a strategic media campaign — featuring student success stories, vocational alumni in
industry leadership, and clear depictions of integration pathways—could further reshape
societal narratives.

In essence, meaningful reform requires both top-down policy alignment and bottom-up
cultural transformation. Empowering local governments, schools, and families to co-
create integrated educational experiences is essential for building public trust in

vocational education as a legitimate and desirable choice.

8. Conclusion

The integration of vocational and general education in China—zhi-pu rongtong—is more
than a structural reform; it represents a paradigmatic shift in how the nation
conceptualizes learning, talent, and development. In a rapidly evolving global economy,
where the demand for hybrid skills and applied innovation is escalating, China ’ s
educational system must move beyond rigid binaries and offer students diverse, equitable
pathways to success.By implementing coherent policy strategies and fostering a culture
of parity and innovation, China can build a dynamic, inclusive vocational education

system that meets both individual aspirations and national strategic goals.
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