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Abstract: This study aimed to examine sustainable higher-education admission policy reform and
stakeholders’ attitudes toward the implementation of a new education policy. We collected 1071
questionnaires exploring stakeholders” attitudes regarding a new higher-education admission policy.
We found that administrators at provincial education bureaus, mangers from admission offices at
universities and colleges, and teachers at local high schools held relatively positive attitudes toward
the education policy of the new college entrance exam, specifically regarding reform directions,
enrollment allocations, examination contents and methods, and means of admission. During the pro-
cess of implementing the new educational policy, despite encountering some critiques regarding the
formation and implementation of the new policy, the general reform direction was positively accepted
by administrators, mangers, and teachers at different levels. Moreover, attitudes toward the reform
direction and the equity evaluation were positively associated with individuals’ reform engagement.
The implications are discussed to illustrate the rationale and context of the implementation of the
new policy in contemporary China.
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1. Introduction

Sustainable higher-education admission policy reform is closely related to stakehold-
ers’ contextual perceptions of policy implementation. The focus of sustainable higher-
education admission policy is the high-quality equity-based development of admission
standards, admission processes, and admission outcomes. In China, the National Col-
lege Entrance Examination (NCEE), which is the standardized admission and unified
examination system of national higher-education institutions, plays a significant role in
the admission system of Chinese universities and colleges [1]. Along with the goal of
building world-class universities and the principles embodied in the current Chinese
higher-education system, in 2014, a policy reform aimed at shaping China’s NCEE system
was jointly released by the Ministry of Education and the State Council, entitled “Opinions
on the Implementation of Deepening the Reform of Examination Enrollment System” (2014 Opin-
ions). Subsequently, this policy reform, entitled “The New College Entrance Examination,”
designated Zhejiang and Shanghai as the initial two pilot provinces in which to implement
a series of educational policies, including shaping reform directions, enrollment allocations,
and examination contents and methods of the NCEE [2]. In 2017, students who enrolled in
the fall of 2014 in Zhejiang and Shanghai participated in the first new NCEE. The initial
implementation of the new NCEE launched smoothly. Four additional pilot provinces and
municipalities (i.e., cities under the direct control of the central government), specifically
Shandong, Beijing, Tianjin, and Hainan, joined the second round of comprehensive reforms
of the new NCEE. In 2018, the Hebei, Liaoning, Guangdong, Jiangsu, Fujian, Anhui, Hunan,
Hubei, and Chonggqing provinces were added to the third-round list of pilot provinces
for the new NCEE [2]. However, during the periodic implementation of policy reform
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of the new NCEE, an increasing number of critiques and suggestions have emerged. For
example, the balancing of different groups’ interests to allocate disparate proportions of
enrollments in pilot provinces is a controversial aspect of the policy. Different stakeholders
hold a range of attitudes regarding the implementation of China’s new NCEE according
to their specific roles and interests. For example, most teachers found that the new NCEE
imposed a substantial additional burden on their daily teaching workload [3].

Over the past 40 years, since the restoration of the NCEE, continuous improvement
has been made to a relatively complete examination and enrollment system, which has
made substantial contributions to the growth of students, talent selection by the state, and
social equity. A talent selection path with Chinese characteristics that is broadly in line with
China’s national conditions has been successfully set out [4]. The authority and fairness
of this system are generally recognized by society. However, the system involves several
problems that are widely acknowledged by the public, such as the “only score theory,”
which affects students’ all-round development, and the “one test for life,” which results in
an excessive learning burden for some students. As a major political task set by the CPC
Central Committee, the new round of reform of the examination and enrollment system
includes a major set of changes directly led and promoted by the CPC Central Committee
and the State Council. We will proceed with the reform of the examination and enrollment
system and explore different operating mechanisms whereby enrollment and examination
are separated, students are able to choose multiple examinations, schools recruit students
independently in accordance with the law, professional institutions organize and imple-
ment examination and enrollment, the government conducts macro-management, and the
public takes part in supervision, to fundamentally solve the problems arising from a system
in which one test determines the course of a person’s life [5]. The comprehensive evaluation
and multiple admission mechanisms based on unified college entrance examination and
high-school academic level examination results will be gradually implemented in ordinary
colleges and universities. We plan to explore ways to reduce the number of subjects in
the national unified examination and extend the number of socialized examinations in
subjects such as liberal arts, science, and foreign languages to 1 a year. To further imple-
ment the requirements of the Third Plenary Session of the 18th CPC Central Committee
on promoting the reform of the examination and enrollment system, the State Council
issued the Implementation Opinions of the State Council on Deepening the Reform of the
Examination and Enrollment System on 4 September 2014. Additional “decisions” and
“opinions” on the comprehensive reform of the university entrance exam have led to its
comprehensive and systematic deployment, with clear requirements of promoting test
enrollment system reform, exploration, and relative separation. Accordingly, students will
sit a multiple-choice exam at the school in accordance with the independent recruitment
of students, with professional institutions responsible for organizing the implementation,
the government responsible for macro management, and the social operation mechanism
responsible for supervision, thereby fundamentally solving the shortcomings of “only score
theory” and “one test for life” [6]. In 2014, Shanghai and Zhejiang provinces were the first
to launch a pilot program for the new Gaokao, indicating that, by 2021, there would be
four new Gaokao students in Shanghai and Zhejiang. In 2020, four more provinces, namely
Beijing, Tianjin, Shandong, and Hainan, entered the first year of the new Gaokao [7].

Reform engagement refers to whether this policy has been successfully implemented
or has met different stakeholders’ interests and requirements. In the context of Chinese
centralized education, the administrators at provincial education bureaus, managers from
admission offices at universities and colleges, and local high-school teachers serve as
key stakeholders influencing the implementation of the new NCEE at the provincial,
institutional, and local school levels [8]. Ultimately, their differential attitudes toward the
new NCEE may result in various degrees of engagement in the new NCEE. A small number
of studies on the NCEE have predominantly focused on a given aspect of attitudes toward
the new NCEE, such as the equality of enrollment allocation, the social stratification of
college access, gender differences in enrollment rates, and students’ satisfaction with college
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quality embedded in the policy formation and implementation of the NCEE. However,
given the multidimensional nature of attitudes toward the new NCEE, a comprehensive
understanding of them is not yet clear from various stakeholders’ perspectives, along with
its relation to stakeholders’ reform engagement in the new NCEE [9,10].

To address this critical gap, the current study aimed to examine a comprehensive set of
attitudes toward the policy reform of the new NCEE from the perspectives of educational
administrators at provincial education bureaus, mangers from admission offices at universi-
ties and colleges, and teachers at local high schools. Thus, the research question focuses on
the attitudes of these stakeholders toward the policy reform of the new NCEE. The remain-
der of this paper is organized as follows: Section 1 reviews the literature on China’s policy
reform related to implementing the new NCEE; Section 2 employs quantitative methods
to investigate the four components of attitudes toward the new NCEE; Section 3 provides
findings to uncover the barriers and difficulties involved; Section 4 offers conclusions and
remarks, with a discussion on the findings related to contextually implementing the policy
reform of the new college entrance exam.

2. Literature Review
2.1. A Brief History of the Introduction of the NCEE: Reform Direction

Since 2014, a series of educational reforms with regard to reconstructing and refining
the orientation, distribution, content, and approach of the NCEE have been incrementally
released and implemented in pilot provinces. Reform direction, enrollment allocation,
and examination content and methods were the major components of the new NCEE.
To advocate for the general directional principle of “Giving Priority to a Comprehensive
Assessment-based Policy and Promoting Equality among Different Regions,”, the 2014
Opinion further concentrated on improving the equality of the enrollment allocation to
increase the enrollment rate in mid-west regions and large population provinces by contin-
ually implementing a series of proposed policies, which are entitled National Collaborative
Plan for Enrollment in Mid-west Regions and National Special Plan for Directional Enrollment
in Rural and Poverty-stricken Regions. Both documents involve a series of compensatory
policies for rural areas and mid-west regions, which are focused on recruiting students in
poverty-stricken areas [11]. In 1977, Chinese universities and colleges enrolled promising
students, especially at some key universities, medical colleges, normal colleges, and agricul-
tural colleges. The initial purpose of implementing the bonus policy was to recruit minority
students, young people from Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan, and returned overseas
Chinese students. Since the release of the 2014 Opinion, to eliminate the phenomenon of
social corruption, which affected social fairness and justice, strict control of the admin-
istration of the bonus policy for college entrance exams was implemented step by step.
In 2015, the bonus policy related to sports and art was cancelled. In 2018, the Notice on
Enrollment Work in Universities and Colleges was released to abolish the extra bonuses for
sports-specialty students, Olympics, science and technology competition winners, excellent
provincial students, and students performing outstanding deeds in ideological and political
morality. Thus, the incremental abolition of the bonus policy has been considered to be a
pivotal policy reform of the new NCEE [12].

2.2. The Enrollment Allocation of the NCEE

The enrollment allocation of the new NCEE was finalized by means of implementing
groups of special plans. These special plans were implemented by Chinese governmental
agencies, which hierarchically include the national special plan, the local governmental
special plan, and the institutional special plan for specific colleges and universities. Specifi-
cally, the national special plan aims to recruit more than 10,000 candidates annually from
colleges and universities affiliated with the central government in poverty-stricken areas
of China to increase the educational opportunities for students in these areas. The special
plans for local colleges and universities aimed to construct enrollment plans for senior high
schools in remote, poverty-stricken, and ethnic minority areas. These plans were arranged
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by central government-affiliated universities or other pilot universities to enroll students
independently, with an enrollment plan covering more than 2% of the annual enrollment
scale. The exam content and methods offer a specific lens to examine the policy reform
of the new NCEE in the pilot provinces. Since 1977, the construction and refinement of
exam content and methods has been controversial, including the subject settings, examina-
tion contents, and proposition methods of the NCEE. However, two changes have been
implemented to gradually revise exam content and methods toward integration [13]. To
formulate the basic requirements of comprehensive learning outcomes, China’s education
policy focuses on speeding up classified examinations with the “major subjects + vocational
skills” evaluation model. There are also some major differences in the implementation of
pilot schemes in different parts of the country [14].

2.3. The Admission Principles of the NCEE: Exam Content and Methods, and Means of Admission

Under the new college entrance examination system, high school students are required
to choose subjects according to the 3 + 1 + 2 model. Students can choose from a total of
12 components. Candidates can choose subjects according to their academic performance,
interests, hobbies, and professional tendencies. The new college entrance examination
refers to a change in the college entrance examination model, wherein the original liberal
arts and science model is referred to as the “3 + 2 + 1” model of college entrance examination
subjects. In the “3 + 2 + 1” model, “3” is the national unified college entrance examination
subjects of Chinese, mathematics, foreign language, “1” is the preferred subject from the
two required subjects (physics and history), and “2” means that two subjects should be
chosen for re-selection out of the following four subjects: ideology and politics, geography,
chemistry, and biology. All majors at the university require students to take physics or
history courses. “Physics only” means that students whose preferred subject is physics can
apply for the examination, and the relevant majors are only arranged under the category of
physics. “History only” means that candidates whose first choice of subject is history are
eligible to apply, and the relevant majors are only eligible for admission under the history
category; “Physics or history can be both” means that candidates whose preferred subject
is physics or history can register for the examination, and colleges and universities should
coordinate related majors in physics and history under the category of the enrollment
plan [15].

3. Empirical Studies on the New NCEE Policy

Few studies have examined the history of the Chinese NCEE. The small body of
research on the NCEE mainly focuses on equity of college access, which can be largely
summarized into the following two major components: rural urban gaps and regional
differentiation. The regional imbalanced development in higher education directly causes
the differential implementations of the NCEE. Some scholars have argued that the regional
differences increase the inequity in college access [16]. It is widely accepted that students
in developed regions are more likely to achieve higher educational attainment than their
counterparts from underdeveloped areas. In addition, the imbalanced development in
China’s higher education is reflected in differences in the higher education budgets and
funding allocated to support higher education development. The education funding
allocation is calculated on the basis of the number of enrollments; thus, some high schools in
high-poverty areas and less developed provinces may receive a smaller educational funding
allocation because of the relatively low enrollment rate, which may ultimately result in low
educational quality. Thus, geographic inequity plays a critical role in the undergraduate
admission process. In addition, the learning condition gaps between urban and rural
areas have further increased the imbalance in the enrollment allocation of the NCEE.
Furthermore, the household registration system is closely related to college admission and
enrollment allocation in the NCEE [17]. Compared with other countries, including Western
countries and Eastern countries, the higher education entrance examination policy in China
is considered to be a particularly important equity issue in different contexts. During the
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coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) outbreak, the quality of education recommendations
made by the United Nations (UN) through the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGS) of
the 2030 Agenda made it necessary to analyze the elements we consider to be essential in
the current educational context [18].

4. The Analytic Framework: Integrating Top-Down and Bottom-Up Models

The implementation of the new NCEE policy is considered to be a process of interaction
between the setting of goals and the actions designed to achieve them. Specifically, policy
implementation involves the connection between policy intention and actual outcomes. As
a key process of the policy cycle, policy implementation involves the relationship between
the establishment of an apparent intention and the ultimate influences on behavior. Policy
implementation focuses on how the setting of policy decisions contributes to putting
the policy into effect. In other words, the process of policy implementation involves
decisions and activities, which are carried out with the intention of creating, influencing,
or controlling the following three dimensions: the constitution of a policy network, the
conception of an implementation strategy, and the decisions and activities that are directly
addressed by target groups [19].

The analytical framework of the policy implementation vision of the new NCEE inte-
grates “top-down” and “bottom-up” perspectives. In particular, the top-down perspective
focuses on the governmental-central policy formation process of policy goals and decisions
with political and administrative authorities. Compared with top-down policy implemen-
tation, the bottom-up perspective is focused on identifying the main actors involved in
public policy, from the street level to the highest level, with the simultaneous consideration
of actors. In addition to the real policy implementation of new college entrance exams,
a new hybrid model related to analyzing the policy implementation of new college en-
trance exams is proposed to bridge the gap between top-down and bottom-up models to
avoid the conceptual weaknesses of each. Thus, a linkage model between the top-down
policy formation related to the policy of new college entrance exams and bottom-up policy
implementation involving key relevant administrative stakeholders at various levels was
constructed to present an analytical framework of the policy implementation of new college
entrance exams. Specifically, this framework is proposed to examine stakeholders’ perspec-
tives on the formation and implementation of new policy reform at pilot provinces [20]. In
the bottom-up version, stakeholders’ attitudes and perceptions regarding the policy reform
of new college entrance exams include those of the administrators at provincial education
bureaus, mangers from admission offices at universities and colleges, and teachers at local
high schools. In the top-down version, the policy reform for NCEE contains the following
four major components: reform direction, enrollment allocation, examination content, and
methods of NCEE [21].

Along with the proposed analytic framework of the top-down and bottom-up models,
the educational policy implementation of the new NCEE is considered as a typical top-
down policy formulation and the stakeholders” attitudes toward the new higher education
admission policy are regarded as part of a bottom-up model to examine various partici-
pants” understandings and reflections on this policy implementation in different contexts.
Therefore, the current study integrated top-down and bottom-up perspectives to examine
the overall landscape of China’s new NCEE.

5. Methods

Participants and Procedures: The present study was approved and monitored by the
Institutional Review Board at Beijing Normal University. The sample was obtained from a
six-province-wide survey covering the North, South, West, and Central regions of main-
land China. A representative sample of administrators at provincial education bureaus,
managers from admission offices at universities and colleges, and local high school teachers
was obtained. The study was designed to examine attitudes toward the implementation
of China’s new college entrance exam policy at pilot provinces from various stakeholders’
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perspectives. We collected a sample comprising 1071 participants (59.1% female). Most
of the participants were of Han ethnicity (914, 98.2%) and the rest were members of mi-
nority ethnic groups. Participants’ average age was 37.41 years old (standard deviation
[SD] = 7.15). Except for a small portion of participants with a community college degree
(5.5%), most participants (74.5%) had a bachelor’s degree. Approximately one third of
the participants were from cities (68.8%), approximately one fifth were from small towns
(12.9%), and the rest were from villages (8.4%).

Measures: The four dimensions (i.e., reform direction, enrollment allocation, exam-
ination contents and methods, and means of admission) of attitudes toward the NCEE
were based on the concept of college entrance examination equality indices. Two rounds
of surveys and interviews were conducted to collect relevant information about the four
dimensions of attitudes toward the NCEE from administrators at provincial education
bureaus, managers from admission offices at universities and colleges, and local high school
teachers. Finally, 14 items were retained for the final questionnaire. The items were rated
on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. This
questionnaire was not a standardized instrument with known psychometric properties,
and it was constructed on the basis of the research questions in this study. We used Mplus
8.8 software and SPSS.21.0, (Statistical Product Service Solutions), which created by IBM
and Stanford University to analyze these data.

Data analytic approach: A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted using
SPSS.20.0 to examine the construct validity of attitudes toward new college policy reform.
We evaluated model adequacy using the following indices (Kline, 2015): the Chi-Square
statistic (x?), the comparative fit index (CFI; acceptable > 0.90, good > 0.95), the root-
mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA; acceptable < 0.08, good < 0.05), and the
standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR; acceptable < 0.08, good < 0.05). In addition,
multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVA) were used to examine differences in the
dimensions of attitudes toward new college policy reform across gender, age, ethnicity,
region, province, education attainment, and workplace.

6. Results

We performed CFAs to examine whether an a priori factor structure fit the data
(i.e., the construct validity). Four of the five factors were latent constructs (i.e., reform
directions, enrollment allocations, test contents and methods, and means of admission).
A total of 15 items were used to assess the four latent constructs and the manifest con-
structs (i.e., equality evaluation). Cronbach’s « values were calculated to assess the relia-
bility of the subscales. The following fit indices for the five-factor model were acceptable:
x? (71) = 411.63, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.07 (90% CI, 0.066, 0.079), SRMR = 0.0.
Factor loadings ranged from 0.68 to 0.74 for reform directions, 0.78 to 0.79 for enrollment
allocations, from 0.61 to 0.73 for test contents and methods, and 0.51 to 0.74 for means of
admission. Cronbach’s « coefficients for the four first-order factors were acceptable and
were around 0.76.

To examine the differences in attitudes toward new college policy reform as a func-
tion of gender, age, ethnicity, region, province, education attainment, and workplace, we
conducted seven-way MANOVAs for the five first-order constructs. Female participants
expressed greater approval of enrollment allocation (mean [M] = 1.61, SD = 0.75 for males;
M =1.79, SD = 0.85 for females) compared with male participants. There were no differ-
ences in approval by ethnicity (i.e., Han and ethnic minorities) or region (i.e., cities, towns,
and rural areas) for all five constructs. Regarding differences across age groups, partici-
pants over 60 years old generally reported greater approval of reform directions (M = 3.78,
SD = 0.53 for participants over 60 years old, M = 2.21, SD = 0.07 for 41-50-year-old partici-
pants, M = 2.04, SD = 0.06 for 31-40-year-old participants, M = 2.01, SD = 0.11 for 26-30-year-
old participants, M = 2.35, SD = 0.21 for 18-25-year-old participants), enrollment allocations
(M =3.33, SD = 0.45 for participants over 60 years old, M = 1.18, SD = 0.06 for 41-50-year-
old participants, M = 1.67, SD = 0.05 for 31-40-year-old participants, M = 1.66, SD = 0.10
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for 26-30-year-old participants, M = 1.71, SD = 0.18 for 18-25-year-old participants), ex-
amination contents and methods (M = 3.50, SD = 0.45 for participants over 60 years old,
M =2.07, SD = 0.06 for 41-50-year-old participants, M = 1.94, SD = 0.05 for 31-40-year-old
participants, M = 1.98, SD = 0.10 for 26-30-year-old participants, M = 2.01, SD = 0.18 for
18-25-year-old participants), means of admission (M = 3.33, SD = 0.33 for participants over
60 years old, M = 1.59, SD = 0.05 for 41-50-year-old participants, M = 1.52, SD = 0.04 for
31-40-year-old participants, M = 1.56, SD = 0.07 for 26-30-year-old participants, M = 1.53,
SD = 0.13 for 18-25-year-old participants), and equity evaluation (M =3.67, SD = 0.55
for participants over 60 years old, M = 2.10, SD = 0.08 for 41-50-year-old participants,
M =1.86, SD = 0.07 for 31-40-year-old participants, M = 1.80, SD = 0.12 for 26-30-year-old
participants, M = 2.00, SD = 0.22 for 18-25-year-old participants). However, there were no
significant differences between either of the two age groups below 60 years of age on any
of the five first-order constructs.

Regarding differences across provinces, participants from Zhejiang Province expressed
greater approval of the reform directions than those from Shanghai and Shandong (M = 2.32,
SD = 0.80 for Zhejiang, M = 1.98, SD = 0.81 for Shanghai, and M =2.02, SD = 0.98 for Shan-
dong). However, there was no significant difference between any pair of provinces (Beijing,
Shanghai, and Shandong). Participants from Zhejiang Province and Shanghai Province
expressed greater approval of exam content and methods compared with participants from
Shandong or Beijing (M = 2.30, SD = 0.77 for Zhejiang, M =2.13, SD = 0.78 for Shanghai,
M =1.83, SD = 0.75 for Shandong, M = 1.90, SD = 0.75 for Beijing). Regarding equity
evaluation, participants from Zhejiang and Beijing reported more agreement than those
from Shanghai and Shandong (M =2.23, SD = 1.03 for Zhejiang, M = 1.72, SD = 0.90 for
Shanghai, M = 1.80, SD = 0.88 for Shandong, M = 2.13, SD = 1.01 for Beijing). Moreover,
participants with high-school degrees only expressed more approval of reform directions
(M =3.56, SD = 1.71 for those with high-school degrees only, M = 2.11, SD = 1.23 for those
with specialist qualifications) and equity (M = 3.00, SD = 1.73 for those with high-school de-
grees only, M = 1.33, SD = 0.49 for those with specialist qualifications) compared with those
with specialist qualifications. Participants with high-school degrees (M = 2.47, SD = 2.20)
only expressed greater approval regarding the means of admission than participants with
college degrees (M = 1.55, SD = 0.58). In addition, participants who worked in middle
schools (M = 2.08, SD = 0.80) reported greater approval of exam content and methods
compared with those who worked at universities (M = 1.62, SD = 0.82) (See Figure 1).

Moreover, we examined reform direction, enrollment allocation, exam content and
methods, means of admission, and equity evaluation in relation to reform engagement.
Age, gender, province, workplace, household registration, and education attainment were
controlled as covariates. Although a non-significant chi-square result would be preferable,
the chi-square test revealed a significant result because of the large sample size of x>
(161, N = 1071) = 562.59, p < 0.001. On the basis of the criteria suggested by Little (2013),
the following model fits were acceptable: CFI = 0.90, RMSEA = 0.052 (90% confidence
interval [CI], 0.047, 0.056), SRMR = 0.04. Reform direction (3 = 0.29, p < 0.001) and
equity evaluation ( = 0.15, p < 0.01) were positively associated with reform engagement.
Enrollment allocation, exam content and methods, and means of admission were not
associated with reform engagement (see Figure 2).
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7. Discussion
7.1. The Key Findings of Stakeholders” Attitudes toward Policy Reform

Significant differences were found in stakeholders’ attitudes toward the policy reform
of NCEE based on gender, age, ethnicity, region, province, education attainment, and work-
place. Female teachers, mangers, and administrators expressed more positive attitudes
toward the implementation of the policy of enrollment allocation compared with their male
counterparts. However, there were no statistically significant differences in approval by
ethnicity (Han versus ethnic minorities) or region (cities and towns, versus rural areas) in
terms of creating and implementing the new NCEE. Interestingly, regarding significant
differences across age groups, participants that were over 60 years old generally expressed
more positive attitudes regarding the reform directions of the new NCEE compared with
their counterparts from other age groups. Older participants tend to have more insight-
ful and objective individual learning experiences and judgments regarding the policy
transformation of Chinese college entrance examinations compared with their younger
counterparts. Broadly speaking, the results appeared to demonstrate that older/senior par-
ticipants, who had a sophisticated understanding of the issue, generally expressed prudent
attitudes regarding the reform directions of college entrance exams, suggesting that the
general directions and orientation of policy reform are consistent with the contemporary
trends of Chinese college entrance exams [22,23].

7.2. Analyses of Various Participants

Older participants who have witnessed the historical trends of policy reform might
feel that the general direction of policy reform is fundamentally consistent with the his-
torical direction of reforms. Specifically, in 1977, the NCEE aimed to give priority to key
universities and colleges to select promising candidates. In 1984, Opinions on Reforming
the Enrollment Source Plan of Institutions of Higher Education (1984 Opinion) was released
by the Chinese Ministry of Education, which outlined a general direction of selective ad-
mission, allocating 30%—-35% of the annual enrollment plan to high-quality candidates. To
further narrow the enrollment gap between rural and urban areas, in 2006, the Ministry
of Education released a new admission direction, entitled “Promoting Equality among
Different Regions” [24,25]. Since then, the general admission direction of the NCEE has
consistently tended to provide an increased proportion of the admission quota to candi-
dates from developing provinces, regions, and/or rural areas, and poor counties. Since
the release of the 2014 Opinion, two programs have been implemented to increase the
admission quota of students from rural and developing locations [26]. For example, the
Collaborative Plan for Enrollment in the Central and Western Regions suggests enrolling
students from both mid-west regions and rural and poverty-stricken areas. Thus, the
transformation of reform direction from efficiency-driven to equity-driven values embodies
the policy of incremental change regarding reconstructing and reshaping the development
of China’s NCEE. Moreover, participants from Zhejiang Province reported more positive
attitudes toward the reform directions of the new NCEE compared with their counterparts
from Shanghai and Shandong. As one of the most developed provinces, the overall higher
education system of Zhejiang Province developed more rapidly compared with the systems
of other provinces in terms of enrollment rates and graduation rates. Historically, people in
Zhejiang Province have held more positive and active perceptions of implementing new
educational policies, which are related to faculty development, higher education financial
allocation, and talent cultivation since the reform and opening policy [27,28]. In addition,
in terms of the interpretation of age, region, gender or ethnicity, we found that different re-
gional allocation, gender distribution, and ethnicity have clearly impacted attitudes toward
educational policy implementation. For example, participants in highly developed regions
tend to hold positive attitudes toward the development of higher education admission
policy and participants from low-developing regions, such as rural areas, tend to hold
negative or critical perspectives on the implementation of new admission policy, depending
on the context.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 11936

10 0f 13

7.3. The Regional Contextual Analysis of Selected Provinces

Comprehensive scores are composed of scores on the unified college entrance ex-
amination, senior high school entrance examinations, and the comprehensive quality
evaluation [29,30]. This approach applies specialty enrollment plans by which colleges
are required to assess students’ abilities through unified examinations, and general high
school academic proficiency examinations and interviews (or skills tests). Comprehensive
quality evaluation is performed by observing, recording, and analyzing students’ overall
development, including their ideological and moral character, academic level, physical and
mental health, artistic accomplishments, and social practice. Additionally, this evaluation
approach considers students’ social responsibility, innovative spirit, and practical ability.
Comprehensive assessment scores include the content, standards, forms, and methods of
assessment in colleges and universities, which are determined by the pilot universities ac-
cording to their training objectives and the requirements of their disciplines and specialties,
reflecting the assessment of their professional qualities and potential [31]. Thus, economic
development plays an inevitable role in influencing perceptions of the equity evaluation of
the new NCEE [32]. It is worth noting that participants who are administrators with high-
level degrees more frequently expressed support for the reform directions of the new NCEE
than their counterparts with specialist qualifications. Participants with high-level degrees
also held more positive attitudes toward admission approaches and exam content than
mangers at the admission offices in universities and colleges. In this sense, since the release
of the 2014 Opinion, administrators at provincial education bureaus may have reached
widespread agreement regarding the accessibility and feasibility of implementing the policy
of the new NCEE, especially regarding the admission approach and exam content [33-37].
The structural equation modeling results suggest that the reform direction, enrollment
allocation, exam content and methods, means of admission, and equity evaluation all
contribute to predicting the key stakeholders’ perspectives and attitudes, supporting the
rationale of the proposed conceptual framework described previously [38].

7.4. The Limitations and Future Study

However, the current study has several limitations. First, a larger sample size would be
helpful in future studies to improve the robustness of statistical analyses. Second, conduct-
ing more interviews might offer a clearer contextual background to explain stakeholders’
attitudes and engagement in implementing higher education admission policy. Third, more
case studies should be obtained to analyze the enrollment allocation, exam contents and
methods, and the means of admission, which failed to predict the reform engagement. This
finding indicates the prevalence of critiques and disagreements regarding how to construct
and implement specific educational policies [39,40]. In future studies, larger samples of
respondents from specific provinces may be useful for exploring various stakeholders’
perspectives on higher education admission policy development contextually.

Debates regarding sustainable higher education and sustainability in higher education
typically have two dimensions [41,42]. While the first dimension expresses discourse that
supports the development of a robust higher education system to deliver timely higher
education, the second describes the complexity of environmental factors and their incor-
poration in higher education [43]. Specifically, higher-education institutional sustainable
development is considered to be a critical concept to promote global sustainable education
development. The development of sustainable higher education includes multiple aspects,
including economic, ecological, and social factors and dimensions. In addition, from a
technological perspective, creating sustainable higher education is also closely associated
with the promotion and distribution of quality education through technological innovation
and advances. For example, Alam (2022) argue that “COVID-19 appears to have been
utilized by the HE system as an excuse to exacerbate the “diploma disease crisis,” a scenario
that must be resolved by developing a proper policy framework that allows HE to play the
necessary role in an emergency” [44-46]. Therefore, achieving sustainable higher education
and sustainability in higher education requires complicated and multi-dimensional factors
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to be embraced, so as to continuously shape a more inclusive and efficient global higher
educational system.

8. Conclusions

The results of the current study revealed that administrators at provincial education
bureaus, mangers from admission office at universities and colleges, and teachers at local
high schools hold relatively positive attitudes toward the education policy of the new
college entrance exam, specifically regarding reform directions, enrollment allocations,
examination content, and the methods and means of admission. During the process of
implementing the educational policy of the new NCEE, although the policy received some
critique regarding the formation and the implementation of the NCEE, the general reform
direction was widely approved of by administrators, mangers, and teachers at different
levels. In future studies of this topic, regional differences and differences related to socioe-
conomic status should be investigated in further depth. Meanwhile, the shift to online
admission processes and examinations during the COVID-19 pandemic may necessitate
a new direction for future policy design and policy formation regarding advancing the
quality of the higher education admission process. Thus, promoting various basic dig-
ital competencies for students is considered to be an important part of an appropriate
action plan.
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